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Introduction

Chinese architecture, germ theory, more Indonesian cartoons, the demise of 
the corset at the turn of the twentieth century, and bicycling across the U.S. are 
among the subjects of our first issue of 2003. Also included are our usual literature, 
film, and television analyses.

In the medium of film, Cyndy Hendershot presents a view of juvenile delin 
quency in post-WWII films in her article entitled “Rebellion and Conformity in 
Fifties Juvenile Delinquency Films.” Hollywood, she notes, created the juvenile 
delinquent of the 1950’s out of a fear of conformity, and her interrogation of the 
films The Blackboard Jungle, High School Hellcats, and High School Confiden 
tial reveals how conflicting ideas of conformity and rebellion are intertwined. In 
“Miss Em’s Voyeuristic Gaze of Pinky-White Desire for Blackness” Charlene 
Regester studies another hot topic of post-war Hollywood -  changes in race rela 
tions. Her “alternative reading” of Miss Em, the elderly white character in the 
movie, is provocative and innovative. Finally, in “Hollywood Cowboys and Con 
federates in Mexico: Andrew V. McLaglen’s The Undefeated” Gary Hoppenstand 
discusses this John Wayne-Rock Hudson film as a “Southern” instead of the tradi 
tional “Western.”

From the small screen, James laccino re-awakens the fairy tale in his discus 
sion of two popular television series. Forever Knight (1992-1996) and The Invis 
ible Man (2000-2002). Touching on “cursed heroes,” tricksters, and fools to em 
phasize his point that these stereotypes are still alive and well in contemporary sci- 
fi shows, laccino provides an engaging study of the genre in his “Forever Knight 
and The Invisible Man: Television Retellings of Jungian fairy Tales.”

American identity provides the theme for several of the non-celluloid articles 
in this issue as well. Betsey Norland, David Raney and David M. Dean re-visit 
other areas of popular history. In “Class Comfort: The Transition from Corset to 
Brassiere, 1910-1930,” Norland details changes in the female body ideal in the 
early twentieth century as she examines of the shift from long-boned corsets to 
silken brassiere. As Norland notes, class played an important role in these changes, 
and her “bubble up theory” that working class women’s practices influenced up 
per- and middle-class women proves interesting. In his discussion of contagious 
disease and “plague literature,” Raney explores yet another aspect of the evolving 
notion of “Who is an American?” in the 19th and early 20th centuries. “Culture of 
Contagion: Germs Aliens, and American Identity” traces the rise of germ theory 
science and its appropriation by popular literature and political rhetoric. Dean pre-



sents a light-hearted (though by no means physically easy) account of his attempt 
to simulate the American drive to head west in his article, “Then and Now: Bicy 
cling Across History to Oregon.” “I would have made a lousy pioneer,” he con 
fesses while recounting the fathomless pleasures of hot showers and beer.

Kelley Kelleway provides a most intellectual deconstruction of “scientific 
value” in her article, “The Defining Dinosaur: The Role of Scientific Value Con 
cepts in Paleontological Popularizations.” Specifically she looks at the works of 
paleontologist John Horner and appropriations of dinosaurs in our current popular 
culture -  i.e., in Steven Spielberg’s Jurassic Park. Discussing Horner’s books as 
presenting scientific theory to laypersons -  how each discovery moves, “asymp 
totically” (look it up, I had to) towards a truth of material reality -  Kelleway ques 
tions, as has Donna Haraway and other before her, the supremacy of scientific 
knowledge.

Jeffrey Hartnett’s views on the emerging boom of Chinese architecture pro 
vides a wonderful picture behind the walls of Beijing. In “The Chinese Architect 
in Shenzhen: ‘More is More’” Hartnett bases his insights on his year of teaching in 
Shenzhen. What I found most interesting and surprising were his statistics on Chi 
nese architects in relation to their American counterparts (there are '/loas many in 
China as in the U.S.) and the corresponding volume of work produced (the Chi 
nese design 5 times the volume of projects of American architects). This is accom 
plished through innovative techniques such as chaogeng (a type of moonlighting) 
and min qi (“people’s energy”).

Finally, with “Indonesia Honors a Political Cartoonist with a Postage Stamp,” 
we bring you the second installment of Richard Ostrom’s study of Indonesian 
politics. In his article published in our February 2001 issue Ostrom looked at sev 
eral of the country’s popular cartoonists. In this one, he focuses exclusively on 
“Gun Gun,” an Indonesian cartoonist so popular that his trademark character has 
been awarded his own postage stamp.

Journey on, fair readers! Enjoy this latest foray into the world(s) of popular 
culture!

Juli Barry, Ph.D.
Associate Editor 
Popular Culture Review
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Rebellion and Conformity in 
Fifties Juvenile Delinquency Films

Fifties America was a society plagued by real and imaginary internal threats. 
Sociologists like David Riesman, law enforcement men like J. Edgar Hoover, cler 
gymen like Billy Graham, and politicians like Senator Kefauver looked at post- 
World War II America and saw not prosperity but signs of internal decay. Eric 
Shaefer, in his study of exploitation films argues that “Internal subversion became 
a national obsession after World War II. Whether it came in the form of commu 
nists, juvenile delinquents, organized crime, homosexuals, comic books, or rock 
and roll, middle Americans girded themselves for an assault from within on the 
values they believed had helped them win the war” (241).

Juvenile delinquency became a visible form of internal subversion based upon 
a larger investigation into crime in the United States. Hoover and Attorney Gen 
eral Tom Clark helped reframe the delinquency issue for a post-World War II 
America. The widely publicized Kefauver hearings on crime in 1951 aided in so 
lidifying America's fear of internal criminal activities. Like Hoover, Kefauver fo 
cused attention on the issue of crime through the use of the media. As David 
Halberstam notes, “Estes Kefauver became America’s first politician to benefit 
from the glare of television” (193). The influence of media portrayals is key to 
how Juvenile delinquency was perceived by Fifties Americans. Media exaggera 
tions and Hollywood representations of teenage crime were the primary means 
through which most Americans understood the issue of youth and crime.

The most exaggerated media accounts of Juvenile delinquency associate it 
with anarchy and madness. Robert Lindner, a psychologist who wrote a prewar 
study of Juvenile delinquency, Rebel Without a Cause, linked the delinquency prob 
lem to madness.' In an address given in Los Angeles in 1954, Lindner diagnosed 
the teenagers of America as “literally sick with an aberrant condition of mind for 
merly confined to a few distressed souls but now epidemic over the earth” (qtd. in 
Oakley 270). Yet, one striking feature of Hollywood representations of the Juve 
nile delinquent (JD) is that the teenagers’ delinquency is not produced by rampant 
individualism, instinct, or insanity, but by another fear haunting Fifties America— 
conformity. In this essay I examine three JD Aims from the Fifties that portray 
American teenagers caught up in high school worlds that are not so much out of 
control, as seething with criminal behavior as a form of conformity— The Black 
board Jungle, High School Hellcats, and High School Confidential.
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Fifties America was frightened of the perils of economic success, believing 
that they would lead to a society of conformist drones. David Riesman’s The Lonely 
Crowd and William Whyte’s The Organization Man became best-sellers based on 
adult America’s concern that encroaching conformity was stifling individualism 
and creative expression.- Adam Wolfson argues that “what most disturbed the fif 
ties social critics was the bogy of conformity. They believed that the American 
people were becoming ever more alike.” Conformity was intimately tied up with 
post-war Americans’ fears regarding economic prosperity. Money and possessions 
were seen as contributing to the conformity supposedly creeping upon middle- 
class American families. As Gaile McGregor argues, Fifties popular culture spoke 
to fears and ambivalences relating to economic prosperity: “While it’s true that the 
official line of the time stressed the benefits of affluence, it is notable that best 
selling novels, especially after mid-decade, were as likely to treat success as a 
problem as to propose it as a desirable goal” (7). While works like The Man in the 
Gray Flannel Suit addressed the pressures of conformity and economic advance 
ment within the society of Fifties’ adults, conformity among American teenagers 
also found expression, most strikingly in Hollywood treatments of juvenile delin 
quency.

While Fifties adults experienced economic success from a background of 
Depression Era deprivation, many Fifties teenagers knew only prosperity as they 
came to maturity, or so the media liked to make people believe. In an article pub 
lished in Life in January 1954, American teenagers are portrayed as “The Luckiest 
Generation.” Focusing on a group of high school students in Carlsbad, New Mexico, 
the article highlights the ready money and luxuries that these teenagers possess. 
The article comments that “In Carlsbad, as everywhere else, teenagers are not only 
driving new cars to school but in many cases buying them out of their own earn 
ing. These are the children who at birth were called ‘Depression Babies.’ They 
have grown up to become, materially at least, America’s luckiest generation” (27). 
Conformity in possessions and dress became a feature of teenage prosperity. As 
Ronald J. Oakley notes Fifties’ teenagers’ concern with fitting in in terms of dress, 
behavior and ideas produced “in this age of the corporation man” a “corporation 
teen” (286-287).

Yet, teenage conformity was not only a product of economic well-being. In 
the films that will be discussed below, it will be clear that Hollywood portrayed 
both wealthy and poor delinquents. The aspect of conformity is present in both 
these representations. One strain of Hollywood JD films from the Fifties indicates 
how the internal bugbears of both conformity and delinquency could be inter 
twined.

Hollywood’s interest in the issue of delinquency resulted from several fac 
tors. On the one hand, the industry felt the pressure to produce moral films regard-
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ing the issue of crime due to Kefauver's investigations into the influence of the 
media upon crime in the United States. Another factor involved the changing audi 
ences for films. As teenagers began to emerge as the new audience for movies, 
many teen-oriented films were produced. As James Gilbert points out, the film 
industry was in economic danger in the Fifties, “Production of feature films dropped 
between 1949 and 1956 by about 25 percent. Several major studios went out of 
business” (174-175). Additionally, the Hays Code’s iron fist was weakening and 
taboo issues such as drug use were being allowed to find their way into approved 
film scripts. By 1956 a revised code appeared allowing mention of drug use, abor 
tion, and prostitution (Gilbert 176). The ID film brought together the elements of 
a teen-oriented movie, previously taboo subject matter, and, theoretically at least, 
social consciousness that would please the government officials investigating 
Hollywood’s influence on young minds.

The Blackboard Jungle (1955) indicated the trend in the treatment of delin 
quency that the decade’s films would follow.^ The film, based on Evan Hunter’s 
novel, chronicles the experiences of Richard Dadier, a World-War II veteran who 
gets his first teaching Job at North Manual Trades High School. Dadier is unpre 
pared for the lack of discipline at the school. On his first day at work he saves a 
female teacher, Lois Hammond, from rape and narrowly escapes a baseball thrown 
at his head in the classroom. On his second day of work, he and another teacher get 
beaten up in an alley near the school by some of the students. Dadier’s pregnant 
wife, Anne, urges him to leave the school and take a safer Job, but he is determined 
to stick it out. He tries to win over Gregory Miller, a black student with a high IQ, 
and finally succeeds through a Christmas pageant that Miller works on with Dadier. 
Meanwhile, Anne has been receiving anonymous letters telling of a supposed af 
fair that Dadier is having. The strain brought on by the letters leads to her deliver 
ing a premature baby that almost dies. Dadier returns after the Christmas break 
and has a showdown with Artie West, the student who has been behind the beating, 
and the harassment of Anne. West slices Dadier’s hand in the classroom, but the 
students gang up on West and one student who supports him, and stop them from 
further violence.

The Blackboard Jungle was a controversial film. Many critics and audience 
members saw it as a dangerous work. Phillip Scheuer, a Los Angeles Times critic 
who haled the film, saw it as a tool for our Cold War enemy. He argued that it 
would harm the image of the United States “particularly if it ever fell into Commu 
nist hands” (qtd. In McGee and Robertson 30). Blackboard Jungle forged an im 
portant link between delinquency and rock and roll even though Bill Haley and the 
Comet’s “Rock Around the Clock” appears only over the beginning and end cred 
its.  ̂The film was banned in England for fourteen years due to its supposed ability 
to encourage delinquency (McGee and Robertson 19). Yet, despite its title and
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despite the fuss over the supposed animal savagery of the delinquents in the film, 
the film focuses much more on delinquency as a problem of conformity than one 
of lack of civilization. Teachers and students clash because of their inability to act 
as individuals.

The students at North Manual behave like a mass entity. At the opening com 
mencement for the school year, they hoot and jeer at Lois Hammond in unison. 
After Dadier saves Lois from a rape attempt, the students refuse to do the work in 
class, believing Dadier has betrayed one of their own, and they all deliberately do 
a grammar exercise incorrectly. In Hunter’s novel, another teacher explains to Dadier 
that the students are part of a machine. Speaking of Miller, the teacher tells Dadier 
that “He gets inside the machine, and he becomes a part of the machine” (151). 
Rather than the delinquency being produced by rampant individualism or lack of 
control, it is well-organized. West’s attack on Dadier and Josh Edwards; the heisting 
of a paper truck; the letters and phone calls that Anne receives: these are the signs 
of a well-oiled machine of delinquency and a machine of which the students must 
be part in order merely to survive.

Gregory Miller does not want to be part of the machine, and his ability to 
break out of the delinquency mode illustrates the film’s bent toward individual 
ism. Dadier suspects Miller of organizing the acts of crime because he is the most 
intelligent student in the group and because he is black. Dadier confronts his own 
racism when, angry with Miller, he starts to use a racial epithet against him, and 
then stops himself. In a sociological study of juvenile delinquency published in the 
late Fifties, Len O’Connor demonstrates a perception of delinquency that fell along 
racial lines. O’Connor’s book illustrates a Noble-Savage perception of the black 
JD as somehow more dignified than the white JD. Discussing one of the subjects 
he interviewed, a young man he calls Boot Straps, O’Connor comments that “He 
had that special ability of his race to recognize the failings of other humans with 
out moralizing about them” (131). Overall in his study O’Connor separates white 
and black delinquents and sees that black delinquents are not only more noble but 
also more redeemable.

Dadier’s perception of Miller falls along these lines. Miller isn’t really a de 
linquent at all. Although he disrupts Dadier’s class, he apparently does little else. 
When the gang of students attacks Math teacher Josh Edwards and breaks his 
phonograph and records. West comments that Miller never shows up for violent 
acts: “When there’s action, he cuts.” Miller works at a garage after school, so he 
has little free time for delinquency. Yet, Dadier assumes that Miller is the leader of 
the gang because of his race and his intelligence. This perception prevents Dadier 
from seeing that West is the one who is tormenting him and Anne.

Although Miller is not a delinquent like the other boys, he does succumb to 
conformity. An intelligent young man who is interested in learning, his environ-
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ment has made him conform to an anti-scholarly path. Miller explains to Dadier 
that “In the beginning I tried.” Miller has given up on trying to succeed in school 
because neither peers, nor teachers, nor parents care whether he succeeds or not. 
He tells Dadier that no one encourages him, “Not my folks, even.” Miller’s con 
formity is encouraged by apathy. He goes along with the games in the classroom, 
even though he does want to learn and help Dadier encourage the other students to 
learn, as is demonstrated when Dadier shows a cartoon based on the story “Jack 
and the Beanstalk” and Miller fosters the discussion, winking at Dadier as he leaves 
class.

When Miller emphasizes the conformity of his parents, who believe that a 
black man cannot succeed in anything but a manual profession and hence encour 
age him to quit school and go straight to work in a garage. The Blackboard Jungle 
participates in the most common thread in JD discourse—blaming the parents. A 
Fifties commonplace explanation in the media for the juvenile delinquency prob 
lem was that bad parents produce bad teens.

Hollywood representation of delinquency took up that call with a vengeance. 
In Blackboard Jungle, it is the absence of parents that seems to create the problem. 
The problem students spend their evenings engaging in illegal activity because, 
presumably, their parents either don’t care or can’t control them. Blackboard Jungle 
approaches the bad parent angle from the working class and its problems, but 
middle-class parents were not immune, as High School Hellcats and High School 
Confidential illustrate. Len O’Connor’s study of delinquency traces almost every 
single case back to a problem in the home. In one case study of a boy called Mus 
tache, the boy comments: “Well, it’s mostly no good between the mothers and 
fathers, if you know what I mean. I mean the mothers and fathers are separated and 
that’s bad enough . . . I’ll tell you what it is: it’s families that don’t give a damn 
about their kids” (46). O’Connor concludes that “When you investigate the back 
grounds of Juvenile delinquents, you will find their troubled lives are almost al 
ways rooted in the emotional rubble of overtly or tacitly broken homes” (215). 
Benjamin Fine in his 1955 study of delinquency entitled 1,000,000 Delinquents 
concurred with the testimony at the Washington hearing of the Senate subcommit 
tee on delinquency, arguing that one should “practically without exception placfe] 
the onus for much delinquency on the shoulders of the family” (81).

Tracing the primary cause of delinquency to the failures of the family fit in 
well with Fifties discourse regarding family, especially that discourse influenced 
by the Oedipal Conflict. The popularization of Freudian theory in the Fifties be 
came a neat way of diagnosing personal and social problems. As Gilles Deleuze 
and Felix Guattari have effectively argued, the popularized Oedipus Complex has 
served culturally to produce an interior colonization of the subject, reducing all 
conflicts to “Daddy-mommy-me” (265).^
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The Blackboard Jungle largely achieves this Oedipal explanation through in 
direction and absence. The film does not delve into the home lives of the children, 
focusing its domestic drama on Anne and Dadier. In The Blackboard Jungle, the 
JD is still Other, not shown in a home environment, but like a beast living only on 
the street. Yet, the conformity that the students display undercuts this idea of the 
student as beast. The policeman who attempts to get Dadier to press charges against 
the students for the beating he has suffered at their hands traces the problems back 
to the family, and specifically World War II: “Father in the Army, mother in the 
defense plant. . .  gang leaders have taken the place of parents.” Yet. because of its 
status as a transitional film, one straddling adult and teen audiences, the actual 
home lives of the students remain unseen. With the movement of the JD film into 
an explicitly teenage market, the Oedipal explanation for delinquency became even 
more pronounced, indicating the conformity of teenagers not only in representa 
tion, but also in reality, as they accepted a conformist psychoanalytic explanation 
for their own behavior.

High School Hellcats (1958) is one of many of American International Pic 
tures’ forays into the JD picture.^ The film focuses on Joyce Martin, a girl who has 
just transferred to a new high school. On her first day of school she is approached 
by Connie, a girl who heads a girl gang known as The Hellcats. Connie pressures 
Joyce to Join and begins an initiation process on her. Meanwhile, Joyce becomes 
involved with Mike Landers, a young man who works at the campus coffee shop 
and who is working his way through engineering school at night. Joyce must keep 
her relationship with Mike a secret from both her parents and the gang. At a party 
Connie apparently falls down a flight of stairs and dies. Because the kids have 
broken into a home in order to have the party, they must keep silent about the 
incident. Dolly, a Hellcat member who has been Jealous of Joyce since her appear 
ance, takes over the Hellcats. The Hellcats, including Joyce, keep their promise 
and say nothing to the police. After Connie’s body is discovered, Dolly asks Joyce 
to come to a Hellcat meeting. Joyce goes, hoping to break with the gang. Dolly has 
tricked Joyce into meeting her alone so she can murder her. Dolly reveals that she 
is Connie’s killer and tries to stab Joyce, but falls off a balcony instead.

High School Hellcats takes up the issue of female Juvenile delinquency, a 
subset of the national concern with male delinquents. Wini Breines has argued that 
female rebellion in Fifties America was largely ignored: “When fifties deviance 
was and is portrayed, however, young white women are invisible” (70-71). Breines 
views the representation of female delinquents as always an appendix to the males, 
stating that “Restless teenage girls in 1950s movies were not themselves rebels but 
Joined boys who were because they were in love” (144). While this statement 
applies to many JD films, including Rebel Without a Cause, B films provided a 
forum for the exploration of female Juvenile delinquency that did not necessarily
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have any connection to male rebellion. Hellcats is a good example of this por 
trayal of the female JD. Yet, like Blackboard Jungle, Hellcats also frames the 
problem within a discourse of conformity.

In Hellcats the girl gang is an independent entity within itself. The Hellcats 
are not in any way subservient to men or to the male gangs at the school. While the 
Hellcats associate with boys, they appear to be the dominant gang at the school. 
Connie does not defer to any authority. On Joyce’s first day in home economics 
class, Connie and the other Hellcats mock the male substitute teacher, driving him 
out of the classroom in frustration. Connie approaches Joyce by telling her “I’m 
the boss’’ and “I make the rules here.’’ Connie’s dominance is one of demanding 
complete conformity to her rules. The rules of the Hellcats represent an opposition 
to the middle-class values of Joyce’s world, but. like the rules of her parents, are 
no less conformist. At her first meeting with the Hellcats, Connie tells Joyce that if 
she doesn’t join the Hellcats, she won’t have any dates or any friends. She also 
informs Joyce that she cannot get a grade higher than a D if she wants to still 
belong.

While Connie is demanding in her role as gang leader, Joyce is already a very 
pliable subject for the constraining rules of the gang. When Connie first speaks to 
Joyce she is very passive, telling Connie, against her better judgment that she 
would like to join the gang, “if you want me.’’ Joyce’s first initiation test involves 
wearing slacks to school, and when her father questions her as to why she is wear 
ing them, Joyce responds, “All the girls are wearing them.’’ Joyce tries to explain 
to Mike her involvement with the Hellcats by telling him, “I have to belong.’’ 
Joyce is uncertain of her own identity, telling Mike at their first meeting that “I go 
to school because it’s required and I don’t know what I want to be.’’̂ Joyce’s lack 
of solid identity causes her to become part of the gang in order to have some sort 
of identity.

As is typical in Fifties JD films, the parents and Oedipal conflicts are the 
ultimate explanation for aberrant teen behavior. Hellcats frames Joyce’s slide into 
delinquency in particularly obvious familial conflict terms.^ As in Blackboard 
Jungle, but even more explicitly, parents are to blame for teens’ bad behavior. 
While Blackboard Jungle focused on the working class teen and his broken or 
absent home as a cause of delinquency. Hellcats focuses upon the upper-middle 
class home and indifferent parents as the cause of Joyce’s delinquency. As Rachel 
Devlin argues in her study of Fifties female delinquents, female JDs threatened 
the norms of society because their behavior was associated with the signifiers 
“male” and “working class”. This led “to the perception that delinquency resulted 
from psychological rather than social problems” (92).

Joyce’s parents represent a combination of blank middle-class conformity and 
seething Oedipal conflicts. In a Fifties study of delinquency, Paul Douglas tries to
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pinpoint the causes for middle-class teen criminals, stating that “I would hazard 
the guess that family tensions, unloving homes, over-protective mothers, and the 
general dullness of life all play a part” (xii). From the first moment that they ap 
pear in the film, Joyce’s parents represent distracted, conformist parents who have 
little concern for their daughter. On the morning of her first initiation, her mother, 
Linda, is late getting up and has not prepared breakfast for the family. Her father, 
Roger, is engrossed in a newspaper and takes little notice of Joyce, except to criti 
cize her. When she comes home after the humiliation of being the only girl in the 
class wearing slacks, both parents are gone. Her mother doesn’t return home until 
after eight and she has no intention of preparing dinner for the family. Joyce wel 
comes the call of Connie to meet the gang because, we are very obviously shown, 
she cannot turn to her parents for comfort or advice. Connie promises Joyce a 
“home away from home.” Joyce reflects that “1 guess I do need a club like this.” 
Later, Joyce explains to Mike that her membership in the gang is based on the 
neglect of her parents: “For all the attention I get at home, I might as well be 
renting a furnished room myself” Yet the parents are not only conformist, well- 
off, and indifferent. Roger represents the nightmare father of Fifties America, one 
who hasn’t resolved his own Oedipal conflicts and hence takes them out on his 
daughter.

Roger is obsessed with his daughter’s physical appearance. The first time that 
he speaks about her he complains about how she looks, “Those tight sweaters and 
too much lipstick.” When Joyce goes to her first meeting of the Hellcats she comes 
downstairs in a slip, and Roger becomes livid: “How many times have I told you 
not to walk around the house like that!” He then slaps her. Joyce must keep her 
relationship with Mike a secret because her parents “don’t approve of my dating.” 
When Joyce arrives home later after taking care of a wounded Mike, Roger pro 
nounces that she is “out of control.” Roger’s unre.solved sexual desires for his 
daughter make him a nightmare father, one who is in turn producing abnormal 
sexuality in his daughter. When Joyce has a quarrel with Mike about the Hellcats, 
she accuses him of being like her father. Yet, Roger does not understand the source 
of his anger. He tells Linda that “1 don’t know why I fly off the handle like that. I 
don’t mean to.”

In Freud: The Mind o f the Morcdist (1959) Philip Rieff constructs a version of 
Freudian psychology that was palatable to Fifties America. Rieff argues that Freud’s 
importance for American society lies in the morality that he offers in the form of a 
thinking man’s conformity. By understanding the sexual impulses within, Ameri 
cans can learn to conform to a normal sexuality. Rieff credits Freud with “unearth 
ing the sexual daemon beneath,” but the value arising from the fact that Freud 
always remained “far from admiring instinctual revolt” (309). Additionally, Rieff’s 
view of Freud equated rebellion with neurosis rather than with any real social
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problem. Rieff argues that Freud, by offering “a brilliant formula with which to 
shrink the revolutionary character—as basically in revolt against his father” (267). 
American society can embrace a Freud who views dissent from the norm as aber 
ration.

High School Hellcats provides a neat popular Freudian resolution to the is 
sues it raises. After Dolly has almost killed Joyce, a teacher at the school calls 
Joyce’s parents and tells them about Mike. At the end of the film, Joyce embraces 
her parents and Roger puts his arm around Mike and leads him into the house. 
Joyce is headed not for the nightmare of delinquency but for normality in marriage 
with Mike. This message is compounded by the lesbian implications of the Hellcats 
group. Joyce is not just in danger of becoming a criminal, she is also in danger of 
losing her heterosexual identity. While both Connie and Dolly appear to have boy 
friends at the party where Connie is killed, their own relationship is much stronger. 
When Dolly is interviewed by Police Lieutenant Manners, she comments that “we 
all liked Connie. She was a regular guy.” It is Dolly’s Jealousy over Connie’s at 
tachment to Joyce that causes the murder. Prior to her attempted murder of Joyce, 
Dolly admits that her motivation for killing Connie was that “I saw that she liked 
you better than me.” Thus, the aberrant sexuality of the Hellcats is another element 
that opposes conformity in the film.

High School Hellcats is, then, a JD film that focuses on problems from the 
perspective of teenagers, but gives them a very conformist message. And a confus 
ing one at that. If Joyce’s unhappiness is produced by parents who are well off and 
conformist, her happiness at the end of the film comes apparently from embracing 
that very same world. Other JD films from the same time period also engaged 
issues of conformity and delinquency.

High School Confidential (1958) tells the story of Mike Wilson, an under 
cover policeman, who poses as a high school student in order to find out where the 
students are getting their drugs. In the course of his adventures, Wilson (known to 
the kids as Tony Baker) saves a wealthy girl, Joan Staples, from marijuana addic 
tion, and exposes the head gang at the school. The Wheelers and Dealers, as in 
collusion with the mob. Due to his image as a real delinquent, Wilson gets to meet 
the Mafia man in charge of selling drugs to the Wheelers and Dealers, a man called 
Mr. A. Wilson’s cover is inadvertently blown by Joan, who tells the leader of the 
Wheelers and Dealers, J.I. Coleridge, that Wilson has been taping conversations 
he has had with Mr. A. Although Mr. A and his associate, Bix, try to kill Wilson, 
Wilson succeeds in bringing Mr. A and his narcotics ring to justice.

Like Blackboard Jungle and High School Hellcats, High School Confidential 
focuses on the conformity in teenage behavior. Wilson passes as such a genuine 
delinquent because he learns the manners, slang, and general demeanor of the 
typical high school delinquent. Baker adopts the flippant attitude toward authority
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seen in typical representations of delinquents. When Wilson visits the principal's 
office for the first time, he says to the principal’s middle-aged secretary, “Give me 
a ring, doll.’’ When he goes into Arlene Williams’ class he wolf whistles at her and 
tells her, “For a teacher, you’re pretty cool.” Wilson’s act is so convincing that 
even a perceptive teacher like Williams never notices that his delinquent behavior 
is an act and not the genuine article. Williams prides herself on believing what the 
high school principal calls “progressive theory” entailing that “There is no such 
thing as a bad boy or girl.” Williams tries rudimentary psychological tactics with 
Wilson, trying to point out his fundamental insecurities, but, of course, these don't 
work since he is not a delinquent teenager at all. Wilson’s successful passing as a 
delinquent highlights the film’s idea that teenagers are conformist.

High School Confidential also takes up the issue of conformity with regard to 
its portrayal of drug use. The film represents a continuation of a tradition of drug 
use exploitation films, such as Reefer Madness (1936) and Assassin o f Youth (1937). 
These films were characterized by scenarios involving “innocent kids manipu 
lated by older drug pushers into a life of degradation, culminating in crime, mur 
der, and occasionally suicide” (McGee and Robertson 10). In these earlier films 
marijuana was typically portrayed as a dangerous drug itself. However, by the late 
Forties, a stepping stone theory of drug use had begun to hold prominence. As Eric 
Schaefer notes, the stepping stone theory entailed that marijuana was now “firmly 
positioned as a gateway to hard narcotics” (243).

High School Confidential entwines the issue of teen drug use with issues of 
conformity and the old bugbear of bad parenting. In the film, Joan represents the 
marijuana addict well on the way to worse things. In order to get enough money to 
buy marijuana, she turns to a scam involving a charge account at a local depart 
ment store so that she can get the ready cash to buy reefers. Joan comes from an 
upper-class family, but she speaks the lingo of the other teens in the school. Joan 
tells Wilson that “I’m dying to blast but I’m clean.” Wilson, without breaking his 
cover, begins to gradually warn her about the dangers of marijuana use, telling her 
that “If you flake around with the weed, you’re going to end up using the hard 
stuff.” Joan’s drug use stems both from a desire to conform with the other teenag 
ers at the school (especially with the Wheelers and Dealers), and from having 
absent, unconcerned parents. When Joan throws a party at her house, Wilson asks 
where her parents are. When Police Commissioner Burroughs encourages all the 
parents of kids at the high school to attend a lecture about drugs, Joan’s parents 
dismiss the issue. Joan’s mother has a social event that she has to attend instead of 
going to the meeting. Her father naively tells her mother that “The only problem 
children I know are the ones who have problem parents.” They are oblivious to 
what is going on in Joan’s everyday life, believing her when she tells them she 
knows nothing about drugs, “Why, father, I haven’t even read about it.”
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Finally, the film indicates that the teenagers are the victims of a Mafia syndi 
cate. High School Confidential tells the audience that teens taking drugs are ulti 
mately conformists, the dupes of organized crime. Mr. A. represents the cynical 
drug dealer who has no concern for human life. When Wilson meets Mr. A, Mr. A 
tells him that “The more kids that get hooked, the better.” Mr. A tells Wilson that 
he is safe because he can hide behind a mantle of respectability: “I’m a solid citi 
zen. I’m clean. No marks.” Thus, the film suggests that when teens associate drug 
use with rebellion against authority, they are merely playing into the hands of an 
insidious and cynical adult authority.

Like Blackboard Jungle and High School Hellcats, High School Confidential 
ultimately glosses over the issue of rebellion itself. Teenage dissatisfaction is pre 
sented as merely a form of conformity, and one that can be broken if the right 
authority figure intervenes. Only one scene in High School Confidential discounts 
questions of mainstream middle-class life. At a club where the teens meet, Mr. A 
plays piano while a young woman recites a Beat-style poem entitled “Tomorrow is 
a Drag.” The poem’s lyrics represent a mish-mash of dissatisfaction with middle- 
class American values and existential philosophy. The girl, for example, describes 
the oppressive life of her uncle who has “a button-down brain.” She questions the 
arms race and space race, stating, “We can cough blood on the moon . . . Tomor 
row is a king-sized drag.” She advocates existentialism as the only reaction to the 
world: “Turn your eyes inside and dig the vacuum.” While the questions that she 
poses would become, increasingly, those of the youth culture in America in the 
Sixties, in the context of High School Confidential, her questioning is merely the 
result of her being stoned and the puppet of Mr. A.

This containment of rebellion is also borne out by the ending of the film, 
which shows us order restored. A nairator tells us that Mr. A and Bix are in prison 
and the Wheelers and Dealers are in reform school. Joan is reformed, as she smokes 
only tobacco now. Williams is content because she can teach in a clean school. Yet, 
the narrator reminds us that undercover cops like Wilson must be vigilant so that 
“this insidious menace to the schools of our country is exposed and destroyed. 
Issues such as the fact that Joan's drug use may not have just stemmed from avail 
ability of drugs, but from deeper dissatisfactions with the society, are not broached. 
Like Joyce in High School Hellcats. Joan now cheerfully accepts the values of her 
siKuety.

The Blackboard Jungle. High School Hellcats, and High School Confidential 
all diagnose juvenile delinquency as a symptom of the larger movement toward 
conformity that many in Fifties America feared. Ultimately, the films, however, 
merely offer a different type of conformity as the solution. Thus, Gregory Miller in 
Blackboard Jungle presumably will now conform to middle-class values as he 
gets an education and becomes part of middle-class America. Joyce will now live
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a typical middle-class existence with Mike. Joan will also become content in emu 
lating the lives of her parents. While these films seemed shocking at the time with 
their portrayals of out-of-control kids and rock-and-roll soundtracks, they were 
encouraging the teen audiences merely to adopt the values of their parents. If the 
shortcomings of individual parents were often exposed, the world of adults was 
still firmly in place as the right kind of conformity for a teenager to follow.

Arkansas State University Cyndy Hendershot

Notes
Thanks to Antony Oldknow for his help with this article.

1. Lindner’s 1944 book Rebel Wiihout a Cause was optioned to Hollywood, but when it reached the 
screen in the 1955 film of the same name, nothing was retained from the original except the title. 
See McGee and Robertson for a discussion of this.

2. As David Webster notes, by 1995 The Lonely Crowd had sold 1.4 million copies, which was 
“over twice as many as those sold by any other work of sociology written by American and 
Canadians sociologists who were alive in 1995” (66). The popularity of the book resulted in 
Riesman, in 1954, being the first sociologist to appear on the cover of Time.

3. Gilbert notes that while earlier films incorporated delinquency as a topic, films such as Knock on 
Any Door (1949) and Blackboard Jungle “fundamentally shifted Hollywood’s treatment of 
delinquency . . .  in which traditional elements remained as a backdrop for contemporary action” 
(183).

4. McGee and Robertson argue that “With the release of Blackboard Jungle the music and juvenile 
delinquency became inseparable bedfellows. Many people were firmly convinced that the music 
actually caused delinquency” (27).

5. In Rebel Without a Cause, Lindner comes to this conclusion, arguing that “There seems to be 
little doubt that the special features of psychopathic behavior derive from a profound hatred of 
the father, analytically determined by way of the inadequate resolution of the Oedipus conflict 
and strengthened through fears of castration” (8).

6. As McGee and Robertson note. Allied Artists and American-International Pictures were the two 
most prolific production companies of JD films (59).

7. Breines argues that “This is the common thread of girls' experiences in the 1950s: contradictory 
cues, ambiguity of intention, the possibility of new experiences, restlessne.ss, hesitation and 
dissemblance” (156).

8. McGee and Robertson argue that the only shocking element of American International’s JD pictures 
were the ad campaigns: “The contents of the pictures were quite often dull by comparison, and 
always very moral” (61).

9. McGee and Roberston note that Albert Zugsmith, producer of the film, commented in an interview 
with Life that “1 don't make movies without a moral, but you can’t make a point for good unless 
you expose the evil” (87).



Fifties Juvenile Delinquency Films 17

Works Cited
The Blackboard Dir. Richard Brooks. MGM, 1955.
Breines, Wini. Yoiin ,̂ While, and Miserable: Grow ing Up Female in the Fifties. Boston: Beacon Press, 

1992.
Deleuze, Gilles, and Felix Guatlari. Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Trans. Robert Hurley, 

Mark Seem, and Helen R. Lane. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1977.
Devlin, Rachel. “Female Juvenile Delinquency and the Problemof Sexual Authority in America, 1945- 

\965." Delincptents and Debutantes: Twentieth-Century Girls’ Cultures. Ed. Sherrie A. Inness. New 
York: New York UP, 1998. 83-106.

Douglas, Paul. Introduction. 7’hey Talked to a Stranger. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1959.
Fine, Benjamin. 1,000,000 Delinquents. Cleveland: The World Publishing Company, 1955.
Gilbert, James. A Cycle of Outrage: America’s Reaction to the Juvenile Delinquent in the 1950s. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1986.
Halberstam, David. The Fifties. New York: Fawcett Columbine, 1993.

School Confidential. Dir. Jack Arnold. American International, 1958
Hii>h School Hellcats. Dir. Edward Bemds. American International, 1958.
Hunter, Evan. The Blackboard Jun\>le. 1953. Cambridge, MA: Robert Bently, Inc., 1971.
Lindner. Robert. Rebel Without a Cause. New York: Grove Press, 1944.
“The Luckie.st Generation.” Life 4 January 1954: 27-29.
McGee, Mark Thomas, and R.J. Robertson. The J.D. Films: Juvenile Delinquency in the Movies. 

Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Company, 1982.
McGregor, Gaile. “Domestic Blitz: A Revisionist History of the FWWes." American Studies 34.1 (Spring 

1993): 5-33.
Oakley, Ronald J. God’s Country: America in the Fifties. New York: Dcmbner Books, 1986.
O'Connor, Len. They Talked to a Stranger. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1959.
Rieff, Phillip. Freud: The Mind of the Moralist. 1959. New York: Anchor, 1961.
Schaefer, Eric. Bold! Daring! Shockinff! True!: A Hisuny of E.xploitation Films, 1919-1959. Durham: 

Duke UP, 1999.
Webster. David S. “David Riesman: American Scholar.” Society 36.4 (1999): 62-66.
Wolfson, Adam. “Individualism: New and Old.” The Public Interest. 15 January 1997.





The Chinese Architect in Shenzhen: 
“More is More”

China is both an extremely practical and an extremely optimistic place; “How 
else does one get through the course of a typical difficult day?” These strong and 
defining twin characteristics, developed over the longest sustained monolithic civi 
lization in human history, are imprinted in the Chinese mind. These twin charac 
teristics also guide the contemporary architect in China.

The “Old China” of Walls is fast becoming contemporary and “global.” Serv 
ing as the site of the 2(X)8 Olympics will spur that modernization further and faster. 
Traditional Beijing, to begin with the capital, was a city of walls. In fact, the ethos 
of Beijing is, or at least was, married to the walls of the city.

Before the late 195()\s and the beginning of China’s version of “urban re 
newal”, the city walls enclosed Beijing in two majestic rectangles, with a perim 
eter of almost 30 miles; the space within was organized by the greatest built axis in 
the world. Everywhere within the city were walls forming courtyards, the resi 
dences, or hutongs, provided a dense fabric around the figural Forbidden City. Old 
Beijing was a huge walled-in courtyard, containing a succession of smaller walled- 
in courtyards, reflecting that strong Chinese sense of hierarchy. This hierarchy of 
walls largely created that city’s aura of mystery and grandeur, specified the locals’ 
sense of direction, space, and class, and defined their notions of intimacy and even 
claustrophobic and xenophobic biases.

Traditional Architecture in China
Historically, only engineers, masons, and carpenters were responsible for the 

production of architecture in China. According to Wilma Fairbank, “the Chinese 
had never considered architecture as art”, and regarded architecture as the work of 
artisans and craftsmen. Traditional architectural characteristics, or “style”, were 
developed by artisans over centuries, and common practices in architectural prin 
ciples, methods, design, and construction were initially conveyed orally from master 
to apprentice, and, in later centuries, collected in manuals and guidebooks.

Analogous to Vitruvius’ “Ten Books on Architecture”, these manuals became 
the primary sources for the production of architecture. Two key manuals from 
earlier dynasties are the K///̂  Zao Fa Shi (Yin^zao fashi), with rules for structural 
carpentry, first published in 1103, and later the Ying Zao Ze Li (Gongcheng ziiofa 
zeli). a builder’s manual, published in 1734 by the state’s Department of Works, 
and consisting of 70 chapters dealing with calculations of building materials and
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rules for timber carpentry. Common architectural principles over many centuries 
was the reality, sustained by a belief expressed in the phrase, “if the sky does not 
change, the method does not have to change”.

The Removal of the Walls of “Old China”
A poem entitled “Mending Wall” by Robert Frost contains the following two 

lines: “Before I built a wall Fd ask to know, /What I was walling in or walling 
out.” Perhaps the most famous recent quote concerning walls (or their necessary 
elimination) was President Reagan’s famous statement challenging the status quo 
in Berlin: “Mr. Gorbechev, take down this wall”. Several decades earlier, on the 
other side of the world, Mao Zedong issued a decree to “tear down” the walls of 
Beijing as a move towards its modernization, with equally important ramifica 
tions. Both statements and resulting acts signaled an “opening out” to the freedom(s) 
promised by the Western Enlightenment idea of progress and later by Modernism 
itself. Mao envisioned a city “freed” of these constrictive and traditional walls, of 
a city of free movement, of belching smokestacks, a clear reflection of China’s 
release from the yoke of an “old” agricultural society in this new wealthy world of 
modern progress. However, that freedom brought with it some unintended, or at 
least undesirable, consequences. Today’s Beijing, without most its brick enclosing 
walls, is not what it used to be; today the city has become a hodgepodge of clash 
ing styles and conflicting sensitivities in its drive towards modernization. This 
conflict within all of China, particularly in urban areas — yearnings for continuity 
yet a desire to change, to join the “modern/global world” — has created an emerg 
ing situation which is culturally disorienting, psychologically unsettling, and ar 
chitecturally charged

The symbolic system of status and place in the hierarchy that those walls 
helped establish is now quickly disappearing, replaced by the optimistic imagery 
of Le Corbusier’s “Contemporary City”. As a perfectly codified expression of sta 
tus and wealth, those walls had become in mid-century socially repulsive long 
before Deng Xiaoping’s reform beginning in the late 1970’s. One of the results is 
a contemporary landscape of disjunction, its inhabitants, to paint a picture, “living 
in towers but still using the public outhouse in the back alley”.

The Resultant Mutation of Architecture
One of the most significant consequences of recent changes is the mutation of 

architecture itself in contemporary China; with so much to do, to be done by so 
few, in such a short amount of time, notions of the meaning of the word “architect” 
and of the “practice of architecture”, as known and assumed in Western culture, 
has changed significantly. Having spent the academic year 1997-98 as a faculty 
member at Shenzhen University’s School of Architecture and seen this mutation
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first-hand, here, I hope to now describe, in abbreviated form, the major forces 
behind those changes, and the chief characteristics of this mutated form of archi 
tect and architectural practice.

The Establishment of China's S.E.Z.'s and of Shenzhen
The governmental implementation of the “Open Door Policy” in 1978, and 

more particularly the establishment of Special Economic Zones (or S.E.Z.’s) in 
the coastal areas of China immediately following, stimulated an amount of land 
development and urban construction unprecedented in the history of architecture. 
Estimates are that the urban sprawl in the Pearl River Delta (the P.R.D.), adjacent 
to Hong Kong, will be, by the year 2(X)6, the world’s largest urban place; this 
accelerating megalopolis is, and will be, according to Koolhaas, “dense, raw, cha 
otic, and vast”. Shenzhen, a former fishing village with a population of about 25,000 
less than 30 years ago, was transformed into a key base for agricultural and indus 
trial export products in 1979 by its establishment as a key S.E.Z.. It is significantly 
located adjacent to Hong Kong, on its northern border; its proximity positions it as 
an ideal economic (and, thus, cultural) gateway connecting Hong Kong to the 
marketplace of mainland China. It has a current population of over 4 million. The 
increased industrial activity and rapid population rise not only forced construction 
of buildings to accommodate the population increase while creating economic 
opportunities for real estate developers, but also set world record speeds for growth 
in construction. For example, before 1979, the tallest building in Shenzhen had 
five stories. Within the next 3 years, the total floor area completed in Shenzhen 
increased 15-fold. The number of completed buildings taller than 18 stories in 
creased from 1 in 1982 to 237 in 1994. The sudden influx of capital investment 
was almost beyond imagination. This shocking speed in Shenzhen is inherent in 
China’s contemporary urban situation. Previously, with the establishment of Com 
munist China in 1949, land and property developments had been literally excluded 
from economic activity. The government dominated state ownership, and acted as 
financier, landowner, developer, and investor. With the economic reforms of the 
late 1970’s, however, the economy dramatically shifted from one of strict self- 
reliance to inclusion in the interdependent global economy through, to use Deng’s 
terminology, “capitalism with Chinese characteristics”. These new policies en 
couraged the coexistence of public-and-private participation and enterprises, and 
with extensive trade with foreigners. Deng's patriotic admonition to China’s citi 
zens was to “get rich”.

Beginning in the 1980’s, Shenzhen was the major site of the first private real 
estate development in China since 1949. As expressed by my former dean in 
Shenzhen, “it was like releasing the pressure of a hot air balloon; its path is erratic, 
but what energy!” As Rem Koolhaas et al. pointedly catalog and demonstrate within
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their 2001 book entitled Great Leap Forward, which vividly describes the current 
situation in the P.R.D., the Chinese architect is now the most important architect 
on earth, and our Western notion of the practice of architecture, of architecture 
itself, is thus being challenged. Architecture in Shenzhen has now been transformed 
by capital, speed, and quantity.

The Chinese architect designs the largest volume of building, for the lowest 
fee, in the shortest time. For example, his/her average lifetime construction vol 
ume in housing alone is approximately thirty-five 30-story high-rise apartment 
buildings, or about one high-rise tower per year per architect (and just in hous 
ing!). Each residential tower will take, on average, one Shenzhen architect seven 
days to finish the design and to complete a set of construction documents. One 
could reasonably conclude that the Chinese architect, therefore, is the most impor 
tant, influential, and powerful architect on earth.

Now ask yourself, “how many Chinese architects are mentioned in American 
schools of architecture, either by name or in terms of how he/she goes about “do 
ing the work’”? Here are the statistics: there are 1/10th the number of architects in 
China as in the U.S. (in terms of the number of architects as a percentage of total 
population; about 0.039^ to 0.003%), designing 5 times the volume of projects (in 
terms of total construction per architect in millions of square meters; about 1150 to 
230), earning 1/10th the design fee (in terms of design fee as a percent of total 
construction; 6% to 1 %), and in 1/lOth the time. If Koolhaas’ numbers and analy 
sis are correct, the average Chinese architect is about 2,500 times more “efficient” 
than that of an average American architect. If this factor were even close to being 
true in Chinese industry, such as in car manufacturing, for example, without a 
doubt American industrialists would be getting on the next plane to China to see 
how they do it, and to analyze what benefits and costs, direct and indirect, that 
efficiency generates.

But how much of this makes the American architectural press and how much 
attention are American architects paying to this phenomenon? This pause to assess 
is needed. Following Deng Xiaoping’s proclamation that “to get rich is glorious”, 
profit-seeking has become a legitimate goal for everyone. The profit from real 
estate development in China is seldom less than 30%, a significant return-on-in 
vestment compared with the international profit average of 6% to 8%. Architec 
ture in Shenzhen has become the channel for investment; building construction 
has become such a profit-making tool that a building’s primary function is no 
longer to serve human needs. Traditional concepts associated with architecture — 
such as Vitruvius’ famous triad of “firmness”/permanence, “commodity”/useful- 
ness, and “delighf’/beauty — have been suppressed to emphasize quantitative 
measures like construction volume, capital investment, construction time, cost, 
and profit return.
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Architecture is thus not primarily a physical (!) fact, or act, but instead is now 
the most overwhelming “activity” in the city. In Shenzhen today, architecture is a 
staple of conversation and is the overriding topic in media. Stories of new .build 
ings, construction, and the real estate markets make headlines in newspapers nearly 
every day. Real estate prices are analyzed like trading securities, with market fluc 
tuations described in points; in Las Vegas terms, the real estate “exchange” is the 
architectural casino where investors gamble on high returns, and the index indi 
cates how many investors have placed their “bets”. As the mayor of Zhuhai, a 
neighboring city to Shenzhen, announced enthusiastically, “Development is the 
only way”, a proclamation now being carried out with zeal. It is importantly, for 
many, mostly an abstraction of numbers, published in newspapers like stock quotes, 
upon which restless speculation takes place. This is a new type of “virtual” archi 
tecture, but instead of that familiar term manifesting itself in computer-based im 
agery as in the West, it is in China centered on the amount of money, the complete 
commodification of architecture.

The Specifics of Shenzhen Architecture and Shenzhen Architects
Let’s get specific. Most buyers do not see what they are purchasing in the pre 

sale phase. Pre-sales is a phenomenon resulting from increased interest in real 
estate developments; a certain percentage of units are sold prior to the commence 
ment of construction to reduce risks for developers. There are also large-scale 
exhibitions to promote and sell new building projects; property transactions take 
place at “architectural stalls”. At those stalls, the “one-dragon-method-of-service” 
is provided, ranging from purchasing the housing unit to obtaining real estate prop 
erty certificates. In these stalls, models, master plans, unit plans, and elaborate 
renderings of projects are displayed, videotapes of completed buildings are shown, 
and shuttle buses for immediate site visits are available. Customers shop from stall 
to stall, comparing prices and special offers and features. Buyers often make pur 
chases based only on representative models. These exhibits and stalls make shop 
ping for houses so easy that they have become the most efficient and effective way 
to sell “commodity buildings”. Because customers do not see what they are buy 
ing during the pre-sale phase, advertisements become indispensable. Building plans, 
elevations, and perspectives rendered in beautiful colors on large billboards on 
streets and constructions sites are the most visible large-scale advertisements. News 
papers are filled with real estate property advertisements, often loudly promoting 
special deals and conditions, as if architecture is a commodity people purchase 
regularly, like milk and socks. When the S.E.Z.’s were established in 1980, the 
Chinese government limited access to these areas, establishing new borders which 
Chinese citizens could only cross by applying for residency or by having a special 
permit stamped on their identity card. Thus, for many, buying architecture is a
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means of obtaining residency in places like Shenzhen, connoting high social stand 
ing in China. Shenzhen’s policy, nicknamed the “Green Card Dream” is “to buy a 
house and get registered (i.e., to be given permission to reside within Shenzhen). 
Architecture is “produced” in the P.R.D. under unprecedented pressures of time, 
speed, and quantity; for a large “developing” country like China, speed makes 
sense. In the field of construction, speed is the result of straightforward construc 
tion technology, freer choices of materials, and unlimited labor resources. The 
confidence in construction speed in turn motivates the speed of design. Constantly 
updated CAD programs and monographs of world architects, from which to emu 
late the particulars of designs, magnifies the speed of design in Shenzhen. Most 
“face” projects are done by design institutes, the only legal entity recognized by 
the Chinese government for the practice of architecture; their fees are relatively 
low. The profit-driven expression “time is money” is the typical client’s motto. 
Architects are thus offered attractive incentive by developers to ^"chaogeng'\ or 
moonlight, for services outside of design institutes. These are often referred to as 
“stomach” projects, which are undertaken strictly for monetary purposes, often 
earning the architect ten- to twenty-times the average income from “legal” prac 
tice.

Chaogeng has never been a legal form of practice, as a designer involved in a 
legal dispute resulting from a chaogeng project could bring criticism to the design 
institute. However, Chinese people are eminently practical; the risk is almost al 
ways worth it. And “speedy design” is practiced with enthusiasm in Shenzhen. 
Clients are willing to pay more for faster service, with the motivation of profit 
making. There is great pressure to complete revenue-generating structures quickly. 
Chaogeng has become so popular that almost all architects have doubled-up on 
projects outside of the design institutes. For example, although a residential high- 
rise was considered a rather complicated building type, it has become one of the 
easiest tasks for chaogeng architects.

The prevailing attitude is, “there is only so much one can do . . .  since the plan 
is pretty much the same for all buildings of this type, all of the work really is done 
on giving the building a ‘hat’ and/or some variation in the facade”. For example, 
the master plan for a project consisting of 300 single-family houses only took a 
team of 5 designers to finish in one night. The complete design and drawings for 
the typical detached house in that development required one day. The detailed 
drawings for the entire project to be used as construction documents took 15 total 
days to complete. The architect’s ability to finish any task quickly has become an 
issue to be bragged about in normal conversations. The particular ways and pro 
cesses and “clever tricks” in which one can finish a set of construction documents 
within a very short time are popular stories shared among designers. Said one 
architect, “Architectural details become a non-issue because there is no time foray
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details”. With speed the main factor in architectural design, the architect assumes 
the role of a chef who cooks from prepared recipes, or pattern books, often with 
predetermined tips on techniques for both more efficient design and for faster con 
struction methods. Prepared by composing elements, languages, styles, forms, and 
standard details, these recipes are pattern books from which customers may order 
a building design. Architectural recipes have become indispensable references to 
every professional architect and student. Existing projects or previous designs are 
recycled with minimum alterations. Another source for recipes are competitions. 
Starting in the early 1980’s annual national competitions have been held specifi 
cally to find the most efficient plans and sections for slab, low-rise, high-rise, and 
single-family housing. National standards have been established and are revised 
carefully. “Housing design research” becomes a quasi-scientific study of the ulti 
mate floor-to-floor height, the ideal room dimension and proportion, and the best 
design configurations for different housing typologies and orientations. Chinese 
architects understand that China’s limited resources must serve an immense and 
growing population. Government advocating of the use of winning entries from 
housing competitions, for example, has altered the traditional concept of design 
itself in China. Each site and program is no longer considered a unique issue; 
rather, housing design becomes a process of the application of formulas, and the 
architect’s role is reduced to revising and recycling the most efficient designs found 
in their recipe books.

This concept can be explained by a Chinese expression: “one made the clothes 
first before finding the customer, and made the clothes before taking measure 
ments”. Our inhibiting Western notion of “architects-as-thoughtful-artists” is largely 
absent as, historically, artisans and craftsmen were solely responsible for the pro 
duction of buildings in China, and they simply did and do not consider architec 
ture as one of the arts. As one of my students proudly exclaimed, when asked her 
career goal, “I want to be a good screw in the mighty machine of China” (!); in 
other words, being a small but important contributing member to the greatest money 
making enterprise in China, land development, is where Shenzhen architects now 
find themselves, and the overall physical environment’s resultant “density, raw 
ness, chaotic quality, and vastness” is generally “too big” an issue, and so is con 
sidered someone else’s concern and responsibility.

In Shenzhen, building construction almost always begins before drawings are 
finished. Contractors simply improvise and build buildings according to their own 
methods on-site, because construction documents frequently provide unclear or 
insufficient information anyway, and architects are not expected to clarify projects, 
through shop drawings, during construction. Foreign architectural firms are needed 
to fulfill the demand for services. However, they are only allowed to work in China 
with their activity strictly regulated. Foreign firms must partner with an officially
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licensed design institute; they must act as consultants and/or become partners in 
joint ventures. Even though the government has set up channels to produce archi 
tects by establishing more than 50 new architectural programs and institutes since 
1990, professional training, however, does not happen instantly, and so the con 
temporary Chinese architect cannot be produced with sufficient speed through 
education and training.

Compared to the American architectural profession, it will take China more 
than 100 years to reach the comparative ratio of architects to population: “not until 
then will the first Chinese architect, hypothetically, be jobless!” While adhering lo 
a modern socialist economy (i.e., “capitalism with Chinese characteristics). 
Shenzhen is striving to become the international city of the 21st century. Again, 
predictions are that by the year 2006, the P.R.D. will become the “world's most 
active economic zone”. It is generating the most ambitious construction activity in 
the history of the world. According to Tunney Lee, “the urban sprawl growing in 
the PR.D. will become home to 40 million people, leapfrogging Mexico City and 
Tokyo-Osaka to become the largest in the world within a decade. A population 
greater than most of the states of Europe will be packed into an area no larger than 
Greater London; here, the population doubles and redoubles in a single lifetime, as 
open fields mushroom into a skyline of skyscrapers with urgency”.

The next stage of an evolution that began with Mies as “less is more”, and 
passed through Venturi as “less is a bore”, now evolves into a paroxysm, or con 
vulsion, of the quantitative-and-fast as the prime determinant within the RR.D, an 
expression, one could say, of “more is more”. Imbued with an inherent optimism, 
all buildings in the P.R.D. attempt to be the tallest, biggest, longest, quickest, best, 
and most comfortable. Competing for the “largest” is Star Place, soon-to-be their 
shopping showplace and Mecca, which will be the largest mall ever built when 
completed, enclosing nearly 6 million square feet, more than either the Mall of 
America in Minneapolis at 4.2 million square feet or Canada’s West Edmonton 
Mall at 5.2 million square feet. Competing in the “longest” category are the fol 
lowing: Guangzhou’s new train station, with the longest roof span in Asia, and 
Zhuhai Airport, with the world’s longest runways. Competing for the quickest is 
the Diwang Building in Shenzhen, with the world’s fastest record for concrete 
construction. Its 67-stories took only 3 years to complete. The contractor devel 
oped a new additive to speed up the curing process of the concrete; this new tech 
nology enabled the record-breaking speed of 2.5 days/floor in concrete construc 
tion. The curtain wall, the “scenic” elevator, the atrium, and the revolving restau 
rant are the four ubiquitous architectural elements that represent modernization in 
China. The curtain wall in the P.R.D. is no longer associated with simplicity, 
precision, and tautness. One tries to maximize variety in glass-paneled systems on 
a facade to form a competing and complex whole. This new expression is used
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mostly as symbol of modernization and technological advancement, which satis 
fies Chinese desires to proclaim their commercial eminence to the world. And 
curtain wall construction is another facilitator of Shenzhen speed. If the concrete 
structure can be built quickly, the glass-panel system is the only enclosure system 
capable of matching that speed. Flexibility is the second advantage; glass can be 
cut into any shape and turned in any direction, with the right sealant. Because a 
sophisticated curtain wall system can be costly, Shenzhen has localized their manu 
facture to fit to make it more affordable. Instead of the double-layered, low-E, 
transparent type common in the West, the localized curtain wall is highly reflec 
tive and tinted. All these strategies have reduced the cost dramatically, and this has 
liberated design creativity.

During the construction process, operable glass panels, intended for emer 
gency exits, are propped open for natural ventilation. Once the building is com 
pleted and in use, its operable glass panels continue to be propped open. The smooth 
and taut finish is compromised for natural ventilation, since many buildings oper 
ate without air conditioners or mechanical ventilation systems. Those propped open 
glass panels often hold individual air conditioner units, and are used as windows 
with canopies from which to hang laundry and other artifacts of daily life. The 
expression of the curtain wall in China combines practicality with optimism in a 
rather disquieting manner, at least to our Western eyes. Almost all floor space in 
the P.R.D. is designed to be generic. Each programmatic function begins as provi 
sional, and every occupancy is assumed to be only provisional. This is a direct 
consequence of changing market forces; create buildings which must have the 
ability to transform rapidly to accommodate multiple uses. While “commodity” 
buildings are often over-supplied, private developers do not have incentive to build 
certain building types, like hospitals, for which there is an urgent demand. Nor can 
infrastructure facilities, such as for sewage and power, provide adequate or reli 
able service. This imbalance results from their obsession with “bigness”, which 
heeds the incentives of capital — fueling the demand for quantity — rather than 
responding to the real needs of the human population. This is facilitated by the fact 
that the construction of infrastructure is largely sponsored by the Shenzhen gov 
ernment, while construction o f ’ commodity” buildings is largely sponsored by 
private capital.

In most Asian cities, 5 stories is the height limitation for walk-up apartments, 
a number mostly the result of human physical tolerance. In China, it’s 7 stories. 
But, because of many factors, the number of levels are often raised to unheard-of 
heights. With the introduction of split-level designs in hybrid buildings, and the 
utilization of escalators in commercial spaces at ground level, residents often enter 
the building 1 story up or down from the ground commercial entry, so the legal 
maximum can be extended to 8 stories. However, in downtown Shenzhen, there is
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a 15-story apartment building without an elevator. There are numerous loopholes 
created not only in the process of design and construction, but also in management 
and property transactions. Finally, poor construction is endemic in Shenzhen. Many 
buildings are poorly managed, illegal structures, developed through a “\shady’ 
collective fund”. Fire codes, safety regulations, and minimum living conditions 
are net *-̂ et.

Conclusion
Okay, so new buildings are “bad”, again, at least to our eyes. However, as a 

recent newspaper headline explains, “contemporary architecture in China is like a 
person who has been starving for a long time. He doesn’t need a gourmet meal; he 
needs something that will nourish him”. This attitude is reflected in min qi, or 
“people’s energy”, or public enthusiasm, which remains extremely high, with the 
attitude that not only difficulties, but impossibilities, can be overcome and irreme 
diable conditions at least temporarily overlooked. In this way, Shenzhen perhaps 
exemplifies the confidence and optimism that filled much of Europe and America 
in the early years of Modernism. However, that optimism in the future in the West 
supposedly had as its basis a belief in rational thought and the benefits of advanced 
construction technology and logical planning.

Although conditions in Shenzhen appear to us to be at least “dramatic”, if not 
“cockeyed” in many respects, they operate with both an unimaginable optimism 
and an indifference to logic. Min qi also helps change a present difficulty into a 
bright prospect for the future. People can see empty buildings as a sign that China 
thoroughly anticipates a great and prosperous future, when every building will be 
filled. According to Zheng Lei, a private developer and architect in Shenzhen, “we 
are building for the future. If there is no demand presently, it is okay. There are so 
many people in China; there will be demand one day. We like seeing building 
activities because they represent prosperity.” As a sobering thought, the unbridled 
optimism created by today’s min qi is analogous to the mentality created by the 
original Great Leap Forward campaigns. Even within economic disaster, a bright 
future lay ahead. Encouraging the nation to look beyond the present difficulty, 
Mao said, “Generally speaking, the overall situation is very good; even though 
problems are not few, the future is bright”. In this land of hyperbole and dizzying 
“progress”, Wal-Mart opened its first Sam’s Club and Wal-Mart Superstore in 
Shenzhen in 1996.1 can tell you, it was a big day, a significant day! Shenzhen was 
Wal-Mart’s first choice for its inaugural location in China because of its geographical 
advantages and great consumptive power. Wal-Mart plans to eventually open 200 
stores in China, with initial investment being mostly within the P.R.D. “They, the 
world’s largest retail business, obviously recognize something important here; 
should we all now, in architecture, take a good hard look, if only for its warning
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about the worship of “commodification" and “speed"? Here, in Shenzhen, capital, 
speed, and quantity have supplanted our known discipline of architecture, and we 
need to look at it critically and very soon. Again, a pause to assess is needed.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas Jeffrey S. Hartnett
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Class Comfort: The Transition from 
the Corset to the Brassiere, 1910-1930

Of all the changes that beleaguered women at the onset of modernity, one of 
the most fundamental was the transformation of the ideal female body image. Nine 
teenth-century corsets had molded the figure by cinching in the waist and exagger 
ating the proportions of bust and hips. This voluptuous model glorified the mature 
dignity of the matriarchs who reigned supreme at the Fin de Siecle. But the New 
Woman could not stride purposefully through modern life while confined by a 
Victorian corset. Before another generation had grown to adulthood this volup 
tuous figure looked like a relic, and the foundation garments that had been em 
ployed to achieve it were relegated to the unfashionably stout or to the resignedly 
middle-aged. Yet as the Teens dissolved into the Twenties, women who had aban 
doned the corset found themselves bound by still more insidious constraints.

The decade of the 1920s wore an aura of possibility for all American women. 
Full citizenship had finally been granted and national prosperity made the good 
life appear to be accessible to every citizen. Freedom was in the air, but it re 
mained an elusive siren. Because the willowy figure of the Jazz Age flapper was 
no more common in nature than the voluptuous Gibson Girl's had been, women 
who had abandoned the corset found themselves bound by more insidious restric 
tions. Without corsets to shape them, most women had to resort to diet and exer 
cise if they hoped to achieve the ideal figure.

This essay examines the relationship between class and body image as it ex 
plores methods women have used to force their bodies to conform to a fashionable 
ideal. It also looks at the influence of popular culture -  specifically the tango craze 
-  on class relations as well as on this bodily ideal.

In the early 1900s, the older generation of women -  regardless of class -  
probably laced themselves into their corsets to signify compliance with the moral 
restrictions dictated by the social elite. But their daughters found freedom of move 
ment more attractive than the old-fashioned class markers. In the early Teens young 
women from different social strata began, for the first time, to mix freely in a 
public culture of leisure. As a new generation of middle- and upper-class women 
began to frequent public dance halls and cabarets, amusement parks and movie 
houses (originally patronized only by the working class) I suggest that they may 
have seen working women’s uncorseted bodies as a new paragon. Rare is the young 
woman of any era who neglects to appraise the attributes of her sexual competitors 
and to appropriate what she can.
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Many historians have offered a “trickle-down” theory of fashion movement, 
whereby fashions are dictated by the elite and then work their way down to the 
lower classes. While the traditional “trickle-down” theory held true for the outer 
fashion silhouette for many years into the twentieth century, I propose that a new 
ideal body image “bubbled up” from what could be considered a model of work 
ing class youth in the Teens. This resulted in liberating changes to the foundation 
garment.

Harper's Bazaar magazine -  fashion advisor to the urban elite and their imi 
tative disciples -  ran a cartoon in the summer of 1912 that poked fun at its elegant 
readers. The drawing shows a foursome of ladies seated at a card game, their eyes 
cast down from excruciatingly erect postures to the ace of spades that has appar 
ently fallen to the floor. “The maid is out, girls,” the dealer informs her friends. 
“We simply cannot stoop over, so we’ll have to finish without that card.”

Clearly the cartoonist is commenting on class distinctions. Less clear, how 
ever, is the underlying truth of the dealer’s statement. The speaker is not merely 
unwilling to compromise her dignity by stooping to retrieve the card. She is physi 
cally unable to bend over, restricted as she is by a heavily-steel-boned corset which 
encases her body from just under the bust down nearly to her knees. We are given 
to understand, however, that the maid, had she been present, would have been able 
to retrieve the fallen card. In order to perform her subservient role, the working- 
class woman must have been free from the bodily restraints that constricted her 
employer. We may assume she did not wear a corset to work.

Born into a hierarchical society, these members of the fashion elite suggested 
by the figures in the cartoon were unwilling to discard the symbol of their social 
superiority, despite an often inconvenient dependence on a servant class. Not only 
were these women unable to bend over once they were dressed, but they were 
unable to dress themselves in the morning without the assistance of a maid or 
family member because the corset laced up the back. Old-guard unwillingness to 
relinquish a class marker kept the corset industry in business long after the straight- 
laced morality it had come to represent had begun to seem a bit dowdy. The status 
of the women in the cartoon is defined in opposition to that of the absent maid. Her 
employer’s fashionably upright posture, achieved though it was at the expense of 
bodily comfort and mobility, signals her compliance with the moral codes of be 
havior suitable for women of her class.

As early as 1912 then, the artificial restriction that created upper-class de 
meanor had begun to look ridiculous. The appearance of this cartoon in a maga 
zine that catered to middle- and upper-class women shows that the readers were 
expected to recognize and laugh at themselves. Chances are good that ladies like 
those in the cartoon were familiar with the diversions that engaged the maid on her 
day off, and it is tempting to speculate whether they might have wondered if the
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maid was having more fun at her own leisure activities than the employers, who 
had to finish their card games without the ace of spades.

Elite women like those in the cartoon had found that technology was spurring 
rapid changes in every aspect of their lives. Fashions imitating the haute couture, 
previously affordable only for the privileged few, were now available to a much 
broader section of society. “Shops now,” sighed the editorial voice Harper's 
Bazaar in the spring of 1912, “put clothes within the reach of great multitudes of 
women, which thirty years ago would have been accessible only to that small 
number who got their things in Paris” {Harper's Bazaar 1912, 250). Even the 
absent maid was now able to exercise some increased measure of consumer power. 
In addition, rumblings of political equality for women in the 1910s fueled work 
ing-class dreams of social equality. Faced with a changing outer world, elite women 
needed these restrictive undergarments less to enhance the latest fashion line than 
to prove their leisured status and to support their inner vision of inviolable class 
distinctions.

Yet by the 1910s the concept of leisure time as associated only with the rich 
had eroded. Indeed, Progressive-era efforts to construct leisure-time activities 
deemed appropriate for the working classes had evolved into a class-ambiguous 
culture of leisure. Public dance halls, amusement parks, vaudeville and moving 
picture shows, originally intended as wholesome entertainment for the working 
class, provided the opportunity for a new “promiscuous mixing” (Erenberg 20) of 
all cultures and classes. Progressives and conservatives alike found reason to ob 
ject to this challenge to old mores and sought to refine leisure activities upward 
toward middle-class standards.

“Cheap amusements for the poor,” acknowledges a Progressive-era Harper's 
Bazaar, “such as Coney Island, and music in parks, which were born out of the 
best of philanthropic intent, now are also enjoyed by the rich.” Whether or not 
ladies like those in the cartoon were tempted by the new mass culture, they doubt 
less knew someone who was. According to this Bazaar editorialist, “The theatre 
and the public dance halls now draw the greatest number of young people” from 
all classes {Harper's Bazaar May 1912, 250). As the classes began to mix in a 
public arena, class lines began to blur. The old-fashioned popular culture — enter 
tainment designed for a working-class audience — became refined for middle- 
class consumption. Far from being restrained by trickling-down Victorian gentil 
ity, working-class enthusiasm for the new public culture, enhanced as it was by 
relaxation of earlier sexual restraint, had bubbled up to entice the rich.

While working-class women lacked neither moral constraints nor standards 
of appropriate dress, recent scholarship shows that they enjoyed more leeway in 
both than did their upper-class contemporaries. Historians Kathy Peiss and Nan 
Enstad concur that working women devised their own style of dressing which -
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although misinterpreted as cheap imitation of their social superiors -  was unique 
unto themselves. Restrictive corseting defined women like those in the cartoon as 
ladies, but for working-class women (even for those who aspired to what Enstad 
terms “ladyhood”) the corset was optional attire. Photographs of garment workers 
bent over their sewing machines in 1909 show only one woman with the tell-tale 
ridge made by a corset showing through the fabric of her shirt-waist. Imagine the 
discomfort experienced by a woman who sat at a sewing machine, for instance, for 
twelve hours a day with a long, steel-boned corset digging into her stomach. By 
the same token, the vigorous pursuit of leisure indulged at dance halls and amuse 
ment parks would have been difficult to endure in a corset. Before long, more- 
relaxed dress codes, formerly associated with working women, became necessary 
for everyone who wished to participate fully in recreational activities.

Dance halls and cabarets provided a significant setting for racial as well as 
class mingling. Slumming — an important aspect of cultural participation for so 
phisticated urbanites by the 1920s — was indulged in only by the very daring in 
the Teens (Erenberg xii). But it was there, in the jazz clubs of urban black ghettos, 
that adventurous white youth could hear the new jazz music and witness the exu 
berant movement of African American dancers. Understanding the origins of the 
popular dance crazes of the early decades of the century complicates the bubble- 
up theory, because the fashion ideal -  although inspired in this case by black bod 
ies — was most assuredly white. But analysis of popular dancing provides a good 
illustration of the way working-class models were refined for middle- and upper- 
class consumption.

Perhaps no aspect of modern culture supports the bubble-up theory of fashion 
movement more than the tango craze. At the same time, understanding the origin 
of the tango illustrates the means by which race as well as class contributed to the 
construction of the fashionable ideal. It is here we see that the refinement of work 
ing-class culture for middle-class consumption directly affected a change in the 
foundation garment. Passion for dancing the tango spread from the brothels of 
Argentina, through the chic cabarets of Europe, and on to the United States in the 
early 1910s. Originating with African slaves and free blacks in the Spanish-Ameri 
can empire in the nineteenth century, the tango retained little of its original feroc 
ity by the time it shocked the Paris elite in 1913. After decades of revision in the 
white working-class district of the Buenos Aires slaughterhouses, the tango had 
become a dance where the partners moved in sensuous patterns together, rather 
than apart as in the original African-Argentine tango. Predictably, a dance that had 
originated in the slave quarters and developed in the brothels was scorned by the 
Argentine upper class. Only after it had taken the European cultural capitals by 
storm was it accepted by the home-town elite.

The tango craze reached the peak of its popularity in New York City during
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the winter of 1913-1914. The sensual movements of the dance, performed to a 
passionate Argentine rhythm, created as much controversy in the American press 
(not to mention considerable concern in maternal bosoms) as it had caused in more- 
sophisticated European cities the season before. While a Parisian comtesse had 
reportedly wondered aloud, if “one [were] supposed to dance it standing up,” a 
Baptist minister told a writer for the New York Times that mothers who allowed 
their daughters to tango would be “throwing [them] to the crocodiles in the cause 
of social advancement” (Collier, Cooper, Azzi, and Martin 76, 92). Editorializing 
for the premier issue of Vanity Fair in 1914, Franklin James put his tongue firmly 
in cheek to articulate the problem:

It is well known that there have been long periods when, so far as the 
naked eye and polite discourse are concerned, ladies... have had no legs. 
Hoops, petticoats, bustles...have so swathed them that both they and the 
word for them have theoretically, faded from the social 
consciousness.... I But now, with the popularity of the tango,] the femi 
nine leg has once again been uncobbled. Public guardians should realize 
that the only way to guide this momentary ebullience into safe channels 
is to encourage it so strongly that trotting and tangoing will soon become 
a dull social habit rather than a lustral rite....There is, of course, another 
remedy though I fear it’s too late: and that is to bribe [fashion designers] 
hurriedly to introduce some thickly quilted, steel-ribbed garment that will 
banish the female limb to its former visual and linguistic non-existence 
(19).

Fashion designers responded to high society’s demand for increasing freedom 
of movement. Ball gowns lost their trains, and dancing slippers grew high heels 
and ankle ribbons. Most important, in 1914 corset designers, perhaps in response 
to popular demand, introduced an abbreviated version of their foundation gar 
ment. But middle- and upper-class women found it necessary to be more radical in 
their dress if they hoped to “uncobble” their legs sufficiently to dance the tango. 
High school girls reportedly confided to psychologist G. Stanley Hall that they 
“parked their corsets” when they went to dances so they would not “be dubbed 
‘ironsides,’ or left a wallflower” (Hall, 773). Even a few married women used the 
tango as an excuse to temporarily break free from their restrictions. George Rector’s, 
a Broadway restaurant, offered ladies the opportunity to rent a male partner who 
could tango between cups of tea. Young matrons who patronized afternoon “tea 
dansants,” as they were called, scandalized the press by checking their corsets at 
the door “so they could dance not only cheek to cheek, but everything to every 
thing.” (Samuels 251).
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One young debutante was inspired to invent a substitute for traditional restric 
tive garments. Mary Phelps Jacob, better known by her pen name of Caresse Crosby, 
came out to New York society in the winter of 1913. In her autobiography she 
describes the undergarments she wore to her cotillion as

a box-like armor of whalebone and pink cordage...which ran upwards 
from the knee to under the armpit. Over the top of it was firmly hooked a 
corset-cover of muslin or silk, slightly boned.... If petting had been prac 
ticed in those days, it never could have gone very far, for even to gel 
one’s own finger beneath the corset-cover took a lot of wriggling. It was 
not a determination to ease this virgin state that motivated my invention, 
but rather a desire to move and sway and dance in comfort (61).

Midway through “the season” of balls, Crosby determined to remove the un 
comfortable corset and replace the “corset cover” with a garment that would sat 
isfy moral codes without restricting her movement. The result was the precursor of 
the modern brassiere. She spent an afternoon stitching together two silk handker 
chiefs with some pink ribbon that, when pulled taut over her chest served to flatten 
it “as much as possible so the truth that virgins had breasts should not be sus 
pected.” Admired at that evening’s ball because she was “so fresh and supple,” she 
reproduced her invention for her friends and later obtained a patent. When her own 
marketing efforts failed, she sold her patent to Warner Brothers in 1915. But de 
cades passed before anything resembling the light, unstructured garment of Crosby’s 
invention became acceptable for general wear.

Why, when a modest alternative to this “armOr of whalebone and pink cord 
age” was made available, did any woman wish to remain rigidly confined by an 
old-fashioned corset? A series of articles that ran in Harper's Bazaar the year 
before Crosby invented the brassiere provide a clue. An editorial entitled “Our 
Girls and Dancing” evoked the moral tone of the Progressive era, charging the 
upper classes with setting an irreproachable example to the rest of society. Brood 
ing over the effect that new dances — like the turkey trot, the bunny hug and the 
grizzly bear, as well as the tango (all of which, like the tango, were of African- 
American origin) — were likely to have on the younger generation, the editor 
noted primly that “girls in the tenements and the dance halls” follow the example 
of “girls in society.” This was an obvious admonition that “our girls” had best 
polish up their increasingly tarnished example (Harper s Bazaar, May 1912, 221- 
250). If “society girls” neglected to retain their class marker of rigidly-upright 
posture, it would become increasingly difficult to distinguish “our girls” from the 
others in the mingled masses. Clearly, class lines were beginning to lose their 
definition. If the younger generation of elites had more interest in joining the fun
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represented by working-class culture than in maintaining class distinctions, their 
elders intended to limit their ability to do so.

In a world where popular culture and polite society were beginning to merge 
despite the reservations of the old guard elite, professional ballroom dancers Vernon 
and Irene Castle provided a bridge over the troubled waters. Middle-class, married 
and reassuringly wholesome in appearance, the couple appealed to small-town 
Midwesterners as much as to the East-coast elite. They managed to make dancing 
their Americanized version of the tango look, not sensual, but fun. “Both sides,” 
Irene remembered, “regarded us as their champions.” (Castle, Castles 86).

In 1914 the Castles published Modern Dancing — a book including photo 
graphs and diagrams detailing steps for several controversial dances, including the 
tango. Obviously intended as instruction, the book can also be interpreted as an 
example of the impetus toward progressive reform -  a self-righteous attempt to 
rationalize dance by refining the life out of the craze that had seduced society into 
a passion for unrestricted movement. At the same time the Castles’ slender and 
elegant Anglo-Saxon bodies served to racialize the fashion ideal. For most pic 
tures in the book the Castles maintain an erect posture and the requisite nine-inch 
distance between partners (Dancing 86). The volume is dedicated to the “Patron 
esses of Castle House” -  the dancers’ version of a settlement house -  an institution 
located across from the 46'  ̂ Street entrance to the Manhattan Ritz-Carleton. At 
Castle House, the same teachers who trained society girls at the uptown Castle 
School of Dance volunteered their time to teach “girls who work” the “proper” 
way of doing modern dancing. The Castle House mission was “to uplift dancing, 
purify it, and place it before the public in its proper light” so that “no objection can 
possibly be urged against it on the grounds of impropriety” (Dancing 17).

The Castle’s endeavor to impose upper-class comportment onto working-class 
culture may have resulted in a stiff imitation of the Argentine tango, but their 
willingness to restrict dancers’ body movements voluntarily made increased relax 
ation of artificial control more acceptable to their elite patronesses. Vernon Castle 
directed his dance instructions mainly to men — the partners expected to take the 
leading steps. To benefit the ladies, Irene assumed her role as fashion expert and 
used the chapters she wrote to proselytize for dress reform. Addressing modern 
mothers concerned about the morals of the young, she pled the cause of young 
dancers who, in their innocent desire to move freely as they danced, wished to 
discard restrictive undergarments. Adopting the progressive terms so comforting 
to her readers, she informed them that “the modern dances are reformers of fash 
ion.” Introducing a slit into the hobble-skirt was:

the opening gun in the war of the Dance upon the Designer, [and] the 
Dance has won....On looking back a few seasons to the clothing worn by
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women and girls, you will recall long, cruel corsets and garters that trussed 
them like fowls for the roasting. [Most] dancers are wearing the new 
combination of brassiere and silk bloomers, finished with ruffles of lace 
[that] give full play in the various steps. {Dancing 144-146)

For the mature figure Irene recommended the “Castle Corset,” made almost 
entirely of elastic, as “no amount of grace ... and no amount of the knowledge of 
the most intricate steps will help you to dance charmingly unless your corset has 
‘give’ to {Dancing 142).

More comfortable alternatives to the long-boned corset, like the Castle corset, 
were certainly available to women from the early 1910s, and by the beginning of 
World War I these options were more likely to be deemed acceptable, at least for 
the younger generation. New technology made less-expensive clothing available 
to a wider range of consumers. Full participation in modern life began to mean 
adoption of the less-restrictive modes of both dress and behavior previously ac 
cepted only by the lower class (Steele 237; Ewing 136; Davis 107; Kaiser 484).

War work, whether wage work or volunteer, not only permitted, but often 
required a new disregard for decorum. One British historian reported that “some 
Land Army girls abandoned their restrictive corsets, almost literally, in the field” 
(Carter 72). But whether operating machinery in a munitions factory or volunteer 
ing for the Red Cross, women working for the war needed freedom of movement 
allowed by neither the old-fashioned foundation garment nor by the moral codes 
which it had come to represent. A general loosening of moral restrictions, marked 
by unsupervised mingling of the sexes in public places, had worked its way up 
ward from the working class. This trend that had seemed scandalous when fash 
ions began to move upward from the public dance halls and movie houses into the 
cabarets and cotillions, was considered more acceptable in wartime. Middle- and 
upper-class women could then exercise options of dress previously enjoyed mainly 
by working women in the name of patriotism if not in the interest of modernity.

On the eve of political enfranchisement for women, the ideal body seemed 
increasingly free of physical manipulation. But some degree of self-censorship 
must have seemed important to many made uneasy by the unfamiliar freedoms 
that permeated so many aspects of the post-war world. Old fashioned courtship, 
conducted under a wary parental eye, had been replaced by dating -  private cou 
pling in public places, such as darkened movie houses or smoky cabarets. Obvi 
ously this new freedom was charged with accountability. Along with a degree of 
sexual freedom, young women had acquired increased responsibility for establish 
ing their own moral standards. Caresse Crosby, who invented the silken brassiere 
in 1913, had claimed her uncomfortable, bust-confining corset cover had provided 
a sense of moral protection. But if women chose a restrictive foundation garment
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in post-war society, their choice was probably determined less frequently by the 
impulse to impede sexual activity than by new ideals of feminine beauty.

While corsets served as class symbols of moral uprightness in the 191.0s, by 
the mid-twenties, women of all classes who encased their flesh in the new tube 
shaped corselet were trying to conform to the changed ideal. The buxom matron of 
the Belle Epoch had been superceded by the flapper. (As Progressive impositions 
of morality began to be regarded as outdated, so the fashionable ideal of the up 
right, maternal figure was replaced by that of a carefree, more sophisticated, young 
woman. Twentieth century emphasis on sexual freedom and companionate mar 
riage inspired new standards by which to measure successful womanhood. By the 
1920s proponents of the new beauty culture implied that physical beauty, rather 
than irreproachable character, was a woman’s most valuable asset. Any woman 
who expected to remain socially and economically dependent on a husband was 
advised to dedicate herself to “the business of being beautiful.” (The Delineator, 
January 1926, 22).

A burgeoning cosmetics industry offered women from all social strata the 
means to artfully supplement “natural” beauty. Accustomed by now to glamorous 
movie-star models, women enthusiastically applied powder and paint despite ear 
lier associations of make up with prostitution. Artificial enhancement of the fe 
male face had become not only permissible in the 1920s but often expected as a 
mark of the modern woman. But at the same time that the natural face was hidden 
increasingly by make-up, the natural variety of female bodies was becoming more 
visible, and less-frequently disguised by old-fashioned corsets. While the art of 
masking facial “flaws” required only a bit of practice with a make-up brush in 
front of a mirror, achieving the new fashion silhouette — without the aid of under 
garments that contradicted the whole ideal of physical freedom — required more 
vigorous dedication.

“A beautiful body,” Celia Caroline Cole, beauty editor of The Delineator maga 
zine, told her middle-class readers in 1926, must be “keen as the blade of a rapier, 
lithe as a flame.” As this “beautiful body” incorporated not only slenderness but 
youth, it perhaps represented stages beyond which many of her readers had al 
ready advanced. (Unfortunately, only a small percentage of the population has 
been able to claim both attributes in any age.) Cole, however, cheerfully addressed 
her readers with the encouraging news that perfection could be achieved through 
exercise of any offending body part.

Perhaps a body “lithe as a flame” was attainable by vigorous exercise, but 
approximating the youthful slenderness of a “rapier” required a different kind of 
self-discipline. Even more than exercise, women in the 1920s employed dieting to 
force their bodies to conform to the ideal (Brumberg 231). As early as 1918 Vogue 
had announced “one crime against the modern ethics of beauty which is unpardon-
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able; far better it is to commit any number of petty crimes than to be guilty of the 
sin of growing fat.” (Brumberg 243). By the mid-twenties evidence of widespread 
excessive dieting prompted the American Medical Association and The Delinea 
tor magazine to co-sponsor a Weight Conference. Prominent physicians produced 
evidence that “many of our flappers” maintained their slender form by “inducing 
regurgitation after a plentiful meal,” or by taking “high colonic irrigations (en 
emas), cathartics, and iodine in the effort to reduce.” (Brumberg 243-248). Doc 
tors at the Weight Conference expressed concern that young women who reduced 
to the point of emaciation risked cessation of menses. But it was not only fashion 
conscious flappers (sophisticated young adults embodying a Jazz Age passion for 
pleasure) who dieted to excess. A letter to the editor of The Delineator from a 
sixteen-year-old high school girl demonstrates a similar obsession among adoles 
cent girls. Pleading for advice on how to lose enough weight so she can “wear 
pretty dresses at (her) graduation like the other girls,” she explains the reason for 
her concern. “You will know I am a sight, because I am five feet five inches tall 
and weigh one hundred and sixteen pounds” (The Delineator, June 1926, 26).

For many women dieting had become a fact of life by the 1920s. Joan Jacobs 
Brumberg’s work on anorexia nervosa marks the twentieth century as the era when 
“the body -  not the face -  became the special focus of female beauty.” Associating 
modern-day anorexia with young, attractive and wealthy females, Brumberg docu 
ments dieting to excess in the prosperous 1920s. But the desire for slimness was 
apparently not confined to youthful socialites. “As the rules of physical beauty 
were elaborated in American popular culture, more and more women, from a vari 
ety of class backgrounds and at different stages in their lives, strove to meet the 
new and increasingly slender ideal.” Examined in this light, elite women’s earlier 
fascination with working-class culture may explain their recipe of diet and exer 
cise for achieving the 1920s slender ideal. The working-class woman who skipped 
lunches for a week, or walked long distances to work in lieu of paying money for 
a streetcar in order to save towards the purchase of a new dress was also combin 
ing food deprivation with physical exercise to uphold her standard of fashion.

Cross-class fascination with on-screen working-girl heroines doubtless played 
an even greater role in determining the voguish body of the 1920s than it had in the 
previous decade. Silent screen star Clara Bow was selected in 1924 as the girl who 
“most typified the flapper” (Ziewold 166). Bow embodied the class-ambiguous 
celebrity of the Hollywood star system even as she exemplified the feminine ideal 
for the 1920s. Raised in a tenement house in Brooklyn, the daughter of a fre 
quently unemployed carpenter, she won a beauty contest run by Motion Picture 
Classic magazine in 1921. As “The Most Beautiful Girl in the World,” Bow was 
described by the editors as “slim and well-formed -  just beginning to curve into 
womanhood,...plastic, alert, young and lovely.” (Zierold 164).



Class Comfort—from Corset to Brassiere 41

Clara Bow’s success was based on her identification -  both on-screen and off
-  with the working-class. While early silent film-makers had used the medium as 
a political platform from which to dramatize difficulties of working-class life, pro 
ducers in the Hollywood era responded to censors’ demands to soften images of 
class conflict. By the 1920s, movies romanticized working-class life, implying 
that upward mobility was possible for everyone. Clara Bow represented a personi 
fication of this possibility. While most stars gave lavish parties in their Hollywood 
mansions, she preferred to play poker with the servants in the house she shared 
with her father.

Her most famous role was as the shop girl with It. In this film Clara’s charac 
ter “Betty Lou” steals the heart of her handsome employer away from his debutante 
fiancee and out from under the watchful eye of the debutante’s dowager mother. 
Betty Lou crashes the party on the fiancee’s yacht, determined to win her man. But 
she flashes her eyes and poses provocatively against the rail of the vessel to no 
avail. It is only when both women fall into the bay that we begin to understand the 
difference between the New Woman and her up-tight predecessor. “Betty Lou” 
rescues the hapless debutante (who cannot swim) by shoving her unceremoni 
ously into a life boat, and then allows herself to be saved by the handsome boy 
friend. She is cool, competent and resourceful in an emergency, even calculating 
in her mischievous attempt at seduction of another woman’s fiance. Her wet dress 
clings attractively to an obviously unconfined, youthful body. In this scene, as in 
many others, the actress displays womanly breasts and hips, suggesting the ideal 
beauty of 1927 was more youthful and vigorous than prepubescent. It is her physi 
cal freedom — the unrestrained movement of her natural female form — that both 
epitomizes and sanitizes her sex appeal. And this physical emancipation allows 
her to out-maneuver the old-fashioned society girl.

Young women who had come of age in a movie theatre looked to neither their 
elders nor to the social elite for examples of dress or demeanor. That dignified 
generation of women who had won the vote and impelled progressive reform had 
been eclipsed in the public imagination by a celluloid shop girl. The Hollywood 
era certainly provided many celluloid images of middle- and upper-class women, 
such as Joan Crawford and Gloria Swanson, all sexy and worthy of emulation. But 
their slender elegance — enhanced by big-budget Hollywood costume designers
— was more difficult for an ordinary woman to imitate than was the perky vivac 
ity of a working-class heroine like Clara Bow. A movie fan seeking to emulate 
Clara’s on-screen success with men could not hope to copy those flirtatious pos 
tures if she were forced to depend on the same type of foundation garment her 
mother had found so essential. If a young female’s figure did not naturally corre 
spond to the fashion ideal of the late 1920s, she was more likely to attempt to force 
her body into shape with diet and exercise than to admit defeat and accept the
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remedy more suitable for an older generation.
The woman who was able to match the fashion image without artificially 

manipulating her body was rare. Soft, fluid fabrics made possible by new technol 
ogy inspired changes in the fashion silhouette that underscored women’s newly 
won political emancipation, even as they helped her to feel feminine. Sexy linge 
rie, made not only in lightweight silks but also from inexpensive rayon, was avail 
able to a broader range of consumers. But despite free spirits and flowing lines, 
most women still needed contrived control to achieve the modish figure. By 1923 
Vogue announced the corset to be “extremely unfashionable.” It had “totally dis 
appeared.” “Yet,” admitted the editor, “it would be wrong to think that the number 
of women who wear no corset at all, a practice which every woman would have us 
think she adhered to, is very large.” (Probert 18). An article in The Delineator 
described the wide variety of foundation garments available in 1926:

The younger woman who can keep slim and firm with her golf and ten 
nis, dancing, etc., either wears no corset at all or a tiny girdle of satin or 
glove silk with an equally ephemeral bust-supporter of lace or net....The 
tendency with corsets is to keep them as low and light as possible. For 
slender figures they end at the waistline and are almost unboned.... (This) 
all-elastic corset is very comfortable but is not sufficiently restraining for 
most figures.... Heavier figures require a well-boned combination of cor 
set and brassiere which straightens and flattens their lines....Corsets are 
so low in most cases that they are worn with tiny bust confiners or sup 
porters instead of brassieres. It is the woman with a heavy figure who 
wants a long, strong brassiere to fasten down over the top of her corset 
and prevent any bulge of flesh. (The Delineator, February 1926, 24).

Clearly the corset had not “totally disappeared,” but that means of shaping the 
body appears to have been relegated to the unfashionably plump or to the unfortu 
nately middle-aged.

Once youth became the only acceptable standard for beauty, maturity reluc 
tantly retired to the exercise salon. As the beauty editor for The Delineator had 
brought to public attention in 1926, there was no excuse for flabbiness in a world 
where body fat signified moral torpor.

For many women, dieting had become a fact of life by the 1920s. Elite women’s 
earlier fascination with working-class culture may explain their recipe of diet and 
exercise to affect the appearance of the slender ideal.

The New Woman was no longer concerned with the straight-laced social and 
sexual restraints that had confined her mother. Class-lines crossed on the dance 
floor during the cultural revolution of the Teens had blurred even more by the
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1920s. Once the corset had been discarded and the fashion silhouette modified 
accordingly, class identity was signaled more by the cut and quality of a woman’s 
outer garments than by the body image sculpted by the foundation garment. By 
that time most women, regardless of social status, were obliged to resort to diet 
and exercise to conform to the fashion ideal.

Rutgers University Betsey Norland

Notes

4.
5.

See Enstad 17-47 for discussion of working women's expenditure on fashionable clothing.
For discussion of evolution of the new public culture see Erenberg, and Peiss {Cheap Amusements). 
For refinement of working-class culture to appeal to the elite see Rosenweig 209-211.
See Peiss, Cheap Amusemetus\ Peiss, “‘Charity Girls' and City Pleasures'’'; Erenberg, Steppin' 
Out: Bailey, From Front Porch to Back Seat for examples of changing moral codes.
See Bailey, From Front Porch to Back Seat, for examples of changing moral codes.
Fora more coFnplete discussion of the development of the American cosmetics indu.stry, including 
contributions of immigrant and working-class women and African American women see Peiss, 
Hope in a Jar.
See Anzia Yezierska, Bread Givers, 165 and Theodore Dreiser, Sister Carrie, for examples of 
working-class women's sacrifices of food or transportation to increase their capacity as consumers 
of fashion.
See Valerie Steele's argument that the 1920s figure was more youthful than boyish in Fashion 
and Eroticism, 239. This analysis challenges assumptions about the asexuality o f the New Woman.
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The Defining Dinosaur:
The Role of Scientific Value Concepts 

in Paleontological Popularizations

In The Ethics o f Science, philosopher David B. Resnik states, “Science is a 
society that operates within society” (35). Although Resnik acknowledges the het 
erogeneous nature of the category “science,” he also asserts that there are enough 
similarities among professional scientific disciplines, in terms of “professional 
standards and goals,” that the use of the term “science” to refer to scientific profes 
sions in general is warranted (37). In other words, what science “does,” what it 
“says,” although of a multi vocal character, has enough commonality that such 
enunciations or practices might be positioned as the definitional “contents” of the 
category “science.”

Although analysis and prescriptive delimitation of professional ethical stan 
dards may be elucidative ways in which to help describe “science,” they do not 
address how that particular cultural placeholder—whether it be for a social institu 
tion, set of practices, or perceived domain of coherent knowledge— signifies within 
what Resnik calls “society,” that is, that part of the field of Western culture that is 
not commonly perceived or described as “science” or “scientific.” '

Setting aside the notions of an ethic proper to science, the attempt to define a 
dynamic .socio-cultural entity like “science” might best start from a consideration 
of what that entity says. These discursive constructions are legion and conflicting, 
and they are the product of intent and agentless determination. In this sense, an 
analysis of enunciative science should not be taken as underwriting a view of the 
sciences as either completely autonomous cultural formations or over-determined 
systems of ideological intent. Although this paper will argue the ideological/«/ic- 
tion of one such discursive construction, this proposition does not necessitate the 
view of an ideologue.

One such construct or discursively produced concept is “scientific value.” 
Constructions of scientific value in popular and semi-popular scientific texts help 
to shape how science is perceived in that broader cultural realm Resnik calls sim 
ply “society.” Concepts of scientific value that imply its presence “in” scientific 
objects and artifacts enable “science” to define itself by exclusion, by what it is 
not. This is especially evocative when the scientific objects in question are per 
haps best understood as “artifactual” reconstructions or materializations of theory 
and speculation, models in the representational sense of the term. In the specific
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case of the contemporary paleontological sciences and their textual populariza 
tions, the objects that somehow “contain” or “possess” scientific value might seem, 
on first reading, to be fossils. Upon closer textual examination, it becomes clear 
that the repositories of scientific value are actually the dinosaur reconstructions: 
amalgams of science and imagination that belie repeated attempts within popular 
and semi-popular paleontological texts to sunder the realms of science and art.

Through a close textual analysis of specific contemporary paleontological 
popularizations, I examine the discursive construction of scientific value concepts 
operating today, and, by Juxtaposing those value formulations with a consider 
ation of the formative and mutually-determining nature of paleontological art and 
science, I make the claim that the textual construction of scientific value can be 
seen as not only assisting in the definition of “science” in general and the disci 
pline of paleontology in particular, but also operating in a distinctively ideological 
fashion, as a divisive and exclusionary tool that marks off science from art, sup 
plying the alibi of a concrete and realizable “content” or signified of science, all 
the while existing purely as an oppositional and nominative label, applicable to 
any “scientific” object necessary.

The “value” of fossils and other scientific artifacts is a recurrent theme in the 
work of vertebrate paleontologist John Horner, whose cultural cache weighs heavily 
in diverse areas of the social matrix and many cultural texts, not the least of which 
are Steven Spielberg’s popularization of dinosaurs in Jurassic Park and The Lost 
World, and the current broad cultural fascination with “baby” dinosaurs enabled 
by Horner’s discovery and naming of the “Good Mother Lizard,” Maiasaura. The 
two texts I examine here. The Complete T rex (1993) and Dinosaur Lives (1997), 
are aimed at a popular or non-discipline-specific audience, and they evince a pic 
ture of scientific theory and practice familiar to most: science progresses in a cu 
mulative fashion, each discovery building upon the next, approaching asymptoti 
cally the “truth” of material reality. Whether the so-called “correspondence theory 
of truth” is the best model for truth-claims in the sciences I leave to others to 
decide. What I wish to point out is not any one theory’s or practice’s claim to 
validity or accuracy, but rather the cultural import concomitant with these claims 
and the accounts of their making. The texts themselves represent a large portion of 
Horner’s career, and, significantly, along with a preoccupation with “scientific 
value,” both texts bolster a delineation between the borders of “proper” science— 
especially in terms of its methodology and aims—and mass culture, the latter typi 
cally appearing in the guise of rampant commodification and popular representa 
tions of “paleontological” subjects such as dinosaurs and fossil artifacts.

For example, Horner starts Dinosaur Lives with a chapter devoted to his 
consultancy to Steven Spielberg’s film Jurassic Park. Horner describes being on 
the soLindstage one day, watching the filmmakers operate a life-sized “half’ tyran-
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nosaur. He notes an inaccuracy in the puppeteer’s operation of the model and steps 
in to help: ‘“ Here’s how it should work,' I said, taking control of the levers on the 
electronic puppet....Spielberg withdrew to one side and waited more or less pa 
tiently while we rehearsed the dinosaur one-step, polishing that single, simple ges 
ture to perfection” (3). In his account, Horner’s role is supervisory, a sort of scien 
tific cultural gatekeeper, present on the set of Jurassic Park to “keep it on track.” 
Every now and then, as in the example with the “puppet” rex, Horner must literally 
“take the reins,'’ setting the film’s depiction of dinosaurs aright. In this “correc 
tion,” Jurassic Park functions as a stand-in for popular culture in general, which is 
itself described as a social formation that produces texts not subject to the rigors of 
scientific method: “[Scientists] favor the simplest, most economical explanations 
when trying to understand the natural world, because that’s what nature seems to 
favor. Fiction writers and filmmakers, by contrast, seek to entertain, and that is 
less likely to be achieved through parsimony than through imaginative elabora 
tion” (7-8). The excesses of popular representations necessitate the scientist’s (and, 
metonymically, science s) role as Spartan economist of symbolic exchange. At 
first glance, this managerial role does not seem so surprising. After all, most con 
sumers of popular culture would probably agree that filmmakers and authors have 
taken certain liberties with “science” for the sake of “art.” However, when this 
administrative function and the (mis)representational skills of mainstream culture 
as depicted in the first chapter of Dinosaur Lives are juxtaposed with other state 
ments and accounts in Horner’s texts, their normative purposes become clear.

According to Horner, one of the biggest “errors” or excesses of Jurassic Park 
is its insistence on portraying T. rex as an aggressive predator: “Another departure 
from present paleontological evidence involves the aggressive behavior of the rogue 
tyrannosaur, especially when it chases the Jeep in which Ellie, the biologist, and 
Ian, the mathematician, are trying to escape” (4-5). Horner then explains his theory 
of T. rex as scavenger, an idea he elaborates at length in his earlier text. The Com 
plete T rex. Horner bases his behavioral hypothesis on physiological evidence; 
among other things, T. rexs arms are too small to be useful in hunting, and its leg 
bones do not seem structurally suited to running at any speed: “The revised T. rex 
is a twelve-thousand pound animal that can’t grasp, can’t run, and can’t see. Doesn’t 
sound like much of a predator, does it?” (6). Like other pop cultural misrepresen 
tations, this rex “excess” is depicted as simply “wrong,” another example of the 
filmmakers’ indenture to the imperative of entertainment. What is curiously ab 
sent is any mention of the “scavenger versus predator” debate’s long (80-year) 
history, along with the fact that this debate is still boiling within the paleontologi 
cal community.-

The relative merits or “accuracy” of either view is not the issue here. The 
culturally significant facet of this debate is that Horner does not lend the filmmak-
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ers’ choice of depiction any scientific “weight.” It is not as though he is unaware of 
the controversial nature of his scavenger theory; a considerable portion of The 
Complete T. rex is devoted to interpreting scientific data and making the scavenger 
“case.” Competing views—those of other paleontologists—are accorded the sta 
tus of differing paradigms, not, as in the case of Jurassic Park, relegated to the 
dustbin of the discredited: “Was T. rex a vicious killer? Ask anyone, including 
most paleontologists, and they’ll say yes. Ask me, I’d say no” (Complete rex 203). 
Whatever the “truth” may be, the “scavenger versus predator” debate is presented 
as just that, a debate between competing scientific views—each with its claims to 
“value” as a scientific concept—and not a conflict between scientific “accuracy” 
or “reality” and popular fiction. In this sense, models and descriptions discursively 
produced “within” paleontology have scientific value. Those produced “within” 
popular or nonscientific institutions or formations do not have scientific value. 
The fact that the models or descriptions in question may indeed be identical, as in 
the case of T. rex the predator, complicates this assignment of value to a certain 
degree.

Horner’s texts take the construction of scientific value concepts one step fur 
ther. For example, in The Complete T rex, Horner includes a detailed account of 
how he and his museum team came into possession of a recent rex find; an “ama 
teur” fossil hunter had “the good sense,” once she realized what she had, to “stop 
digging” and turn it over to them. Horner argues, “there’s a lot of information lost 
and fossils ruined by amateur bone-hunters who insist on excavating fossils them 
selves” (35). How does this happen? Horner explains that it is ultimately the “con 
text” in which the fossil is found that supplies its scientific value:

To grasp what I mean by scientific value, imagine a spectrum. At one 
extreme is the skull of a duck-billed dinosaur. Apart from being able to 
identify the species to which it belongs —say, Hypacrosaurus stebingeri 
— we know nothing else about it. On the opposite end of the spectrum is 
another Hypacrosaurus skull, virtually identical to the first, but it comes 
with a highly detailed, verifiable story....Placed side by side, the two 
skulls appear indistinguishable, yet the first has lost almost all of its sci 
entific value whereas the second retains about as much as one could ex 
pect of an object seventy-odd million years old. (Lives 239-240)

This “story” consists of such things as specimen location, its age, the compo 
sition of the sediment it was found in, its physical deployment at the excavation 
site, and other “contextual” information (239). Horner’s choice of the term “story” 
is perhaps rather telling. One could make the argument that this scientific value, 
which can be “lost,” is actually “resident” in the scientific interpretation—the la-
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bar—necessary for the processing of the contextual data. Horner claims it is his 
“fundamental concern” how best to “preserve the scientific value of fossils” (239). 
One of the ways to “best preserve” scientific value is, evidently, to keep “amateur” 
bone-hunters away from artifacts.

There is a force even more destructive of scientific value, one in direct com 
petition with “sanctioned” scientists such as Horner and his crews. “For better or 
worse,” Horner laments, “dinosaur bones have become expensive commodities” 
(239). Because of this increase in exchange value, the “commercial collector” has 
proliferated. This type of fossil hunter sells some or all of what he or she finds to 
museums and private collectors. For Horner, this is doubly troubling. In the first 
place, commercial collectors are beholden to the imperative to turn a profit: “The 
engine that drives commercial collection, reserving its largest rewards for those 
who don’t take the trouble to conduct scientifically rigorous excavations, is, of 
course, the marketplace itself... .Under conditions in which the sole motive is mak 
ing money, not only will priceless information be lost, and lost forever, but that 
which does survive will [not] be trustworthy.. .science will be displaced by a side 
show” (243). The inexorable demand of capital destroys scientific value through 
the creation or realization of exchange value. The two values are set up as not 
merely binary, but mutually exclusive; one cannot exist simultaneously with the 
other.

Commercial collection is also an undesirable undertaking for the reason that 
it “restricts” access to the specimens collected. Horner considers fossils to be “na 
tional treasures, a public trust placed in the care of public institutions,” and he 
decries commercial collectors who wish “to turn a resource that now exists for the 
eternal educational benefit of everyone, into one that exists for the short-term fi 
nancial benefit of a few” (238). In order to avoid this fate, Horner agitates for 
legislation that would take all fossil artifacts out of private ownership: “Fossils 
should be public property, and entrusted to scientific institutions to study. Period” 
{Complete rex 77). Scientific value becomes a transcendent category at this point, 
an enlightening quality proper to the fossil itself that can be destroyed or lost when 
the object is “taken out of circulation” in society. A national “treasure” can evi 
dently only be so as long as it is not exchanged, as long as it maintains an identity 
distinct from that of a commodity. The actual “exchange” cannot be the destruc 
tive moment: scientific institutions and museums, after all, frequently “exchange” 
objects amongst themselves. It is exchange of commodities, the realization of ex 
change value, the “cashing ouf’ of value from the scientific object, which destroys 
its scientific value. Although we can read scientific value as resulting from “value 
adding” scientific labor, a “working” of site data that is then “constellated” about 
the fossil itself, resulting in a new holistic object, the fact remains that Horner’s 
texts construct and imply scientific value as an intrinsic quality of “the fossil.” In
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a sense, at least as they are implicated in Horner’s texts, fossils might be more 
properly read as “natural” means of production, simply the raw materials that sci 
entific labor then utilizes in its production of scientific value. In this manner of 
reading, discursive operations to castigate “nonscientist” fossil hunters (oftentimes 
shorthand for simply a paleontologist lacking an advanced degree) and prohibit 
non-professional or privately-endowed collection function not only to define “sci 
ence” by what it is not, but also to “hoard” the raw materials of scientific endeavor.

Although Horner castigates commercial and amateur collection because they 
can destroy the “primary value” of fossils, which is “educational,” and remove 
fossils from general public access, his texts betray moments where this evaluation 
becomes complicated. Horner claims, “the secrets the bones hold are being sacri 
ficed not for the benefit of public shows but for the sake of private sales, a far more 
troubling development that’s already caused the loss of a great deal of scientific 
information” {Lives 234). Yet, to whom is such scientific information valiicihle'? 
How does “the public” suffer from this loss of value, of educational potential? In 
The Complete T. rex, Horner admits that, other than bodily features such as neck, 
teeth, and limb size, a “lot of the other anatomical distinctions of tyrannosaurids 
may be too technical to be of much interest to anyone but us paleontologists” 
(130). This implies that what constitutes the “value” of a scientific object, in this 
case the data processing that results in interpreted “anatomical distinctions” of 
certain fossil sets, is itself only vcilitahle to a select group. Value-adding “contexf ’ 
is finally all that there is at the bottom of this textual construction of scientific 
value, and it is a value concept only realized within the discipline of paleontology: 
“A dinosaur bone out of context is Just that—a bone. In context, however, it serves 
as a window onto the world the dinosaur inhabited....And when the bone, along 
with the accompanying scientific information, is housed in a museum or other 
public institution, it’s a window paleontologists can return to again and again” 
{Lives 241). The operative word in this citation is “paleontologists.” The “public” 
character of the scientific object seems relevant only to the extent that ownership 
by a “public” entity—such as a museum or university—enables a rather select 
professional group to have nearly unlimited access to the object. In this sense, the 
“loss” of “scientific information” or “value” might also be read as the negation or 
prevention of scientific labor engendered by non Ph.D. venture capitalists.

Indeed, the disciplinary defining work accomplished by this one discursive 
construct is prodigious. Not only do “non professional” paleontologists destroy 
scientific value due to their cultivation of capital, but also they lack the ability or 
“vision” necessary to even see this “value” in the field. According to Horner, only 
“full-time paleontologists” have the right sort of vision—what he calls a “search 
image”—to even see the “valuable” context circumscribing a fossil find. He ex 
plains, “We picture more than the rock in which we’re likely to find them; we



The Defining Dinosaur 51

picture the world the dinosaurs inhabited when they were alive” {Lives 37-38). 
This “worldview” is what Horner calls having a “clear picture” of what one is 
looking for {Lives 18).

Although this practice of maintaining a mental image of expectations might 
seem to complicate notions of scientific objectivity, Horner is careful to explain 
that this mode of vision, while unique and creative, is not the same as the type of 
imagination exercised by those in, say, the arts: “Imagination surely plays a crucial 
role in my work-helping me fill in gaps, recognize patterns, and make guesses 
about where I should look for additional clues—but I differ from the nonscientist 
in that I can never stray far or long from the available evidence” {Lives 12). The 
important point here is to recall that, first of all, the main criticism of commercial 
or amateur collection is that it does not properly process and quantify site “contex 
tual” materials, therefore causing the “loss” of scientific value. Secondly, add to 
this the claim that such collectors intrinsically lack the ability, the vision, necessary 
to perceive this context. The sum of this discursive maneuver is a picture of two 
distinct types of individuals, the intrinsically “value realizing” scientist, and the 
inherently “value destroying” nonscientist. These two figures are effectively set in 
opposition with one another.

The schism of scientist and nonscientist, the distinction between scientific value 
and exchange value, and the incompatibility between science and art or popular 
culture, all work toward the construction of science as a domain beyond aesthetics 
and the marketplace. Once science is textually uncoupled from other more “sub 
jective” areas of culture (or, rather, those perceived or constructed as such), the 
issues of scientific objectivity and the facticity of scientific objects become less 
problematic in their acceptance by the consumers of such representations. Horner’s 
discursive constructions of scientific value help to deny the “dinosaur” as either art 
or commodity. We should not conclude, however, that Horner’s value concept ap 
plies only to fossil exhibits residing in museums. He very clearly states that he 
prefers dinosaur “reconstitutions” or life-sized models, and he enthusiastically en 
dorses the model-making skills of museum preparator Matt Smith. Smith’s T. rex 
“is real” because it “is based on fossil evidence” {Complete rex 97). Evidently, 
scientific value can reside “in” a scientific model just as it may dwell “within” 
fossil reconstructions.

The collapsing of science into art and art into science, as represented by dino 
saur models or “reconstitutions” exhibited in museums, amusement parks, and other 
public spaces, seriously undermines attempts to define paleontological science in 
an exclusionary manner, while also complicating naive conceptualizations of sci 
entific value.^ Aside from the puppeteer-operated robotic dinosaurs fabricated in 
Hollywood special effects houses for films such as Jurassic Park, there are robotic 
dinosaur recreations produced by companies whose sole purpose is the design.
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engineering, and construction of such life-sized models. Kokoro, a Japanese com 
pany, utilizes John Horner as its scientific adviser, while Dinamation, based in 
Irvine, California, depends on Robert Bakker for its scientific consultation. Both 
companies build articulated, full color, life-sized robot dinosaurs, which are then 
sold or leased to various businesses and educational institutions. Dinamation. for 
example, provides moving, growling, and brightly painted dinosaurs for shopping 
malls and scientific exhibits around the world. Although the guidance of paleon 
tologist Bakker might lead to the assumption that all such robots are nothing less 
than “pure” scientific objects or uncomplicated materializations of scientific knowl 
edge, this conclusion would necessitate overlooking the pertinent audience or con 
sumer issues involved, along with physical requirements and parameters of the 
exhibit space, all of which go into the design phase of the robot. Elements as 
prosaic as the size of the doorways opening onto a shopping mall can guide, shape, 
or restrict the final morphology of the robot. Shopping mall corporate owners may 
want a fearsome full-sized T. rex to help draw customers to their venue, but they 
may receive a “sub-adult” sized robot due to the limits of store apertures or exhibit 
floor space.**

Dinosaurs, in this reconstructed materialized positivity, incarnate the poten 
tial iovnew conceptualizations of “scientific knowledge.” Their imagined-real forms 
attenuate the a priori categorical distinction between science and art and simulta 
neously trouble the given facticity or “thingness” of the scientific object. The re 
constituted dinosaur I will henceforth refer to as “dinobot” resides in that nebulous 
realm of pop and science, of aesthetic and fact. The brazen solidity of a mall 
dwelling green and gold Velociraptor simultaneously embodies the most “realis 
tic” and “lifelike” presentation of dinosaurs yet, while pointing to the artificiality 
of that (re)presentation through its programmed choreography of clawings and 
gnashings and its prerecorded loop of synthesized growls.

These dinobots enter a system of other popular signs—cartoon characters, TV 
actors, rock stars, wrestlers—but signify because they are positioned in opposition 
to these other objects: dinobots are “real” science, scientific objects whose scien 
tific value “guarantees” their authenticity. This scientific cache sets them apart 
from many other elements in popular culture, a distinction enabled by the purely 
discursive operations conducted in order to construct a “positivity” for scientific 
qualities—like scientific value—which are themselves perhaps best conceptual 
ized as Baudrillardian “simulacra.”

The aesthetic production of these images haunts the representational spec 
trum as a convenient element of guilt, only becoming an “issue” when the accu 
racy of the image is under fire. Suddenly the collaborative production process of 
the image is suppressed in favor of a clear schism between “proper” science and 
mere artistic endeavor. Horner is careful to remind his reader that finally it is the
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artist, not the scientist, at fault for “inaccurate” representation: “I should mention, 
of course, that as the scientific adviser to Jurassic Park, I could do no more than 
make suggestions, some of which were adopted, many of which were not. The 
filmmakers took liberties whenever they felt such liberties would improve the story. 
There is no evidence that Dilophosaurus could spit, for instance” (4). Although 
the dinobot signifies the mutual partnership of paleontological science and “art,” 
its nature as a phantasmatic scientific artifact comes under erasure in the drive to 
secure scientific legitimacy. The dinobot exceeds the sum total of fossil remains 
and excavation site “context,” requiring aesthetic considerations and market analy 
ses to flesh out its corpulent form. Thus, if scientific value is posited as residing 
“in” the object of science, it therefore must express either the abstract social labor 
time expended in the production of the object, or the “use value” constructed for 
the object in question. In either case, the ontological implications get murky.

If scientific value expresses labor, then, as we have seen, the object proper to 
paleontological science today, the dinobot, being the product of “context” inter 
pretive scientific labor and speculative imaginings coupled with artistic labor, 
encompasses a laboring “space” that reduces both scientific Vaborand artistic “cre 
ation” to the same abstract equivalence. In this picture, textual constructions that 
utilize “scientific value” and its “loss” to patrol scientific borders, to “keep out” 
unwelcome “nonscientific” immigrants, are seriously undermined.

If scientific value expresses “use value,” then the onion of hermeneutics needs 
to be peeled back another layer. What is the “utility” of the paleontological arti 
fact? How might it be measured? Is a “dinobot” more “useful” than an unprepared 
and dismembered fossilized scapula? Useful to whom? Whenever questions such 
as these appear immanent in his narrative, Horner resorts to replacing one term 
with another. As noted earlier, Horner claims that the “primary value” of fossils is 
“educational,” but we must always bracket “fossil” in these texts as shorthand for 
fossil artifacts and their contextual interpretations. As we might recall, Horner 
himself admits that these interpretations might only be of “interest” to paleontolo 
gists. Therefore, the “utility” of the scientific object in question is most definitely 
a “usefulness to whom,” to the subject who can “cash out” the scientific value.

The key to unlocking the function of scientific value is found in this last ob 
servation of its subjective orientation. Whatever we might say scientific value “is” 
(and the point remains that it most likely lacks any sort of specifically identifiable 
positivity or content), it is ultimately the ideological alibi for the moment of value 
articulation, the discursive effect of its operation. “Scientific value” is a device 
used to maintain continent and coherent disciplinary bounds, a category whose 
access and accessibility assist in the (selQdefinition of a science. Only “full-time 
paleontologists” can see, produce, and realize scientific value. Only “science” can 
produce scientific objects or representations that “have” scientific value. Perhaps
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because of the widespread popularity of such objects, because of their “pop” cul 
tural cache, the scientific producer might find himself in a unique and powerful 
position. Perhaps partly because of textual operations that organize discrete do 
mains in culture and then array them in normative hierarchies, science can estab 
lish and maintain its position as a privileged discourse in contemporary Western 
society. Whatever the case may be, the value o f scientific value is certainly a func 
tion of its vigilant deployment along scientific borders.

Kelley Kelleway

Notes
1. Attempts to define “science” have taken various forms through the years. T.H. Huxley and Matthew 

Arnold crossed swords over the relative merits o f “science” and “art” in the nineteenth century, 
each staking a claim to the proper “definition” of science. Their debate resurfaced in the twentieth 
century in the textual sparring of F.R. Leavis and C.P. Snow, who also articulated the “science vs. 
art” argument via distinctions in what “science” is and what it can do. For additional views, see 
Francis Bacon's The Great Instauration (I.‘>97), Wordsworth’s Preface to the Lyrical Ballads 
(1802), Bertrand Russell’s 1913 article in The New Statesman, “Science as an Element in Culture,” 
or Stefan Collini’s introduction to the 1993 edition of Snow’s The Two Cultures (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP).

2. Vertebrate paleontologist Robert Bakker, in The Dinosaur Heresies, fully examines the hunting 
and predation practices of T rex, extrapolating that “Withstanding a Tyrannosaurus'  ̂attack required 
either tanklike armor —  the approach taken by Ankylosaurus — or most powerful defensive 
weapons — the approach taken by Triceratops" (241). In Bakker’s world picture, the two categories 
of animal, predator and prey, evolve in a sort of hostile symbiosis. The predatory behavior of T 
rex is so certain, in Bakker’s estimation, that he ba.ses “reactionary” adaptations in other animals 
on this constant threat.

3. For a discussion of dinosaurs and dinosaur icons as “totem animals” in contemporary Western 
culture, see W.J.T. Mitchell’s The Ixist Dinosaur Book.

4. My source for this specific information regarding Dinamation's procedures of production is David 
Kelleway, a mechanical designer and conceptual artist with the company from 1990-1993.
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Culture of Contagion:
Germs, Aliens, and American Identity

Something deeply hidden had to be behind things.
— Albert Einstein, scrap of paper, undated (Robins 13)

The historian Richard Hofstadter in his 1966 essay “The Paranoid Style in 
American Politics” names among the signal elements of the style a tendency to 
ward “heated exaggeration, suspiciousness, and conspiratorial fantasy.” The tar 
gets of this fevered gaze, as Hofstadter demonstrates, have been legion -  Jesuits, 
Jews, Freemasons, Mormons, the Illuminati -  and, paradoxically, the enemy “seems 
to be on many counts a projection of the self: both the ideal and the unacceptable 
aspects of the self are attributed to him” (3, 32). Defining ourselves and our en 
emies has been a constant, simultaneous project in America, and historian David 
Brion Davis argues that our long history of obsession with conspiracy and subver 
sion rises from Just this sort of confusion over identity:

Perhaps because American identity has usually been defined as a state of 
mind rather than as a familial heritage, Americans have been susceptible 
to the fear that their neighbors’ minds were being seduced by the devil ... 
and that a hidden society.. .was growing within the very tissues of the 
existing social order. (1)

As the twentieth century rose on the American horizon, changes in our politi 
cal and cultural landscape prompted new ways of thinking about the self, both 
individual and national. The rise -  or fall, in another view -  of the great cities, the 
rise (or fall) of women, increasing racial and class tensions due to geographic and 
economic shifts, the immigration explosion and its backlash, all called into ques 
tion our national sense of identity. “Who is an American?” is hardly a question 
new to the modern era -  the first explorers were asking it and every generation 
since has -  but the accelerated rate of change after the Civil War lent it a particular 
urgency.

One change among many during this period had an especially telling effect on 
our collective consciousness, combining with the others to alter the way we think 
of ourselves and our relationships in the world. Notions of identity, of self and 
Other, necessarily involve the delineation of borders, and in a country founded
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during the Enlightenment it is probably inevitable that metaphors from science 
should enter the discussion of such issues. Late-nineteenth-century scientific ad 
vances forced a radical reconstruction of our sense of personal borders and thus 
offered writers a powerful new metaphorical template for casting anxieties over 
cultural borders. Stunning discoveries in the emergent field of bacteriology and 
virology brought images of porous personal membranes and ambiguous identities 
that have permeated our literature and popular culture ever since. Fears of invis 
ible invaders and insidious change from within run in a common thread through 
out our history, but the new science made it possible to frame those fears by bio 
logical analogy as “natural.” Germ theory provides such an effective metaphoric 
vehicle, and such a useful lens through which to view the American experience, 
because it establishes in the realm of scientific fact the kind of border violation, 
the fearful invasion by an Other, that has long characterized American insecurities 
about identity.

Contagious disease has been with us since human history has been able to 
record it, and long before; fossils of early humans and even of dinosaurs show 
signs of infection (McNeill 15, Karlen 14). Plague literature traces its ancestry at 
least to the Babylonian Epic o f Gilgamesh and Egyptian texts of similar age (circa 
2000 B.C.) which -  like the Bible -  show considerable familiarity with pestilence 
and its sometimes devastating effects. In the West the literary tradition dates from 
Thucydides, who chronicled the outbreak in 430 B.C. of a plague that killed a third 
of Athens’s people, and in Europe from Boccacio. who at age 35 watched the 
Great Plague of 1348 decimate Florence (the infamous “Black Death”) and used it 
to frame his Decameron. The critic David Steel observes that in this sense “the age 
of modern fiction was ushered in by a virus” (90).

In early modern times, epidemics of Old World diseases swept through North, 
Central, and South America with the arrival of European explorers, helping clear 
the way for settlement and expansion (and lending an air of godlike invincibility to 
the largely immune invaders). Smallpox, diphtheria, measles, mumps, cholera, 
malaria, and other contagious agents killed far more natives than did swords or 
guns -  as was typical of warfare until WWII (Diamond 197).

Periodic waves of contagious disease, lethal or merely disfiguring, continued 
to assault European and American populations into the present century. What plague 
had been to the 14th century, smallpox and the tropical diseases were to the 17th 
and 18th, and tuberculosis and cholera to the 19th. Cholera, unknown outside the 
Far East as late as 1817, blanketed the world a few years later and panicked U.S. 
cities in 1832, 1849, and 1866. In the same period tuberculosis, while less dra 
matic in its onset, was the leading cause of death in the United States; in Britain it 
killed more people than all other diseases combined (Rothman 2, Pool 247). World 
wide, the devastation did not stop once germ theory began to provide explana-
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tions: the toll of smallpox alone since 1900 has been estimated at 300 million, 
three times the number claimed by all the century’s wars (Oldstone 3).

Until very recently, then, as Lewis Thomas points out in The Lives o f a Cell, 
germs were a daily menace: because of them “we moved, with our families, in and 
out of death” (89). Literary culture, quite naturally, responded. Tobias Smollett 
complains in a journal entry that “Snares are laid for our lives in every thing we eat 
or drink: the very air we breathe, is loaded with contagion. We cannot even sleep, 
without risque of infection” (Gordon 20). “Man,” agrees a character in Mark Twain’s 
“The Chronicle of Young Satan,” “is a museum of disgusting diseases” (55). Writ 
ers as diverse as Kipling and deMaupassant, Schiller and Poe wrote poems and 
stories about pestilence; Chekhov and Keats made art of the tuberculosis that killed 
them. Charles Brockden Brown saw the beginnings of a yellow fever epidemic in 
Philadelphia, fled to New York, and later described the contagion’s terror in three 
novels. Longfellow’s Evangeline finds her Gabriel in Philadelphia in the midst of 
the same 1793 crisis (Powell 304). Henry James’s Daisy Miller treats malaria (fre 
quently the “ague” afflicting Victorian literary characters) and Dickens’s Bleak 
House, smallpox. Austen refers to typhus in Sense and Sensibility by its common 
name “putrid fever,” and the “yellow jack” of Domhey and Son and Vanity Fair is 
yellow fever -  the nickname a reference to warning flags flown by stricken ships 
(Karlen 106). Diphtheria, a terror of childhood until the twentieth century, kills 
Eugene Lydgate in Middlemarch. Tuberculosis dispatches Little Eva in Uncle Tom \s 
Cabin, after fifty pages of trying.

All the diseases that regularly beset the Americas and Europe into the present 
century found their place in literature, and it would surely be strange if they did 
not, given the near-constant threat of illnesses that we now consider primarily 
historical relics. But what Jenner and Pasteur suspected by the middle of the nine 
teenth century and Koch, Virchow and others had confirmed at its end brought a 
sea change in our image of illness. Germ theory, the notion that tiny invaders are to 
blame for specific bodily ills, revolutionized the treatment of disease in both the 
medical and cultural arenas. It offered medical professionals hope that by pin 
pointing a disease agent they might not only control but eradicate it -  as was in fact 
accomplished with smallpox in 1977. And in literature and popular culture the 
new paradigm has been equally powerful and pervasive, if often imperfectly un 
derstood or grudgingly accepted. The history of science is full of powerful discov 
eries long ignored or resisted, but germ theory finally swept the field, and with it 
came a rich new ground for metaphor and association.

One reason for germ theory’s relatively rapid acceptance is that it arose in an 
era of great respect for science and technology, one which had grown used to 
epochal advances in both. The 19th century saw transportation make the quantum 
leap from horse and sail to steamboat and train, saw communication develop from
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horse-delivered message to telegraph and telephone. The Industrial Revolution 
produced new machines and methods for everything from printing newspapers 
and canning food to building bridges and mining ore. The first motors, photo 
graphs, sewing machines, refrigerators, light bulbs, machine guns, and dirigibles 
appeared. By the end of the century, there were rockets and radios. X-rays, auto 
mobiles, and motion pictures.

It is difficult, though, even amid all this change, to overestimate the impor 
tance of the discovery that microscopic living bodies enter our own and cause 
disease in predictable ways. This realization fundamentally altered the way hu 
mans perceived their world. A microscopic universe of alien beings, hitherto un 
suspected or ignored as irrelevant, now pulsed with threat to human life and health. 
Bacteria, which cause disease by multiplying within a host and vying with its 
defenses until one or the other is overwhelmed, were strange enough to contem 
plate. The discovery of viruses in the 1880s (they could not be seen until the ar 
rival of electron microscopes in the 1940s) was even more frightening, for those 
tiny, odd creatures straddle the line between the living and non-living. Alone, a 
virus is inert as rock, unable to grow, move independently, or even respond to 
stimuli. Inside living cells, though, and once past a body’s immune system, viruses 
commandeer the host’s genetics and produce more of themselves, so efficiently as 
to be responsible for more than half of human infectious disease. Recent research 
has also implicated viruses in ailments such as stomach ulcers, diabetes, schizo 
phrenia, heart disease, Alzheimer’s, and certain forms of cancer (Hooper 41-53). 
Nobel laureate Peter Medawar in a wry moment once called the virus “a piece of 
nucleic acid surrounded by bad news” (Oldstone 8).

This microscopic drama -  entering invisibly, eluding natural defenses, turn 
ing elements of the host against itself, reproducing rapidly -  is rife with possibility 
for metaphorical co-optation. What contagious microbes do is assault our borders 
and call them into question. Germ theory thus invites metaphors addressing cam 
ouflaged danger in our midst: secret unlawful entry; spying, subversion, conspiracy; 
any subtle other-directed change in the essential identity of the body or body poli 
tic. The urge toward such language is irresistible. Even a mildly clinical NIH booklet 
from 1975 speaks of viruses “carrying the blueprint” and “taking over,” of “agents” 
that “initiate ... changes in a cell and then ‘go underground’” (“Viruses,” unpag.). 
An earlier virology text, Wendell Stanley’s 1961 Viruses and the Nature o f Life, 
similarly spends the bulk of its time on millimicrons and nucleoproteins, but in 
every discussion of viral dynamics veers toward the cloak and dagger. A virus is 
only identifiable “once the damage is done,” Stanley writes; then it will “lose 
completely its own identity,” “tricking the cell” like an “espionage agent ... ex 
tracting from the cell information” (10, 28, 35-6).

The Cold War influence here is clear, but such rhetoric is not uncommon in
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any period of cultural upheaval. New England clergy used Scottish scientist John 
Robison’s ravings about the Illuminati (it had taken “deep root [and] spread into 
all countries of Europe”) to justify adopting the Alien and Sedition Acts just seven 
years after the Bill of Rights (Davis 36-8). The years surrounding the Civil War, 
another time of high tension over questions of American identity, brought more 
talk of enemies within. Suggestions of hidden malignancy were common. (Law 
yer and diarist George Templeton Strong called the southern states “diseased mem 
bers” whose “virus will infect us no more.”) Public discourse in the period “rever 
berated with accusations of conspiracy and subversion” (Heale 11).

Well before the scientific upheavals of the 1880s we can find otherness being 
figured as communicable disease, if not yet as microbes. As Charles Rosenberg 
has observed, “The fear of contamination far antedates the germ theory -  which in 
some ways only provided a mechanism to justify these ancient fears in modern 
terms” {Explaining 276). Charles-Edward Amory Winslow in The Conquest o f 
Epidemic Disease (1943) makes clear that ancient peoples and present-day primi 
tive ones have long associated otherness with disease. Epidemics are typically 
imagined to come from elsewhere -  another tribe or region, or from the gods -  and 
to signify transgression on the part of the afflicted, requiring separation: flight, 
exile, or quarantine (75 ff). This association inevitably gravitates toward meta 
phor, as when Bartolome de las Casas remarks in the 16th century on the “plague 
of tyranny” which followed the arrival of the Spanish in the New World; it is clear 
from his account of torture and slavery that he intends the phrase to signify more 
than the Spanish contribution of smallpox (Herzlich 10).

Despite the lack of scientific authority for any theory of actual physical trans 
fer, the fear among laymen of contact with a diseased Other frequently incorpo 
rated some concept of contagion. In fact, the popular understanding of contagion 
has often seemed to run ahead of science, which well into the 19th century labored 
under theories emphasizing transmission by atmospheric constitution, general cor 
ruption, or “miasma.” “It is fascinating,” offers Winslow, that

for two millennia, laymen were generally contagionists and physicians 
were miasmatists. The layman observed certain obvious phenomena and 
jumped at the conclusion of contagion. The physician... was quite correct 
in denying that any then-available theory of contagion could explain the 
facts, (vi-vii)

Disease, science was only able to say, rose mysteriously from the ground or 
from social disorder; it was thought to be a single entity manifesting itself differ 
ently according to an individual’s balance of “humours.” Disease in this view was 
general and irreducible; the individual’s experience, distinct. This is at odds, though.
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with the facts of an epidemic, in which symptoms are multiplied and repeated 
throughout a community, and folk wisdom when confronted with this grim reality 
sometimes hit closer to the mark than science.

“Man ever knew that he could catch an illness from someone or from some 
thing,” notes Richard Gordon, “but only vaguely... .It took the devastating plagues 
of the Middle Ages to rouse desperate suspicion that something solid must trans 
mit disease from one of us to another” (16). The ancient Roman Varro surmised as 
much, warning farmers not to build their houses on swampy ground because “cer 
tain animals, invisible to the eye, breed there and, borne by the air, reach inside the 
body by way of the mouth and nose and cause diseases” (Powell xx). The Hindu 
doctor Susruta suspected around 500 A.D. that malaria, whose name (Italian: “bad 
air”) betrays its supposed origin, was “inflicted not by the air, but instead by the 
mosquitoes” (Gordon 25). Lucretius suggests that “just as there are seeds [semina] 
of things helpful to our life, so, for sure, others fly about us that cause disease and 
death.” The Old English word for epidemic disease, “onflyge” -  the on-flying -  
points in the same direction (Winslow 6,82). Fracastorius in De Contagione (1546) 
declared presciently that epidemics proceed by “particles that our senses cannot 
perceive,” calling them “fomites” (Gordon 17). And another two centuries along, 
Diderot’s Encyclopedie claimed that contagious illnesses “are communicated, ei 
ther through direct contact...or even by the air which can transmit at a considerable 
distance certain miasmas or morbidic seeds,” which he labeled “semences” (Stafford 
281).

Such theories generally received no support from the scientific community, 
though, until the late nineteenth century. Most Enlightenment scientists rejected 
the notion of “tiny monsters in the air, sinister and invisible” (Powell xx). In 1802 
the American physician Charles Caldwell, for instance, recommended that swampy 
seaboard land be drained rather than “subject thousands...to the malignant action 
of marsh miasma, [a] deleterious poison” (Miller 44). But the idea of specific 
contagious agents persisted, and the common people, says Claudine Herzlich in 
Illness and Self in Society, “for whom the term contagion was synonymous with 
plague, instinctively believed it.. .even if its mechanics were not understood” (13).

Until modern germ theory took hold, though, this kind of “instinctive belief’ 
took its place in an admixture of other theories we now find far-fetched, invoking 
demons and charms and punishment for sin. Even Florence Nightingale, for all her 
skill and experience, found the idea of specific disease agents anathema and in 
sisted instead that disease reflected a “disequilibrium” in the “moral and social 
order.” (This sort of reasoning has survived to our own day in the debate surround 
ing AIDS, as Susan Sontag, Cindy Patton and others have ably demonstrated.) 
Given the revolutionary nature of germ theory, perhaps we should consider it sur 
prising that folk beliefs ever guessed correctly. A comment by the New Jersey
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Medical Society in 1864 might stand for the fear and bewilderment felt by physi 
cians and laymen alike when confronted by plague in the days before germ theory. 
Gangrene spreads, wrote the doctors, by “a mysterious, propagable, depraved, ter 
rible something, we know not what” (Rosenberg Explaining 92-3,99).

At both highbrow and popular levels, ideas about contagion, a medical fact, 
have for over a century now reacted with and shaped ideas about non-medical 
realities such as class, gender, and race. Germ theory provided -  required, nearly -  
new ways to talk about such matters, because it highlighted the borders between 
and even within individuals. The notion of a new class of beings that inhabit us, 
change us, and pass between us is a bold and frightening one; a century ago it was 
nearly unthinkable. In 1800, physicians still “imposed no rigid boundaries be 
tween body and mind or between individual and environment” (Rosenberg Ex 
plaining 264). By 1900 science was forcing physicians and laymen to draw those 
lines differently. In effect germ theory was another Cartesian revolution, address 
ing not the mind-body but the body-body problem. It drew distinct borders around 
self and other (microbe, carrier, environment) and simultaneously declared those 
borders vulnerable.

American concern over border control, which amounted to near-mania at the 
beginning of this century and still re-erupts periodically, was thus miniaturized: 
germ theory is border control writ small. And as in the larger geographic sense, the 
new microscopic “invasions” brought disturbing implications for identity. The 
danger inherent in contagious disease, scientist and layman gradually came to un 
derstand, is of being controlled, subverted, made to resemble an Other (the mi 
crobe in one sense, the carrier in another). The victim of a contagious agent, in 
other words, risks not merely succumbing but /?^coming. An English child-rearing 
manual from 1851 called The Parents' Great Commission hints at this dangerous 
dissolution of personal boundaries: “The miasmata of contagion . . .  are not so 
subtle, so pervading, so penetrating, or so inevitable, as are the immaterial emana 
tions which infect the heart with the quality of its neighbor” (Miller 50). A few 
decades later, germ theory gave such fearful penetrations a name. As a 1988 Scien 
tific American article on the immune system phrased it, germ theory forced upon 
us the conclusions that “self and world are no longer absolutely distinct” and that 
“the distinction between self and other is not absolute” (Cohen 98). Twentieth- 
century culture has had to come to terms with this new world of shifting identities 
and micro-invaders.

Acceptance of the new science, though, was gradual, fitful, and imperfect, 
and so have been its social and literary manifestations. Intelligent people put germ 
theory to questionable uses -  then as now -  or ignored it altogether in favor of 
older theories. Diane Price Herndl in her book on representations of feminine ill 
ness, Invalid Women, notes that “popular mythology had a hard time keeping up”
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with the new invasion model of disease, which led to public health advances but 
also to “misunderstandings, myths, and vague, ill-defined dangers.” Popular im 
ages of illness well into the twentieth century remained resolutely the result not of 
germs but of weakness of will or heredity. Even in the writings of such well-read 
women as Edith Wharton and Ellen Glasgow, illness is rarely the result of a tan 
gible (or curable) disease but the result of weakness of will, character, or inherit 
ance (154-6).

Similarly, American proponents of New Thought notions of will, or Social 
Darwinist versions of genetics, embraced this new “scientific” basis for their ide 
ology. So did Adolf Hitler, who repeatedly analogized European Jewry to syphilis 
or “racial tuberculosis” which should be “treated like ... bacilli with which a healthy 
body may become infected” (Sontag Illness 80, Shermer 218). As Charles Rosenberg 
observes in The Cholera Years, new scientific ideas infuse a culture in “slow and 
complex way[s] . . .  not necessarily in the minds of a few great men, but in that 
substrate of assumption and accepted wisdom which constitutes the intellectual 
texture of an age” (9).

The twentieth century has put the idea of microbial contagion to remarkable 
use, appropriating the language of virology and bacteriology to represent any num 
ber of border crossings having little to do with disease or medicine. The 1997 book 
Border Theory: The Limits o f Cultural Politics waits only until its second sentence 
to describe the U.S.-Mexico border as “virulent” and proposes to study that 
boundary’s “multiple paranoid discourses of national and racial contagion” (Johnson 
1). Pressed into metaphorical service the virus has become, as Dorothy Nelkin has 
said of the gene, not just a biological fact but “a cultural icon...almost a magical 
force” (2). Thus turn-of-the-century censorship battles were marked by calls for 
“social hygiene” to stop the spread of bad books, whose “Words and ideas... enter” 
us, according to a 1906 advocate of obscenity laws, like “other germs” and require 
“moral quarantine.”

A contemporary likened modern fiction to “bubonic plague” (Boyer 43-44,101). 
Antonin Artaud drew the same analogy to another art form in Le Theatre et la 
peste (1934), in which he argues that the experience of theatrical play involves a 
kind of psychological contagion. This has much in common with the attitude of 
the English Puritans, but unlike them Artaud could draw on a scientific model to 
articulate his metaphor. So could George Orwell, who mused in a 1949 essay that 
Gandhi’s intercession between India and Britain may have “disinfected the politi 
cal air” (335). And so could Freud and Jung, whose theories of the subconscious as 
unseen controller and of the collective unconscious as a series of submerged, rep 
licating images also seem to share imagery with the discipline of virology, which 
arose at about the same time as their own. It is at least plausible that they kept such 
parallels in mind: Freud is famously reported to have remarked to Jung, as they
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made their way to America in 1909, “Little do they know we are bringing them the 
plague.”

Jean Baudrillard claims that thought itself is “a sort of network of antibodies 
and natural immune defences” against a broad spectrum of phenomena which ren 
der us vulnerable to “the evil genie of otherness.” These can be as trivial as fashion 
fads, which “fade away like epidemics once thy have ravaged the imagination,” or 
as potentially catastrophic as “AIDS, terrorism, crack cocaine or computer vi 
ruses.” All of these, Baudrillard maintains, “hew to the same agenda of virulence 
and radiation, an agenda whose very power over the imagination is of a viral char 
acter” (61-70). If this seems an improbable weight for the metaphorical microbe to 
bear, a glance at any daily paper or TV news program will indicate that Baudrillard’s 
theories have plenty of company. Contagion metaphors are everywhere. Popular 
journalism confronts us daily with the “virus” of sexism, illiteracy, handgun use, 
Japanese real estate accumulation; with “epidemics” of soccer hooliganism, co 
caine use, date rape, ethnic conflict, and even historical novels. A country singer 
worries about catching “the disease of competition” at an awards show. A recent 
book on relationships claims that patriarchal domination has become viral. Eco 
nomic states are envisioned as propagating in the same way, hard times moving 
“across the country and through economic classes like a virulent strain of cholera” 
(Gallagher 54) or racking Europe with “economic disease and epidemic barbar 
ism” (Marquis 5). A 1990 anthropology Journal article complains of “an 
epidemic...of mathematical models to describe the spread of disease” -  thereby 
launching a meta-metaphor (Sattenspiel 245).

Virtually no facet of American life is immune to such treatment (as the phrase 
“immune to” itself suggests). Writers have recently deplored the “virus” of phe 
nomena as diverse as doubt, war, and witchcraft; fatherlessness and fatness; politi 
cal correctness and materialism; boredom, disrespect, and eating disorders. The 
list is endless. William Zinsser remarks that our Alamo martyrs seem “immune to 
the virus of revisionism” (77); Saab promotes its chassis as “the antibody for the 
auto accident” (Martin 184). Columnist Hal Crowther, echoing Freud, points to 
“the fatal moment for American music” when “the Stones washed ashore carrying 
their post-modern virus like plague rats.” And Roger Shattuck in his 1996 book 
Forbidden Knowledge: From Prometheus to Pornography, though he presents a 
much more balanced and sophisticated argument than early book banners, shares 
imagery with them when he explicitly compares “certain spectacles and stories” 
appealing to violent or prurient interests to “bacterial and viral disease” assaulting 
“our moral immune systems” (296-7). Occasionally a metaphorical use of conta 
gion will be neutral, as in Richard Dawkins’s definition of a “meme” in The Selfish 
Gene (1976) as a mental replicator, good or bad, that spreads from brain to brain. 
(Andre Siegfried developed a similar analogy in his 1965 book Germs and Ideas.)
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Rarely, a contagion analogy may even offer a positive slant, as of civic boosterism 
(“Catch Augusta -  It’s Contagious!”) or of a recent Newsweek film review an 
nouncing that “a kind of sweet virus of romantic nostalgia is abroad in the world” 
(R. Davis 34, Kroll 75).

These are exceptions, though. A more typical use of the concept of idea-as- 
virus was Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer’s notorious 1920 roundup of four 
thousand resident aliens on suspicion of “a disease of evil thinking” (Brown 76). 
In fact, nearly all uses of contagion as a metaphor in literature and popular culture 
involve the mortal fear of transformation and degradation. This is no doubt attrib 
utable to the long dark history that humans and microbes have shared. Useful 
bacteria such as those in our gut, and the so-called “friendly viruses,” bacterioph 
ages that were once thought to be the answer to all bacterial disease, do not get 
much press, and the weight of history goes entirely the other way. It is perhaps 
understandable, then, that metaphors involving contagion should be almost uni 
formly negative and our culture filled with virus-on-the-loose paperback thrillers 
with names like Omega and Reaper; apocalyptic films with similar themes (Out 
break, The Hot Zone); non-fiction cautionary tales like Laurie Garrett’s best-sell 
ing The Coming Plague; frisson-inducing adventures among the lab coats such as 
Level 4 and Virus Ground Zero: Stalking the Killer Viruses with the CDC; and 
lurid, anthropomorphizing headlines like “Revenge of the Killer Microbes” (a Time 
cover story in 1994) and “The Troubling Ghosts of Scourges Past: Deadly Infec 
tious Diseases Are Coming Back, and the Germs are More Clever Than Ever” 
(V.S. News & World Report, 1992).

One of the things that have made the microbe so attractive in the twentieth 
century as a symbol for implacable evil and an emblem of fluid identity is the fact, 
agreed upon just decades ago, that contagious agents are alive. While in their dis 
regard for humans and their works viruses and bacteria can be called “natural” in 
the sense of earthquakes and floods, they are vitally different in that they operate 
both within and between us as fellow creatures. While serious illness of any kind 
can be disorienting -  everyone is familiar with the dissociative quality of even a 
mild fever -  the modern concept of contagion adds the distressing notion of being 
not only less of yourself but more of (inhabited by) another: an alien entity whose 
characteristics you face the prospect of sharing with fellow sufferers. More than 
older theories invoking environment (miasma) or the gods (communal sin), germ 
theory invites associations between disease and specific human otherness.

As a nation we have been frequently riven over what is now called identity 
politics, and our fears of subversion have fueled bouts of credulousness over the 
dangers of infiltration by Papists, anarchists. Communists, and the like. Just as 
often, though, the perceived danger is already among us: blacks, women, oppressed 
workers, recent immigrants, the somehow strange or different. Most of these groups
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cannot, it might seem, easily be constructed as foreigners, yet if you conceive 
them as having essential qualities at variance somehow with your notion of America, 
and then express that essence as propagating like a disease, you have accomplished 
the same thing. It is by such metaphors that we conceive of the point where, in poet 
Louise Gluck’s phrase, self ends and “the blur of the world begins” (80). Conta 
gion is the modern Trojan horse, the ultimate twentieth-century symbol of the 
foreigner within our walls.

State University of West Georgia David Raney
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Miss Em’s Voyeuristic Gaze of Pinky — 
White Desire for Blackness

Introduction
In the America of post World War II (WWII), particularly in Hollywood, there 

was a heightened interest in the issue of race. Whether because of a new level of 
tolerance or because the industry was beginning to come to terms with the con 
struction of its black Other, Hollywood finally produced a cycle of films that con 
fronted racial difference. Hollywood’s interest in race and seemingly relaxed atti 
tude toward racial issues in the late 1940s (in addition to its declining concern 
regarding the mythical “Southern box office”) was spawned, in part, by the col 
laborative effort of “Hollywo(1d-OWI [Office of War Information]-NAACP axis 
in search of a propaganda of unity rooted in ideas that arose organically from a 
nutrient broth of historic black grievances stirred in with goals arising from the 
culture of a war against fascism.”

As a result, Hollywood turned its attention to the production of films that 
explored anti-Semitism (e.g.. Gentleman s Agreement^ 1947), and that later ex 
plored America's racial politics (e.g.. Pinky, 1949). Both of these films were pro 
duced by Darryl Zanuck and directed by Elia Kazan, and were a direct response to 
the prevailing political climate. The films were generally characterized as “corny” 
and “dated.” Literary scholar Ralph Ellison contends that such racial condescen 
sion was not always recognized by African American spectators. Giving voice to 
black spectators, he astutely observes:

The temptation toward self-congratulation which comes from seeing these 
films and sharing in their emotional release is apt to blind us to the true 
nature of w hat is unfolding -  or failing to unfold -  before our eyes. As an 
antidote to the sentimentality of these films, I suggest that they be seen in 
predominantly Negro audiences. For here, when the action goes phony, 
one will hear derisive laughter, not sobs.

Ellison, while perceptive and insightful concerning how black spectators might 
respond to these artificially produced constructions of race, hints at the sub-text 
embedded in these films and that often provoked laughter. These films were steeped 
in sentimentality, which attempted to mask the film’s (and filmmaker’s) actual 
racial politics. Films such as Pinky, regarded as liberal testaments that spoke to an 
improving racial discourse in America, were in fact soft-peddling around the issue
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of race.
To avoid such artificially contrived treatments of race, according to Ginger 

Clark, Philip Dunne (screenwriter) along with Darryl Zanuck, consulted with mem 
bers of the African American community to eliminate scenes that would offend 
black spectators. Their efforts, although perhaps commendable, were not expan 
sive enough to eliminate racial typing. Nonetheless, however superficially these 
films may have treated the issue of race, they remain important for examining 
cinematic constructions of race and for documenting Hollywood’s racial stance. 
Additionally, they reflect America’s social cultural history.

A Literal View
In the film Pink\\ a mulatto woman, similarly named Pinky, returns to the 

South to be reunited with her black grandmother. Dicey. The grandmother, a black 
washerwoman, and Miss Em—her white employer—have developed a lifelong 
friendship to which Pinky is introduced. At the grandmother’s request. Pinky, draw 
ing on the training she received in the North, provides nursing care for Miss Em in 
a story that thus far is believable.

An Alternative Reading
A complicating factor that is disingenuous about the film, is that the mulatto 

character is played by a white actress who assumes the mulatto role. The mulatto 
woman’s experience (being that she is the descendant of a black and white parent) 
is reconstructed and usurped by a white actress, conceivably displacing the black 
woman in her own story. This displacement affirms one of the ways by which race 
was superficially treated on screen in the 1940s. The mulatto character is centered 
in this dramatization, which, by cinematic constructions, idealizes and fabricates 
the experience of those of mixed ancestry.

An alternative reading of this film proposed by this essay explores not the 
mulatto character who passes as white, but the elderly white woman who conceiv 
ably is desirous of blackness. The essay that follows then examines the elderly 
white Miss Em ‘s voyeuristic gaze of Pinky, hinting at her transformation into 
Pinky and reflecting her secret desire for blackness. The story, as seen in this ex 
amination, lies with the elderly Miss Em, who is desirous of blackness and who 
vicariously experiences blackness through the mulatto character, as they are mir 
ror images of each other.

Pinky, A Neither/Nor
The film. Pinky^ curiously explores the construction of its black Other through 

a mediated construction, a mulatto figure who, according to Hortense Spillers, was 
“created to provide a middle ground of latitude between ‘black’ and ‘white' [with
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the] mulatto being ... a neither/nor proposition.” In the North, Pinky (played by 
Jeanne Crain) “passes” as white, pursues a nursing career; and finds romance with 
a white physician. Motivated either by guilt for having abandoned her black grand 
mother whose labor as a washerwoman had enabled Pinky to attend nursing school, 
or by the need to reconnect herself with her past, to feel complete, whole, or be 
longing, Pinky returns to the South, Mississippi. She finds her black grandmother. 
Dicey (played by Ethel Waters), in a dilapidated shack, hanging clothes on the front 
yard. Dicey fails to recognize her granddaughter, mistaking Pinky for white. The 
lack of recognition and acceptance of each other becomes the basis for the conflict 
that follows -  as white/whiteness is juxtaposed against black/blackness.

Racialized Spaces
The film immediately sets up the Juxtaposition—introducing Miss Em’s white 

clothes that Pinky’s black grandmother. Dicey had washed and hung on the line. 
Dicey, a signifier of blackness and subservience, is proudly wearing an apron draped 
around her waist and a handkerchief tied around her head. The film strategically 
constructs a black world of decay and destruction, enclosed, contained, and re 
strained by deteriorating fences, in contrast with a white world, coded through 
Miss Em’s stately mansion, separated and protected from blackness by a surrounding 
white picket fence. (Fences evoke a memory for Pinky, who in her early childhood 
was prohibited from entering Miss Em’s yard, crossing into her territory, tran 
scending her boundary. Throughout the film, fences become a leit-motif for the 
barrier between races, as for example in the scene in which Pinky’s train is posi 
tioned in the background, while Pinky is foregrounded, standing behind a fence. A 
childishness embodied by Pinky is also reified in the relationships of the three 
women: between Pinky and Dicey, between Dicey and Miss Em, and between 
Pinky and Miss Em.)

The Mulatto’s Dilemma of Familial Relationships
On a primary level, the preponderance of children dispersed throughout the 

film is a reminder of the “neither/nor” status of the mulatto. It also serves as a 
reminder of the disavowal experienced by the mulatto in relationship to the white 
male patriarch, attempting to deny the mulatto’s heritage and thereby, to escape 
responsibility of fatherhood. The film suggests that Pinky’s male parent is white, 
yet it leaves the particular male as either unknown or unidentified. Pinky’s mother 
(now dead) was Dicey’s daughter. It is interesting to note that film scholar Susan 
Courtney, in her examination of Imitation o f Life (1934) -  a film that explored a 
black character (played by black actress Fredi Washington) passing as white— 
investigated the film’s conflict with the Motion Picture Production Code’s misce 
genation clause. Courtney contends that the mulatto’s identity is ultimately re-
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solved through the image of her dark mother. This position on the racial origin of 
the mulatto character in Imitation o f Life is applicable to the mulatto, Pinky, who 
also ultimately established her mulatto status through her black mother— Dicey’s 
daughter. Scholar Elspeth Kydd contends that “the race of the parent who is shown 
relates to the ultimate destiny of the character.”

Pinky and Dicey
When Pinky declares that her return to the South is to be only temporary. 

Dicey counters that her return must be permanent. The two women view this con 
flict through several lenses. Dicey insists that Pinky has an obligation to remain in 
the South to return to her black self and the status associated with blackness — not 
because she wants Pinky to live a life of deprivation, but because she believes that 
Pinky can find fulfillment through “belonging-ness.” Dicey wants Pinky to con 
tribute to her community through her service— to offer nursing care to those who 
could benefit from her skill, including the elderly Miss Em, and as a gesture to 
ward repaying Miss Em for her help as Dicey’s employer. Pinky, having passed as 
white, craves the privileges and the romance she enjoyed in the North, but Dicey 
confronts Pinky, accusing her of masquerading and insisting that Pinky pray to the 
Lord for forgiveness. Dicey is stern in her treatment of her granddaughter, and 
unrelenting in her badgering of Pinky to return to her black self. Eventually Dicey 
penetrates through the “fence” with which Pinky has sunounded herself, and con 
vinces Pinky to remain in the South.

Dicey and Miss Em
Dicey is the very embodiment of subordinance among whites. She is compro 

mising, subservient, and placating even in the face of racial degradation. To Miss 
Em, however. Dicey is also religiously steadfast in her loyalty. Although Dicey 
reminds us of the not too distant slave past when some African Americans re 
mained loyal to slave masters even after achieving their liberation; some charac 
terize this behavior as a demonstration that they were morally superior to their 
white slave owners.

Concerning Dicey’s relationship with Miss Em, film scholar Linda Williams 
avers that “the affinity between nineteenth-century white women and their slaves 
... disenfranchised persons with no rights, white women and black slaves were 
liminal beings who derived whatever power they had from the moral virtue of 
their very powerlessness.” It is also of note that Time magazine referred to Miss 
Em as “a ‘symbol’ of white paternalism” and [to] the Ethel Waters role [as| “a 
‘symbol’ of Aunt Jemima-ism,” affirming Dicey’s placating behavior. Dicey’s ad 
herence to a subordinate status in relation to Miss Em is further apparent in her 
withholding of support for Pinky’s attempt to fight for property she had rightfully
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inherited. Dicey declares, “If it something that white folks don’t want you to have 
you might as well forget it....”

Pinky and Miss Em
Pinky at first resists becoming Miss Em’s nurse and by extension resists ac 

cepting the subordinate position imposed on the black South. Finally, however. 
Pinky accedes to her grandmother’s wishes, and her metamorphosis begins. As 
Pinky provides care to Miss Em, the two women, initially at odds, develop affec 
tion for each other. Over time. Miss Em displaces Dicey and assumes the role of 
the surrogate maternal figure to Pinky. Miss Em finally forces Pinky to come to 
terms with her blackness. Miss Em also instills in Pinky a vision for providing 
help to her community through sharing her nursing skills. The relationship be 
tween Pinky and Miss Em becomes one of such affection and such strength that it 
is a mimicry of a blood-tie, seemingly with no racial differences between the two 
women. Pinky makes a permanent choice to remain in the South and live out Miss 
Em’s vision.

At Miss Em’s death, it is discovered that she has willed her property not to 
Melba, her white cousin, but to Pinky. In 1940, an African American who inherited 
property from a white could expect to encounter a “fence” surrounding the South’s 
socio-political dynamics of white empowerment. Pinky engages in a legal battle to 
retain her property while Melba challenges the legality of the will, which forces 
Pinky to contend with reclaiming her blackness and property permanently.

The Racial Issue of Blood
Historian Joel Williamson refers to passing as “invisible blackness,” and that 

was what complicated Pinky’s racial construction. If Pinky is played by a white 
actress assuming a black role (as a black woman who passes as white), then the 
white actress (despite the identification that she might elicit from spectators) can 
not escape being coded as black, since she personifies “invisible blackness.” 
Williamson further suggests that passing was often a part-time activity, as in the 
case of Pinky, when he asserts that “Sometimes the passer lived in the North as a 
white during a part of the year and lived at home in the South as a Negro during the 
remainder.” And because passing becomes a masquerade, used when appropriate 
or not used when inappropriate, the masquerade invokes the issue of authenticity 
or believability -  how believable is the mulatto character if she can choose when 
to pass or when not to pass?

More importantly, Williamson’s position is that “Southern whites in the early 
twentieth century became paranoid about invisible blackness. In their minds, blood, 
not environment, carried civilization and one wrong drop meant contamination of 
the whole.” This position is similarly echoed by film scholar Jane Gaines, who
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contends that “the contradictory evidence of blood that is both visible and invis 
ible, not there one minute and there the next [is part of the] ... mysterious process 
of racial identification, the visible is no guarantee of anything....” Susan Courtney 
asserts that the issue is “not only how subjects are culturally identified as raced 
subjects (’black’ ’white’) but how subjects psychically identify with such 
interpellations” that hint at the dilemma Pinky confronted. When a white actress 
assumes the mulatto role, the way in which the cinema industry visibly constructs 
race is still at issue, and if the construct that is provided is an artificial construct, 
then can race be visibly represented or is it as Courtney suggests “perpetually 
constructed through discourse?”

Because of white paranoia or fear associated with passing, and whites' accep 
tance of the notion that even a drop of black blood would somehow be tainting, 
passing is much less related to blacks masquerading as white than it is to whites 
fearful of their lack of race purity. Elspeth Kydd argues that “Mrs. Wooley repeat 
edly talks about ‘keeping the house in the family.’ Perhaps her ultimate fear is that 
this is exactly what Miss Em is doing.” Williamson adds that “Blackness had be 
come not a matter of visibility, not even, ironically, of the one-drop rule. It had 
passed on to become a matter of inner morality and outward behavior. People 
biologically black in any degree could not openly aspire to whiteness; but whites 
could easily descend into blackness if they failed in morality.” It is Williamson’s 
supposition of what Michael Rogin termed, “fascination with racial masquerade” 
that gives countenance to the argument I present below.

Articulating Voice(s)
As Pinky comes to terms with remaining in the South, re-connecting with black 

ness, and engaging in the struggles associated with being black, she prepares to 
fight to retain property legally inherited. Both she and the film experience shifts in 
voice. The film primarily unfolds through alternating female and male voices. On 
one level, the voices are those of women (even though they are male constructions) 
who are in contest with each other (Dicey, Pinky, Miss Em, Melba). On another 
level, the voice then shifts from female to male (specifically, white male), when 
Pinky challenges a white patriarchal system in a battle to retain her property. The 
shift from female to male voice is most visibly apparent during her legal proceed 
ings and includes the white male voices of the judge, the attorneys, the witnesses, 
and the predominately white male courtroom attendants. Melba automatically aligns 
herself with these males, but even Pinky engages a white male attorney demon 
strating her perception of needing his voice in order to emerge victorious.

Race plays an especially complex part in this contest over property. The victo 
rious position occupied by the mulatto is threatened even after the court awards 
the property to Pinky. She receives a warning that although she won the legal
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battle, she has not won the ideological war. The white male patriarchy of that era 
defines its power through the ownership of property. Racial heritage is a complica 
tion in this particular property dispute in that Pinky is neither black nor white, but 
racially ambiguous. But despite acknowledgement of her “white blood,” the white 
community considers her background to be one of racial impurity because she 
possesses “black blood.” The white male expresses his concerns over how the 
white Southern community is likely to react to her victory, because she possesses 
“black blood.” Thus, the white male paternity that ordinarily determines racial 
heritage, when it involves “mixed blood,” loses its potency.

Through the voice of her white attorney. Pinky is allowed to re-claim her 
property. But Pinky’s personal fate is determined by another white male voice, 
Tom (her fiance, Dr. Thomas Adams — played by William Lundigan). As Tom 
discusses their future, he concedes that in order to escape the Northern press’ cov 
erage of Pinky’s case, he has decided to move from Boston to Denver, where they 
will escape the racial question/stigma. Tom refuses to recognize Pinky for who she 
is, an African American. He is willing to move to the Mid-west with her and live as 
husband and wife, only if she continues her white masquerade. Earlier in the film, 
when Tom and Pinky discuss Pinky’s dilemma as a black woman masquerading as 
white, they visit a park (a signifier of the white environs). The park has well mani 
cured lawns, chirping birds, and a bridge that overlooks well maintained gardens. 
Tom’s whiteness is valorized in the reification of the park, commodified as clean, 
pleasant, and accommodating. The bridge that divides the park symbolizes Pinky’s 
dilemma as a woman at the crossroad, forced to choose between a masquerade- 
relationship with her white lover, Tom, or a return to the black community, a signi 
fier of deprivation and desolation. Internalizing her rejection by Tom, Pinky re 
turns to her own voice, the female voice. She adamantly refuses to accept Tom’s 
offer and insists on promoting herself as an African American of mixed racial 
origin. Reflecting on her relationship with Miss Em, Pinky introspectively ac 
knowledges that Miss Em did not leave the property for her to sell and move away, 
and continue living her white life. No, she reflects, Miss Em left the property (a 
mansion and nearly 20 acres of land) for her to use in a constructive manner while 
she remains in the South. Pinky, therefore, gives up her romance with her white 
fiance and transforms the elderly white woman’s mansion itself into a clinic for 
African Americans, naming it “Miss Em’s Clinic and Nursery School.”

The film has come full circle. In the beginning, the lone mulatto female (de 
fined by Williamson as a person in whom the mixture of black and white is visible), 
passing as white, appears on screen isolated and alienated. Pinky, as a mulatto is 
sufficiently light in complexion to leave her black self, and escape the impover 
ished conditions that the South provides to blacks. While the South becomes sym 
bolic of the splitting of the self and Other, the North becomes symbolic of her white
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self and of privilege. Pinky’s flight from the South also implied a flight from her 
past as she distanced herself both physically and emotionally from her grandmother, 
a maternal figure responsible for her upbringing, and undeniably a signifier of the 
black matriarch. Pinky’s ambiguous position simulates the “psychological ambigu 
ity” infused in Nella Larsen’s novel. Passing, according to literary scholar Claudia 
Tate. If the North symbolizes privilege and whiteness, the South becomes symbolic 
of deprivation and blackness. However, in the end, this same mulatto woman re 
claims her blackness and surrounds herself with black children.

Ironically, while the film is about a mulatto’s reclaiming her blackness, her 
transformation is not complete without the involvement of males who, in con 
structing her identity, serve to validate her transformation. At the end of the film, 
both Miss Em’s white male physician and the black male physician who propose 
that Pinky establish a nursing school for blacks, frequent the newly established 
African American clinic. The film nearly denies Pinky an opportunity to appear 
without the reminder of the male presence, albeit in the background. Yet, she has 
completed the cycle, by assuming control, in her own, this time fully-natural, voice.

Naming the Mulatto
Pinky’s dilemma and trauma are obscured by the neither/nor position articu 

lated by Spillers, subtly implying that in a world of black and white absolutes, there 
is no space for one “traumatized” by mixed blood that signifies “the deceits of a 
culture ... mirrored [by] the deeds of a secret and unnamed fatherhood made known 
[by white patriarchy].” Since the mulatto is fully accepted neither by blacks nor 
whites, the name Pinky itself becomes symbolic of her unique subject position in 
the film. Pink is constructed from hues of red and white and becomes a mixture — 
a neither/nor. Film scholar Richard Dyer implies that because of the power embod 
ied in whiteness and evoked by the name Pinky, the film which focuses on a mu 
latto character continues to be claimed by whites, perhaps further suggested by the 
fact that the mulatto role is played by a white actress, her fate is ultimately deter 
mined by whites, and the film itself is produced, directed, and written by whites. 
Thus, Pinky is in fact a white construction, a figment of the white imagination.

Miss Em’s Desire for Blackness
Film scholar Dyer gives plausibility to the assertion that it is whiteness that 

claims Pinky—it is the white Miss Em—who through her voyeuristc gaze of the 
mulatto, desires blackness. This argument is plausible when we consider that the 
confines of the social, political, and legal constraints imposed on white women 
similarly denied them opportunities in much the same manner as black women 
were disavowed. Miss Em is desirous of assuming the mulatto position, which she 
sees as a position of privilege that allows one to live in two worlds, one white and
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one black. This position, which she associates with indeterminancy, of being nei 
ther black nor white, fascinates her. While the film attempts to give preeminence 
to the mulatto, it is really Miss Em’s story that is told.

Miss Em’s desire for blackness is plausible in that the film renders mulattoes 
problematic—their mixed blood causing a disruption in the racial hierarchies that 
normally establish white supremacy. This allows whites to fantasize about being 
black. Pinky embodies access and becomes symbolic of desires that Miss Em ei 
ther has been denied, has repressed, or would like to enjoy. These desires are ap 
parent in the dichotomies created between the two characters on the basis of race 
or ethnicity, age, class, and sexual desirability. With respect to class and wealth, 
although Miss Em’s wealth has lessened, her position nonetheless contrasts sharply 
with Pinky’s de-privileged non-white status. For Miss Em the de-privileged status 
associated with Pinky provides an element of intrigue. Miss Em is elderly and in 
declining health, while Pinky signifies youth, beauty, and physical well-being.

Another attraction for Muss Em must certainly be Pinky’s sexuality, which 
conceivably provides fascination for an elderly woman. Pinky’s sexual desirabil 
ity propels Miss Em into a longing to reclaim her own declining sexual appeal and 
sexuality, which she can only achieve vicariously, through Pinky. Interestingly, the 
film portrays Pinky as hypersexual, which it attributes to her blackness, as black 
women were rendered actively explicit sexually, while white women were denied 
expression of their sexuality since such expression stood to destroy their purity 
image. Pinky’s hypersexuality becomes a rationalization for her objectification by 
two white males who attempt rape. Yet even this victimizing of Pinky, does not 
keep Miss Em from a vicarious longing.

Pinky becomes a site through which Miss Em engages in an articulation of 
colonial discourse as she seeks both pleasure and desire in her transformation, 
which is both physical and psychological. Though much of the evidence to sup 
port this assertion is not overt, it is implied; it can be deduced from the fact that 
Miss Em develops a deep affection, strong affinity, and enduring commitment to 
the mulatto character. Pinky exemplifies Miss Em’s desire to transform the self 
into the Other.

Miss Em's will is a tangible demonstration of the fusion between herself and 
Pinky. Not only does she disengage herself from the inheritance pattern expected 
(the blood-tie angle and/or the racial angle) by not leaving her estate to her cousin 
Melba; she also does not leave it to the woman who has been her life-long friend 
and support. Dicey. Instead, Miss Em, desirous of the racial access afforded the 
mulatto, leaves her wealth to the woman she wishes herself to be—Pinky.

Miss Em’s Transformation
Viewing Pinky as her Other, Miss Em is transformed into Pinky in a merging
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of the self and Other. Although this is subtly forewarned, even at the beginning of 
the film, there is a hint of preparation for it when Pinky informs her grandmother 
(Dicey) that she detests Miss Em, is unwilling to forgive her for the abuse she 
suffered at her hands as a youngster, still resentful of Miss Em for ordering her out 
of her yard. It is arguable that Pinky has internalized the otherness Miss Em has 
projected onto her black Other. The transformation of Miss Em into Pinky takes 
place as the elderly woman’s death draws close. Pinky, as a tragic figure, allows 
Miss Em to become similarly constructed since the “tragic mulatto” itself signifies 
a kind of death. The death of the self [Miss Em] and the death of the Other [Pinky] 
are one and the same, thus signifying the transformation of the self and Other.

The transformation of Miss Em into Pinky manifests itself when the two char 
acters encounter each other and exhibit the same personality characteristics: resis 
tance, dominance, desire for control, bitterness, deception, and a biting conversa 
tional style. Is it Pinky’s strong personality that is mirrored by Miss Em or Miss 
Em’s strong personality that is mirrored by Pinky? In fact, listening to Miss Em is 
like listening to Pinky. Homi K. Bhabha argues that one way to read the racial ste 
reotype is in terms of fetishism. A fetishism “is always a ‘play’ or vacillation be 
tween the archaic affirmation of wholeness/similarity ... and the anxiety associated 
with lack and difference....” Miss Em’s transformation into Pinky, as Miss Em both 
accentuates her difference from, yet acknowledges her sameness to Pinky, reiterates 
this play on similarity and difference evident in their defiant voice tone and style.

Guilt Ingredient
Throughout this interplay, guilt plays a definite part. Though opposed to car 

ing for Miss Em because of her dislike for her. Pinky, alters her position after her 
grandmother’s scolding. First, Dicey confronts Pinky, contending that in Pinky’s 
absence. Miss Em nursed Dicey back to health. Then, Dicey claims that Pinky’s 
training as a nurse resulted in eroding her emotions, causing her to distance herself 
from any emotional affection for Miss Em. Finally, Dicey constructs Pinky as an 
Other (in much the same way that Pinky has been rendered Other by the dominant 
hegemony) by refen ing to her own granddaughter as “trash.” Of course allowing 
an African American to denigrate another African American verbally disavows 
whites of having to do so. However, Pinky’s guilt personifies Miss Em’s guilt, as 
Miss Em has employed Dicey for years, and she feels an obligation to her, while 
acknowledging their mutual affectionate relationship. Perhaps because of this, or 
because of the guilt Miss Em feels for having exploited Dicey for all these years. 
Miss Em arranges a property transfer at her death, to Pinky. It seems that this act 
relieves Miss Em of the guilt she experiences for exploiting blacks, while Pinky’s 
acceptance of the property is an act to rid herself of the guilt she incurred for 
passing as white and denying her blackness.
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Pinky and Miss Em respond in parallel ways to their guilt. Pinky resists be 
coming Miss Em’s nurse; Miss Em resists receiving treatment from Pinky. Inter 
estingly, Miss Em also does not gracefully accept treatment from her white male 
physician. During this period, almost all doctors were males—white males. Per 
haps Miss Em resented the subjectivity of the female that allowed the (white) male 
to lay claim over the female body; a position affirmed by Mary Ann Doane who 
contends that the eroticizing of the woman was often rendered visible through the 
medical gaze. While Miss Em is certainly not eroticized, unless we consider that 
she is transformed into Pinky, the fact that she becomes the spectacle for the male 
physician “as reader or interpreter, as the site of a knowledge which dominates and 
controls female subJectivity,”demonstrates how Miss Em becomes the object of 
his scopophilic gaze. The physician’s control over Miss Em’s body further attests 
to how the female figure is subordinated in her own story. With control over the 
body of Miss Em, and given that Miss Em is transformed into Pinky, the physician 
also has control over the body of Pinky in much the same manner that he is respon 
sible for her parenthood. Thus, the parallelism shared between these two charac 
ters becomes undeniably apparent.

Element of Control
Miss Em’s transformation into Pinky is also exhibited in the sameness they 

share in their desire for control. This trait is evident when Pinky flees the South in 
order to control her fate and destiny, when she exerts control over Jake (middle- 
aged black character who intercepts her letters to Tom and who extorts money 
from Dicey—played by Frederick O’Neal) after discovering his extortion schemes, 
and when she controls Miss Em (through her supervisory capacity as nurse and in 
the injections that she administers). Miss Em exhibits her desire for control when, 
although bedridden, she issues a barrage of commands to Pinky. Because Pinky 
recognizes that these commands are an insult to her professional training and rec 
ognizes that Miss Em is testing her fortitude, she resists and retaliates. Miss Em 
believes she has succeeded in controlling Pinky by eroding her self-confidence 
with the intent to alter her psyche and challenge her decision to masquerade as 
white. Miss Em makes it known that she is aware of Pinky’s masquerade; when 
Miss Em asks, “What name did you go by in the North, Patricia?” Miss Em in 
forms her that the name Pinky (Johnson) is more appropriate. Miss Em has con 
trolled Pinky by foregrounding the issue of passing and at the same time, has stra 
tegically positioned herself by both affirming and negating her masquerade so that 
she can further the discussion to force Pinky to come to terms with her identity.

Control is similarly an issue in the masquerades worn by the two women. 
Pinky’s masquerade is based on her appearance and reactions to the masquerade. 
Miss Em masquerades with fainting spells, pretending to be gravely ill as she
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feigns the spells. Miss Em’s masquerade us performative. For example, when Miss 
Em’s cousin, Melba, arrives and tries to coerce Miss Em into making a will posi 
tioning herself as heir to the estate. Miss Em fakes a fainting spell. Miss Em uses 
illness as a strategic device to control those around her, including Pinky.

The control parallel between Miss Em and Pinky further validates the sugges 
tion that Miss Em is transformed into Pinky. Specific scenes in the film signify this 
transformation. For example. Miss Em tests Pinky’s knowledge of her broach and 
also her honesty, but Pinky knows that the broach is merely an inexpensive piece 
of costume jewelry, and she readily recognizes Miss Em’s intent. In another scene, 
when Pinky is sleeping in a chair. Miss Em awakens and berates Pinky, ordering 
her to warm a brick in the fireplace to raise the temperature of her cold feet.

Then there ensues a back-and-forth, tit-for-tat tussle for control: Pinky repri 
mands Miss Em; Miss Em responds with a fainting spell. Nurse Pinky injects the 
feeble, elderly Miss Em, but as Pinky stands by, awaiting evidence of relief for her 
patient, she reminisces about the life she abandoned in the North, while a train 
horn sounds in the background. (This train horn sound becomes a signifier of Pinky/ 
Miss Em as voyeur, as it is heard on nearly every occasion that Pinky reflects on 
her northern experience. The train horn appears like a signal of Pinky’s voyeurism 
into her past when she masqueraded as white.)

Self-Identity
Even while Miss Em is attempting to control Pinky, she is demonstrating her 

own motivation and desire to masquerade. That Miss Em would be so preoccupied 
with a black woman’s identity crisis reflects the fact that she is preoccupied with 
her own identity crisis, in her desire to become the racial Other. Pinky becomes a 
mirror image of Miss Em through the nexus of control observed in the character 
izations of both.

Though the two characters become mirror images of each other, this does not 
negate a secondary issue that the film presages. That issue is whether it is Miss Em 
or Dicey who is the agent by which Pinky comes to terms with her blackness. Film 
historian, Donald Bogle affirms that the white female is given power and claim over 
the black female; he asserts that what is inescapable is “the basically patronizing 
attitude inherent in Pinky: the black girl finds herself, not through the advice of her 
black grandmother but through the aid of a white aristocrat.” Spiller argues that “By 
denying the presence of the African American female, or assimilating her historic 
identity, more precisely, to a false body, ventriloquized through a factitious public 
discourse concerning the ‘blood’ and ‘breeding,’ the dominant mode succeeds in 
transposing the real into the mythical/magical.” Thus, Miss Em’s transformation 
into Pinky is all the more plausible. But on another level if we argue that Miss Em is 
transformed into Pinky, then Miss Em, as Pinky, is revealing her inner self.
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Regardless of the position one assumes, the striking parallelism in the charac 
ters suggests the possibility that the two represent a merging of the self and Other, 
which is particularly apparent in the bitterness they both express. Pinky, of course, 
is bitter because she is mixed and thus is denied access and privilege to a life that 
only whiteness affords. Forced to end her relationship with her white male lover, 
she must accept her blackness and live for others, as opposed to living for herself. 
This takes place as she complies with her grandmother’s wishes, remaining in the 
South and opening a nursing school for African Americans. By so doing, she ac 
cepts the marginalized status associated with being black. In her state of black 
ness, at one point in the film she finds herself falsely accused of assault and is 
carried off to jail. Such an incident, while not explicitly labeling blackness itself as 
negative, nonetheless points up the negative connotations infused in blackness 
rendering blackness as something from which she seeks to escape or flee.

Pinky’s perceived bitterness, as constructed by the film, evokes sympathy from 
spectators and renders her a melodramatic and tragic character. In contrast. Miss 
Em’s bitterness, evident in her harsh tone and fatalistic attitude, evokes a lack of 
sympathy. Miss Em issues endless commands to Pinky in a tone suggesting that 
their very utterance is exhausting of her time and intelligence, and when Pinky 
assumes a defensive posture and responds to Miss Em’s callousness. Miss Em 
simply reminds Pinky, “Don't be upset. I’ll be dead soon.’’ This call-up of the 
death-image has multiple implications. First, Miss Em’s fatalistic attitude serves 
to displace Pinky’s bitterness. Second, it reflects Miss Em’s despair and resent 
ment at nearing life’s end. More deeply, however, it reflects on the transformation 
of the two characters. Finally, it reflects on Pinky herself, who, because of her 
mulatto status, becomes a signifier of death, as she must escape whiteness, specifi 
cally, the two white males who attempt to assault her as she flees through a cem 
etery (ironically, the home to the dead). The death of the self is inextricably inter 
woven with the death of the Other. And because of the mulatto’s unique subject 
position, the character lends itself to death and therefore, melodrama.

The two women’s bitterness, possessed and internalized, emerges in their con 
versations. When Pinky asserts that she deserves respect, Miss Em responds that 
Pinky does not deserve respect if she remains oblivious to and in denial of her 
identity. This is another unsubtle attempt to re-invoke Miss Em’s own identity 
struggles. Pinky then resorts to attacking whites, exposing their idiosyncrasies with 
respect to race and accusing them of setting racial standards that devalue blacks 
and reduce them to parodic constructions. As Pinky attempts to construct a white 
Other by playing upon the loosely held beliefs of white designs to marginalize 
blacks, she forces Miss Em to come to terms with her own racial beliefs — beliefs 
Miss Em wants to escape, but that may be at the core of Miss Em's bitterness. Miss 
Em, of course, displaces her bitterness back onto Pinky rather than acknowledging
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the truth of Pinky’s accusations. In fact, she attempts to make Pinky responsible 
for the very racial attitudes that have been projected onto her. Miss Em simply 
responds, “Nobody hates you. Pinky.”

Miss Em and Pinky conceivably appear to be both one and the same in their 
style and delivery as they emit sharp biting remarks to each other reflecting a 
merging of the self and Other. Yet it is the domineering attitude inherent in a hege 
mony that attempts to devalue and marginalize blackness that we see Miss Em’s 
voice foregrounded while Pinky’s voice is backgrounded, de-centered, even erased, 
as Miss Em is rendered the authority figure or political pawn. Miss Em’s transfor 
mation into Pinky becomes empowering not only for Miss Em but perhaps also for 
Pinky, as she too can vicariously experience a position of empowerment.

The Transformation Is Complete
When Miss Em fakes a fainting spell, she wards off Cousin Melba Wooley’s 

attempt to persuade Miss Em to will her property to her. Following the cousin’s 
departure, both Miss Em and Pinky appear relieved and laugh; the transformation 
is apparent. At this point, the self and Other merge. The third party, the cousin, 
represents a force both opposing and merging. In Miss Em’s case, the cousin has 
tried to claim her property. As for Pinky, the cousin has tried to reduce her from a 
privileged white-position to that of a non-white subordinate, ordering Pinky around, 
and accusing her of theft. Yet, as the cousin exploits both women, she is also re 
sponsible for facilitating the merging of the self and the Other. Another element 
that represents the merging is Miss Em’s imminent death, which parallels the tragic 
fate of the mulatto.

Finally, we can observe Miss Em’s transformation into Pinky in the deception 
in which both characters participate. The film more often hints at than explores 
Pinky’s deception as a black masquerading as white. In fact, much of the subject 
position of her mulatto status as a black masquerading as white unfolds only after 
she reunites with the black community. Rarely do we witness Pinky masquerading 
as white and operating in the white world, except when she interacts with her 
white fiance or Miss Em. Witnessing Pinky’s masquerade from a disengaged per 
spective (as told primarily through her interaction with a black world), fuels the 
argument that Miss Em is transformed into Pinky, since this transformation pro 
vides Miss Em with an opportunity to explore black life or a black world — a 
world that dominates much of the film.

Pinky has succeeded in her masquerade, deceiving her fiance who initially is 
unaware of her identity or impoverishment. This position is affirmed by Cindy 
Patton who astutely observes that “The film did not recognize the racism in Tom’s 
willingness to not see Pinky as Black; instead, it was Pinky’s assertion of a racial 
identity she could not see that breached their relationship. Thus, the internal dis-
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course about prejudice operated as a relay between Pinky’s attempt to produce 
herself as raced and Tom’s refusal to read her.” When Pinky and her white fiance 
Tom meet on screen, they kiss and embrace. Hollywood producers did not have 
the license or liberal tendency to screen a more physical interracial romance in the 
late 1940s, and even that mild a scene might have been a problem, had the two 
actors embracing not both been white

Conclusion
Pinky’s mediated status as neither black nor white allows her to become a 

voyeur in both worlds (black and white) without having to relinquish the safe zone 
of whiteness. Because she is played by a white actress, Crain’s acceptance of the 
role did not escape critique by both the mainstream and African American press. 
For example. Time magazine observed of Crain that “with an un-greasepainted 
face, [she] seems like a morbid, almost marbleized Sleeping Beauty, bewitched by 
her conflict” -  a not so subtle attempt to hint at her ambiguity marking the mulatto 
character. Conceived from a white imagination, and because she has emerged from 
a white patriarchy, she is a commodification of whiteness though marked with 
blackness to reify her ambiguous status. While her unique subject position as a 
mulatto allows her to be a voyeur to transcend the inside and outside as Trinh 
Minh Ha terms, “Not quite the same, not quite the Other,” she provides an unend 
ing fascination to a variety of spectators.

The fact that spectators are sympathetic to her plight suggests how the film 
channels emotional investment to the mulatto (who, complicating the viewers’ 
involvement, is actually a white actress). In fact, it is the black female Dicey, 
impoverished and exploited, with whom we should be sympathetic. Demonstra 
tive of how spectators responded to the film, in Atlanta, although film censors 
deleted several scenes (e.g., attempted rape, and love scenes between Pinky and 
Tom) when the picture was exhibited at the Roxy Theater, “both the balcony and 
first floor moviegoers vigorously applauded the victory for Jeanne Crain.... While 
there was no semblance of a demonstration, the picture was painful to many in the 
white section of the theatre. It made them squirm, but at the same time, made them 
see how intolerant their attitudes are.” Undeniably, the screenplay while it suc 
ceeded in evoking sympathy, similarly misdirected the emotional investment of 
spectators both white and black, demonstrating how the film appropriates white 
ness through the black experience.

Black newspaper critics were among the harshest critics of this film. For ex 
ample, Afw-Americcuu Baltimore, was insulted by the subtle suggestion that if 
Pinky had decided to marry her white fiance she would have had to keep her iden 
tity a secret and remain veiled behind her white masquerade; an act that they viewed 
as a deliberate attempt to erase her blackness. The Chicago Defender look offense



82 Popular Culture Review

at the film’s subtle insinuation that: (a) interracial marriage is inconceivable; (b) 
that competent and educated blacks who expressed their indignities to southern 
hostilities gave the impression that protesting blacks did not want to live among 
their own (especially if light in complexion); and (c) that any black achieving 
stature as a human being should not be perceived as to attempting to “get out of his 
place.” Black press reviewer Rob Roy intentionally avoided discussion of many of 
the black characters in the film because he regarded the portrayals as degrading, 
explaining: “I want you to discover them yourselves.”

That the black characters in the film were attempting to internally resolve 
their stereotypical representations is evident when Waters, exhibiting “doglike 
devotion” and referred to as “an out-and-out Dixie mammy” spurned the approaches 
of one white columnist employed by a black magazine. (Actress Ethel Waters re 
portedly declared that the columnist “was not welcome to scribble about handker 
chief head roles and misquote her.”) While Waters’ role disturbed some African 
American spectators, it was the fact that “she did not win an award for her support 
ing role in Pinky" that added insult to injury. As for Nina Mae McKinney (who 
plays the role of Rozelia), she was referred to by Ebony magazine as a “razor- 
toting hussy,” prompting her to reportedly sue the magazine for some $700,000 for 
its insulting characterization. Those such as Frederick O’ Neal (who plays the role 
of Jake) continued to yearn for a significant and leading role in the aftermath of the 
film. African American actors were similarly confined by the dominant political 
hegemony — a hegemony that controlled both the on-screen dynamics and off 
screen polemics.

Pinky comes full circle in its complexity, not only in the screen story, but also 
in the story behind the screen story. The film’s neither/nor lead actress portrays a 
neither/nor character in a Hollywood construction of the mulatto; a transformation 
of two women opposites; a battle for voice between male/female; racializing spaces, 
establishing fatherhood, mulatto resistance/matriarchal compliance, representing 
race, and complicating emotional investments. As the film ends. Pinky embraces 
her black self and abandons her claim to whiteness. Miss Em has died a literal 
death, while Pinky’s death is figurative, merging the two in the screenplay’s tragic 
ending.

This was a film in which black spectators were caught between acknowledg 
ing the sentimental racial politics while simultaneously applauding the victorious 
ending. Blacks felt that this film would force white spectators to come to terms 
with their own racial politics. Finally, this essay suggests that Pinky is a conceal 
ment within an illusion inside a sham -  as it is a multiple deception of race.

University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill Charlene Regester
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Then and Now:
Bicycling Across History to Oregon

A few summers ago, I headed west to bicycle across U.S. history. After 70 
days of pedaling and nearly 7,(K)() miles, my trek from the Atlantic to the Pacific 
and back was completed.

What I would like to do, in a modest way, is to compare my late twentieth 
century travels with the generic experiences of the 300,(X)0 folks who trekked to 
Oregon and California between 1839 and 1869. These ordinary people knew they 
were making history and they recorded their adventures in thousands of letters, 
diaries, and memoirs.

Tm not sure exactly why I undertook this adventure. Anyway, why did one 
need a reason to head west other than “it is there to do, so why not do it?” As an 
emigrant writing in 1848 about why people headed west noted: “Some were acti 
vated by a mere love of change, more by a spirit of enterprise and adventure, and 
a few, I believe, knew not exactly why they were on the road.” ' I like even better 
what ex-president Teddy Roosevelt declared in 1913 when, at age 57, he went on 
an expedition up a previously unexplored river in South America: “It is my last 
chance to be a boy.”“ This sounded good to me, although there would be times, 
especially while being chased down the road by a large and hungry dog, when Td 
ask myself: “What am I doing here?” And more than once someone asked if I was 
biking to a psychiatric convention where I would be the main subject of discus 
sion. This type of question had historical antecedents. The colorful New York 
newspaper editor, Horace Greeley, had suggested, when commenting on settlers 
off to Oregon in 1843, that the whole enterprise wore “an aspect of insanity”.̂

But a legitimate reason for my biking existed. As a historian of 19''’ century 
America, 1 have read, lectured, and written about the push west. And like many 
Americans, most of whom are not professional historians, I am fascinated with the 
relentless three hundred year rush of people toward the Pacific Ocean.

Especially intriguing is the long reach west from mid-continent at the Mis 
souri River, most notably between 1839 when the first organized party of settlers 
headed to Oregon and 1869 when the transcontinental railroad was completed. 
This is the time when thousands of ordinary folks were “off to see the elephant” — 
the slang term for pushing west to Oregon or California. And their life on the trail 
tells Americans much about our historic wanderlust. Most of the emigrants on the 
overland trail walked alongside their wagons on the 2400 miles from the Missouri 
River Jump-offs at Independence or St. Joseph to the Pacific Ocean. From their
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diaries, letters and memoirs we know much about life on the trail — the realities of 
a six month journey. Many, as they had on earlier frontiers, turned around and 
returned home; others, several thousands, died of cholera, measles, camp fever, 
drowning, poisonous water, the bite of a rattlesnake, an occasional deliberate ar 
row or accidental gunshot, or under wagon wheels. Somewhere on the plains in 
1847, a semi-literate diarist recorded this: “Mr. Harvey’s little boy Richard 8 years 
old went to get in the waggon and fel...the wheals run over him and mashed his 
head and kil him ston dead he never moved.

Reading these journals and letters today helps one gain a sense of the commit 
ment, endurance and luck needed when traversing our continent in the mid 1800s. 
But a century and a half later, I wanted to try and experience, as best as one can 
today, the physical side of what it must have been like to make this crossing. Dur 
ing my trip while pedaling up hills and mountains and across long stretches of 
empty landscape, while sweating and cursing at my daytime labors and waking at 
night with aching knees, I kept having flashbacks to the collective 19“’ century 
experiences I had read about. These emigrants had written about fatigue, wind, 
smells, the cold, the heat, the landscape — indeed, the wonder of it all. When 
passing the landmarks they had described 150 years earlier, I too marveled. And I 
kept contrasting my relatively tame experiences to theirs while trying to imagine 
what they felt as they traveled over the same land with much more uncertainty and 
less confidence about what lay ahead. Today one has a reliable map that shows the 
distance to the next town and rarely is shelter from the elements and a chance to 
fill up water bottles, guzzle cokes and devour burgers more than a couple of hours 
away. As I recorded in my own journal after a particularly arduous day: “I would 
have made a lousy pioneer: thank goodness for a shower and a beer!” But there 
was commonality in our experiences. The trek west, then and now, tested one’s 
equipment, body and mind. And the trip taught them and me about strengths we 
didn’t know we had.

Most emigrants commenced their trip west from somewhere east of the Mis 
sissippi River. And so they came to the jump-off' points on the Missouri River from 
Maine and Michigan, New Jersey and Indiana. My son-in-law Conrad and I started 
the 1300-mile trip to St. Joseph from the Delaware seashore. Our early going was 
tough as we, like earlier sojourners, worked out the kinks in our equipment, ad 
justed for homesickness, and settled into a daily routine. Some very physically 
demanding biking, especially when one is working into shape, is the rolling land 
scape of central Maryland. Then on historic old route 40, our nation’s first national 
road, you confront the mountainous terrain of western Maryland, western Penn 
sylvania, West Virginia and into the hills of eastern Ohio. Only in the middle of 
Ohio does the countryside finally flatten out.

It was from the Missouri River west that the real adventure started for us and
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for those whose history we were following. This overland corridor west followed 
the Platte River Valley of Nebraska, across the high plains of Wyoming and into 
the Rockies. It then tracked the Sweetwater River to the continental divide at South 
Pass. Beyond South Pass the Oregonians faced the high desert of Wyoming to the 
Green River and then the harsh and often unforgiving environment of the long, hot 
arc of the Snake River Plain across all of southern Idado. Then we headed over the 
Blue Mountains of Oregon to the Columbia, where emigrants then followed the 
river, often in rafts and sometimes in wagons, to the fertile Willamette Valley — 
the trail’s end for many of them. We then hiked on another 100 miles to the Pacific 
coast and Astoria — where Lewis and Clark, in 1805, first saw the Pacific Ocean.

Today one can scoot across this distance by car on good roads in a handful of 
long days. Although you will be seeing it at 70 mph, there remain the endless and 
empty rolling plains, the sage-covered range-land, the tilted hills, the wind-sculpted 
formations, the rugged gorges and, of course, the mountains — the Rockies, the 
Blues, the Cascades, the Pacific coastal range. But in a car you cannot gain a sense 
of the anxiety engendered by the long, slow, tedious and weary pace of travel that 
thousands experienced in the nineteenth century, or see parts of the original Or 
egon Trail that survive today. In a car you feel little uncertainty about what each 
day will bring you. On a bicycle on the high plains it is very scary when a blue sky 
almost instantly turns black and storm clouds dressed with lightning bolts appear 
on either side of the road and close in on you, the highest point on the horizon, as 
you thread the needle and race 10 miles on to shelter. In a car, you are unlikely to 
recall that 20,000 earlier travelers left their bones along the route. On a bicycle you 
are exposed to the elements — rain, sun, heat, hail and cold — and you are vulner 
able to both wind sheer and the whims of those who are friendly on foot but often 
nasty or careless when they have a steering wheel in their hands and are surrounded 
by a ton or more of steel and glass. Out of a car and on a bicycle you can listen to 
the chatter of fussy prairie dogs, hear wind whistling, wave off a dive-bombing 
red-winged blackbird and feel the numbing fatigue of ever so slowly moving across 
the miles — a fatigue which earlier travelers wrote about.

In a car you miss the smell of the land — the sweeping scent of wildtlowers, 
the musky odor of an approaching storm, even the sickly perfume of alfalfa fields 
in Idaho or the awful smell of Nebraska feed lots. And you miss the stench of 
death. From a bicycle seat at 10 mph the smell of rotting flesh can overpower you. 
And as you move west, the “road-kill” odor of raccoons, skunks, squirrels and 
small domestic animals gives way to the stench of a long dead deer or antelope. 
Often one starts to sniff from a quarter of a mile away before pedaling past the 
large four-legged corpse alongside the road. The smell of life long-gone was com 
monplace to most emigrants, especially when passers-by encountered the remains 
of dead oxen or the hastily buried bodies which had been unearthed by wolves.
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Indians or mother nature. As Jane Kellog wrote in 1852: “There was an epidemic 
of cholera all along the Platte River. All along the road was a graveyard, most 
anytime of day you could see people burying the dead.’’*̂ Emigrants the next year 
remarked about how many graves had bones and hair protruding forth. In the sani 
tized USA of today, few Americans have the opportunity to even wrinkle their 
nostrils. But what you smell while biking brings home one’s mortality — as does 
what you hear.

Diarists on the trail occasionally met a lone wagon moving east. More often 
than not, a sudden death was the catalyst for remaining family members to head 
“back home”. These accounts always remind me of an incident from a previous 
crossing Td made a few years earlier to California. For nearly a week, while cut 
ting across the Midwest, I kept hearing stores about a solo rider, a young woman 
headed to Los Angeles, who was barely a day ahead of me. Late one afternoon, 
while stopping in a small town for supplies, the counter clerk told me that early 
that morning, just west of town, the elusive cyclist had been run down and killed 
by a truck. When biking past the accident site, I thought about the young woman 
who, in the words of an 1852 diarist, “was in that bourne from which no traveler 
returns.”^

Emigrants, upon reflection at trip’s end, often wrote about the toughest sec 
tion of their Journey — the region where they had been most challenged. For me 
the choice is easy. Wyoming, coming and going, represented the severest test of 
my patience and endurance.

The wind always blows in Wyoming. As one rather poetic writer who passed 
through the area in another era wrote: “A pushing wind flowed like swift, deep, 
warm water across the plateau. Its force was surprising. It was difficult to walk or 
even breathe when facing it.”  ̂ In our times even travel by auto can be risky in 
Wyoming’s high winds. Cars, trucks, and especially recreational vehicles are blown 
all over the road and often off the road. This makes biking dicey when wind sheer 
sends an 18-wheeled truck toward you, or more often, you toward it. We left count 
less shadows on the side of a truck and much too often only the width of a hand 
shake separated us from a quick trip to eternity. I kept thinking about Mr. Harvey’s 
young boy Richard: “The wheals ran over him and mashed his head and kil him 
ston dead.”  ̂A saving grace for us was that traffic, especially on the roads follow 
ing the original Oregon Trail, was light in much of Wyoming. Often you could 
bike for hours alone with your thoughts and roar of the wind in your ears.

One is not exaggerating when talking about the wind. At official Wyoming 
rest stops, the shelters covering the picnic tables extend on all sides lest the ever 
present and shifting winds blow you and your lunch away. Road signs caution: 
“Possible high winds next 5 miles” and 5 miles later another similar sign appears 
and 5 miles later another and on they go — forever it seemed. Yes, we did encoun-
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ter high winds elsewhere. Earlier in the trip, soon after crossing the Mississippi 
River into Missouri, the wind was so bad that semis tipped over. Finding it impos 
sible to stay on our side of the road, we were often forced to walk our bicycles. In 
Oregon, along the Columbia River gorge, we were on a flat road, in the lowest 
gear and pumping hard to average 5 mph. But Wyoming was the worst. And as 
those travelers of yesteryear had reported, we found the constant noise of the wind 
to wear on our nerves. One evening, after spending a long day battling the ele 
ments as we approached Casper, which proudly bills itself as one of the nation’s 
windiest cities, I wrote in my journal: “We really felt like emigrants today and I 
doubt that any were ever more tired than we are tonight.” The following day, again 
facing head winds of 25-35 mph, so exhausted and cold and frustrated was I that 
near Independence Rock, the famed landmark where hundreds had chipped out 
their names 150 years earlier, I Just lay down on the road’s shoulder. There was no 
shelter to break the wind and I knew that the slightly warm blacktop would reflect 
some heat. I fantasized that the occupants of the occasional car that buzzed by me 
at high speed thought I was dead. This galloping past the dead and dying in the 
road had been commonplace during the great cholera epidemics that periodically 
plagued the pioneers in the 1850s. So terrified had travelers been of that dreaded 
and usually fatal affliction that people were often left where they fell.

Wyoming’s rain and cold also thwarted us. The day that turned out to be our 
shortest in miles traveled was probably our toughest. We rode for 3 hours in a 
steady rain and covered 45 miles. And it was 38 degrees. We had no choice but to 
push on since the naked geography of the land offered us absolutely no cover. On 
the verge of hypothermia, at 9 am we wheeled into the first shelter encountered, a 
small motel. Here the owner poured coffee down us, swaddled us in blankets and 
turned up the heat full blast. We were lucky. Yesteryear’s exposed traveler, caught 
in a similar or worse storm, had no such amenities available. For example, the 
famous California-bound Donner Party in 1846 was marooned by snow in the 
mountains. Some members died while some who survived did so only by resorting 
to cannibalism. And misconceived notions about the severity of weather in the 
mountains of the West continue to this day. In places, snow hangs on well into 
summer. For example, in mid-June, while crossing the continental divide at South 
Pass, we met a family from San Diego who had headed to Wyoming to vacation 
with nothing to wear but light Jackets, shorts, t-shirts and sandals. Had they read, 
before setting out, some emigrant Journals that speak of snow patches in July at 
South Pass, they might have packed more sensible clothing. These southern Cali 
fornians, upon arriving at Yellowstone National Park to find snow covering the 
campsites, had terminated their vacation and were headed home.

My mention of the Donner Party and the practice of cannibalism introduces 
the subject of diet. Ours was ample. Although we bypassed the typical emigrants’
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fare of sowbelly and biscuit, we happily ate virtually anything we could at every 
opportunity. The following is a paragraph recorded at the end of a commonplace 
day: “After our usually 3 beers apiece and a bag of chips we went out to eat — 
twice. After a meal of steak, shrimp, baked potato, salad, vegetable, garlic bread 
and pie, we were still hungry. So we walked downtown and ended up at the Circle 
S Barbecue where we each had a beef bq sandwich, baked beans, fries, and cherry 
cobbler a la mode. Tm finally full, but not stuffed by any means.”

Early settlers wrote about the extensive buffalo herds and the occasional di 
sastrous encounter with the woolly beasts. Catherine Sager, in 1844, lost her mother 
to camp fever and saw her father caught up in a buffalo stampede and killed when 
he tried to turn the great beasts from his w agon.O ur only contact with the beast 
was between two pieces of bread — when we devoured the “buffalo burgers” so 
commonplace in Nebraska and Wyoming. Despite no tangles with buffalo, we did 
travel the fenceless open-range cattle country with some trepidation. A few hours 
after being warned by a friendly cowboy about cattle on the road ahead, we skir 
mished with an angry bull. Distracted by several white-rumped antelope to our 
left, a papa bull, with a half dozen lady friends in tow, got the jump on us. When 
we looked to our right the angry bull was bellowing and coming full tilt toward us. 
I was off like a rocket, leaving my son-in-law to sort things out with the bull. But 
he also outdistanced our 4-legged adversary.

Travelers on the Oregon Trail were the first to litter the American West. These 
folks, after hauling a beloved piano, boxes of books or even excess food for hun 
dreds of miles, dumped the onerous extra freight alongside the road. Indeed, ac 
cording to the diaries, you could often see as many discarded chests or tables as 
there were graves. One item of choice disposed of by today’s traveler surprised 
me. I expected, and saw, thousands of beer and soda cans and bottles but was 
unprepared for the countless disposable diapers that decorate the countryside.

My vocabulary, which has never lacked for off-color words, was expanded 
during the trip. Pioneer journals note that the frustrations of hard travel were often 
vented by swearing. One male diarist, when commenting on a woman’s language, 
wrote: “She commenced a harangue of abusive language that ought to shame the 
most profane person on the face of the earth.” '*’ Well, these travelers had to con 
tend with Native-Americans who stole their milk cows. The only Indians we tangled 
with were the tribes of Winnebagoes and their offspring, the Wind-Streams, Chief 
tains, Pace Arrows and Trail Chiefs or whatever the name of the commercial recre 
ational vehicle. One blushes today when recalling the verbal assaults hurled at 
those who drove their RVs all over the road — that is, on their part and my part of 
the road. Many times we came close to leaving our scalps hanging from the ex 
tended rearview mirror of an RV.
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Many of the earliest guide-books published to help emigrants make their way 
across the continent pictured an easy trip, that almost a 6-months holiday could be 
expected. Of course, travelers soon learned differently. Their diaries are full of the 
words “anxious” and “anxiety” and of comments about their ever-present com 
panion—death. For example, a 10-day period in the diary of Cecelia Adams, who 
crossed from Illinois to Oregon in 1852, is full of notations like these: “Child’s 
grave....child’s grave....We passed 7 new-made graves. A man died this morning 
with cholera in the company in front of us... .Another man died... .Passed 13 graves 
today. We passed 21 new-made graves...made 18 miles. Passed 13 graves today. 
We passed 21 new-made graves...made 18 miles. Passed 13 graves today, passed 
10 graves....Passed 7 graves...made 14 miles. Passed 8 graves....Passed 10 
graves.”" It might not have been an easy trip for all, but for many it was apparently 
a short one.

But the myth of easy-crossings persists. At Chimney Rock, in western Ne 
braska, long a famous landmark on the Oregon Trail, we stopped to read the his 
torical markers and to take a picture. Along came a car with Maryland license 
plates. The man and woman had just spent three weeks touring the West by car. 
Seeing our bicycles and learning that we were from their home state, the two com 
menced an argument. The woman exclaimed that there was no way we could have 
cycled 1800 miles to Chimney Rock. Her husband pushed back his new cowboy 
hat and declared that anyone could bike that far — and easily. Just look at our 
bikes. Did they not have 18 gears? Why all one had to do, he declared heatedly and 
in all seriousness, was Just point the bicycle in the right direction and the gears 
would do the rest. Let me tell you, I did try for the next 1700 miles to Just “point” 
my bicycle toward the Pacific Ocean, especially when traversing the Rockies, Blues, 
Cascades and Coastal ranges — and then again when I turned around and solo 
hiked another 3500 miles back to the Atlantic seashore. But I found that pedaling 
helped.

In early August, my sojourn ended. And as Loren Hastings, who arrived in 
Oregon in 1847, declared: “I look upon the long and precarious emigrant road with 
a degree of romance and pleasure.” '-1 felt the same way.

Frostburg State University David M. Dean
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Indonesia Honors a Political Cartoonist 
with a Postage Stamp

In March, 2000 Indonesia honored cartoonist Wayan Gunasta Pendet, better 
known by his pen name of Gun Gun, with the postage stamp shown in Figure 1. 
The caricature on the stamp is not the artist but rather his trademark character, I 
Brewok, whose name translates as “Whiskers”. What is quite surprising and im 
pressive is that Gun Gun is a political cartoonist more like Garry Trudeau of 
Dootishury fame than one who aims to win universal appeal by not offending 
anyone, as Charles Schulz has achieved with Peanuts .

This article will focus on some of Gun Gun’s most important cartoons during 
two historical periods. The first section will focus on problems inherent in the 
policy of President Suharto’s authoritarian New Order regime (1966-1998) to de 
velop Bali’s tourism infrastructure very rapidly in order to make tourism Indonesia’s 
largest earner of foreign exchange. The second section will focus on problems 
inherent in implementing the reform agenda advocated by the coalition of political 
parties that won Indonesia’s 1999 parliamentary election (its first relatively free 
and fair one since 1955) and got two of its leaders elected president and vice presi 
dent later that year.

Suharto’s Tourism Exploitation Policies
Three of Gun Gun’s cartoons that cleverly drew attention to the problems 

inherent in the ways Suharto’s corrupt and repressive regime sought to exploit the 
foreign currency earning potential of Bali’s tourism attraction were presented in 
the February, 2001 issue of Popular Culture Review Three more will be presented 
and interpreted in this section.

A Most Dangerous Inundation
In the Figure 2 cartoon. Gun Gun warns that four powerful outside forces are 

threatening Bali’s all-important traditional cultural values and behaviors. A tradi 
tionally dressed Balinese man (who symbolizes Bali’s traditional rural, agricul 
tural villagers) is panicking in the middle of an intersection because he sees that he 
is about to be inundated by frightening waves of people coming from all four 
directions. On the left he is confronted by a flood of strange-looking foreign tour 
ists. On the right is a towering wave of outside investors with suitcase-sized brief 
cases that probably contain the plans for tourism development projects—plus the 
money to pay the bribes necessary to obtain the permits to build them.
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Figure 2.
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From the other two directions he is confronted by even more scary and hostile 
threats. Behind him is a band of tough and dangerous looking criminals that ap 
pear eager to rob and perhaps hurt him. In front of him is an ominous wave of drug 
dealers and sex workers eager to tempt, seduce, and exploit him. If he isn’t very 
careful, he could end up dying the agonizing death of a victim of AIDS who can't 
afford the high cost of medical treatment.

In the lower right corner, I Brewok is observing the whole situation and com 
menting, “A most dangerous inundation...” in a very worried manner. A Balinese 
viewer of this cartoon world probably be aware of most if not all of these develop 
ing problems that threaten Bali’s environment and people, but would be surprised 
if not shocked to see how dangerous these four threats combined could become. 
Clearly, the cartoonist hopes to motivate his viewers to take effective actions to 
control these fast-developing problems before it is too late.

The Original Apple
In his Figure 3 cartoon. Gun Gun elaborates on the serious threat AIDS poses 

to the people of Bali. The over three million foreign tourists Bali attracts annually 
is about equal to the entire population of the island. A significant number of these 
tourists are interested in the services of the growing number of sex workers who 
are selling themselves in Bali.

Figure 3.
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The number of female prostitutes in Bali, for example, has increased greatly 
since Indonesia’s economic crisis began in 1997. The Badung regency area had an 
estimated 1,200 prostitutes in 1997, but by the end of 1998 the number had risen to 
3,112. Putu Wirata describes how one of Indonesia’s best known pimps created a 
controversy by building an amusement center (discotheque, restaurant and bunga 
lows) named Planet Bali. Suspicions arose when it became known that the estab 
lishment featured a VIP room which rented for millions of rupiah per night and 
was serviced by six young women. “What sort of amusement is it that costs up to 
Rp. 6 million per night?” a Balinese intellectual asked rhetorically.

The opportunities provided by foreign female tourists have also motivated an 
increasing number of local males (plus migrants from other provinces of Indone 
sia) to become what the Balinese call “Beach Boys” or “Kuta Cowboys.” These 
men have found that they can make a living—as gigolos—out of short term ro 
mances with foreign female tourists. A Jakarta Post article describes how one 
Beach Boy’s relationship with a Japanese woman began and indicates the tragic 
health consequences that could result if unprotected sex is involved:

Agus scans the new group of Japanese tourists with precision, weighing 
hischances like a pro. Most of the women are with their friends or hus 
bands. But one of them, fortyish with cropped hair, is alone. Agus has 
found his mark. Not letting her out of his sight, he waits until she has 
settled on the beach for the day. “Are you looking for a boyfriend?” “Oh 
no,” she answers coyly. After a few moments of silence, she adds: “Per 
haps you can help me with transportation?”

Once Agus has become acquainted with his new friend, they will spend 
the next two weeks together, visiting Bali, going to cultural shows, and at 
night, often but not always, sleeping together. And so it is in Kuta, a fast- 
lane and hard-drinking resort where local groups say at least half the tour 
ists are looking for sex. “The ‘Beach Boys’ make their living from escort 
ing tourists,” said Christian Supriadinata, a volunteer with a local AIDS 
drop-in center. “But often they don’t know much about HIV/AIDS so 
they may have unprotected sex.” But this is beginning to change as vol 
unteers from the Drop-In Center Kuta, known as DICK, take to the streets.

Unfortunately, the commercialization of sex to meet the demand for it that 
tourism has generated in Bali has done more than erode the traditional sexual moral 
standards of a growing number of Balinese men and women. It has also exposed 
the entire population of Bali to the dangerous threat of an AIDS epidemic that will 
spread by means in addition to unprotected sex (blood contamination, hypodermic
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needles, etc.) to even those innocent Balinese who retain the high degree of sexual 
morality their traditional standards of behavior mandate.

Gun Gun’s op-art work features ugly worms labeled “AIDS” crawling put of 
an otherwise beautiful apple bearing an outline map of Bali. Only after discover 
ing its “Original Apple” title on the back of the frame did I realize that the artist 
had in mind the story of Adam and Even in the Garden of Eden and the concept of 
original sin. This inteipretation was confirmed by the following statement in a 
book by a French expert on tourism in Bali:

Escaping all control, tourism today appears to the Balinese in the sly and 
fatal guise of AIDS, whose victims are starting to multiply on the island, 
and which is denounced as a poisoned apple brought by the visitors. And 
whereas formerly the Balinese perceived tourism as a bounded 
phenomenon.. .now they see it as all pervasive. For anyone observing the 
evolution of the situation over the years, it is hard to banish the impres 
sion that the barriers meant to contain the surge of tourism and to control 
its development are about to crash. Regularly predicted by the prophets 
of doom since the 1920’s, and always held at bay, the fall of the Balinese 
from the Garden of Eden looks more imminent than ever.

The “Virus” of Commercialization
Just as Bali’s tourism boom has created a demand for commercialized sex, so 

has it created a market that has commercialized Bali’s traditional arts. Paintings, 
woodcarvings, shadow puppet plays, and dance performances have been modified 
to conform with tourists’ tastes and short attention spans. In short, most of Bali’s 
artists are now motivated by modern economic considerations rather than by tradi 
tional cultural ones.

In the Figure 4 cartoon, I Brewok’s love for the money foreign tourists pay to 
see Bali’s famous dance performances is clearly expressed. Also the female dancer’s 
eyes—which are an important element of Balinese dance and should be focused 
elsewhere—have obviously been distracted by the sound of the rolling coin some 
crass foreign tourist has tossed on to the dance floor. The Indonesian word for such 
an act is kasar, which is an extremely significant cultural concept because it means 
that such a person is not merely impolite but also uncivilized.

How much longer will it be before some drunk, “Ugly American” type of 
tourist tries to insert a dollar bill into her bodice or the sash at her waist as often 
happens at performances by belly dancers and erotic dancers in the U.S.? Such an 
act would be extremely offensive by local standards at a Balinese performance.
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Figure 4.

Indonesia’s Reform Era
The process of transforming the authoritarian political system of President 

Suharto’s New Order regime (1966-1998) to a more democratic one has been pain 
fully slow for the voters who brought a fragile alliance of reform parties to power 
as a result of the 1999 elections, an event that most Indonesians hoped would 
prove to be a watershed in their political history. I'hree of Gun Gun’s cartoons that 
draw attention to situations that need to be changed if the country is to progress 
will be presented and interpreted in this section.

Two Wrong-Sized Shoes Impair Progress
Gun Gun’s Figure 5 cartoon communicates why the reform (reformasi) gov 

ernment produced by Indonesia’s 1999 elections has not yet achieved much politi 
cal or economic progress. The man (who symbolizes Indonesia’s new govern 
ment) has not made much forward progress because one of his shoes is so much 
larger than the other that he is limping badly and even needs a cane to stabilize 
himself. The boy dressed in tattered clothes (who symbolizes the impoverished 
Indonesian people) that the government man is trying to carry forward on his back 
is asking, “Why are you limping. Mister?’’

The fact that the big shoe is labeled OBRA means that it symbolizes Suharto’s 
New Order regime. The reason this OBRA shoe is so much bigger than the one
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labeled refonnasi (that symbolizes the new members of the parliament and the 
new president and vice president who are members of the victorious coalition of 
reform parties that won the 1999 elections) is the key point the cartoonist is com 
municating. Even though the reform parties won important elections, almost all of 
the high level personnel in the huge government bureaucracy, the judicial system, 
the police, and the military continued to be those who were appointed to these 
positions by former president Suharto. Suharto’s immense and highly corrupt sys 
tem of patronage made his appointees powerful, rich, and very loyal to Suharto. 
Suharto and his family were the richest. One estimate is that about $75 billion had 
passed into their hands during the thirty-two years, and that they had about $15 
billion of it left when Suharto resigned in 1998. Consequently, the Suharto family 
and their New Order regime beneficiaries have continued to be a very powerful 
and well-entrenched force in Indonesian politics. They are particularly well placed 
to stymie the political and economic reforms the post-1999 governments have tried 
to implement.

In short, as the cartoon makes clear, the ORB A shoe is much bigger than the 
refonnasi shoe. Hence the reform government has been crippled in its attempts to 
move the country forward by passing and then implementing the political and 
economic reform measures the Indonesian voters elected them to achieve.

A specific example that illustrates the slow forward progress of the reform
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agenda is the goal of ending the military’s right to appoint thirty-eight of its mem 
bers to the otherwise elected members of Indonesia’s House of Representatives 
(DPR). Although a law to do this has been passed, it will not take effect until 2009!

Seats and Money
The man pictured in Gun Gun’s Figure 6 cartoon and the category of persons 

he symbolizes is clear to anyone who recognizes the distinctive architecture of 
Indonesia’s parliament building, the silhouette of which is outlined on his lapel 
pin. Although his eye-catching teeth may at first glance appear to be covered by 
metal braces, a closer look indicates that they are plush chairs. This is confirmed 
by the cartoon’s title, which translates as “Seat, Seat, Seat...” A close inspection of 
the man’s necktie reveals a second point the artist is making about the members of 
Indonesia’s new parliament. The Rp letters on it are the abbreviation for Indonesia’s 
currency unit, the rupiah. That the cartoonist fears that the two main things that 
these politicians will care about are keeping their seats in paiiiament and the money 
they can make by selling their influence and their votes is confirmed by what the 
youth is saying to I Brewok: “I hope that they are not like this.”

Unfortunately, press reports indicate that several politicians who won seats in 
Indonesia’s historic June, 1999 elections have sold their votes. One states that the 
campaign managers seeking to get Habibie elected president by the 700 members 
of the MPR in October of 1999 were offering up to U.S.$200,000 per vote (351 of 
which were required for victory). Another reports that Megawati sacked twenty- 
eight members of her party who allegedly sold their votes to rival parties. It quotes 
her as saying she had questioned some of them and “wanted to slap their faces.” 
The article goes on to report that the amounts paid for votes ranged from ten mil 
lion to one hundred million rupiahs (about U.S.$1,()00-$10,(X)0).

Four Types of Victims
The title of the Figure 7 cartoon translates as “I Brewok, victim of the mon 

etary crisis”. Krismon is the acronym for the monetary crisis that began in 1997 
and continues today. It led to a drastic devaluation of Indonesia’s currency which 
made it impossible for Indonesia’s government and private borrowers to continue 
to make the payments on their loans that are denominated in foreign currencies. 
The amounts of these twin (government plus private) foreign debts were about 
U.S. $70 billion each. Consequently, Indonesia found it necessary to submit to 
some very painful (both politically and economically) International Monetary Fund 
conditions in return for a U.S.$43 billion bailout program.

The first bed contains a child victim of dengue fever, which is also known as 
breakbone fever because it is so painful. He is receiving a transfusion which will 
help rehydrate him and reduce his pain.
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Figure 6.

The second bed is labeled “victim of the reform movement.” The occupant is 
a student who took to the streets and protested against the Suharto regime. The 
bandage on the side of his jaw probably covers the wound caused by the rifle butt 
of a soldier or the club of a policeman ordered to disperse the demonstrators, some 
of whom took over the parliament building. The widespread protests of students
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Figure 7.
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and others who demanded political reforms eventually led to Suharto’s resigna 
tion. Thus this student is pictured receiving a transfusion labeled reformasi, i.e. 
some of the reforms he risked his life to achieve.

The third bed is occupied by a banker who is a victim of Indonesia’s liquidity 
problem. Indonesian borrowers who needed only Rp 2,200 to pay each dollar of 
their monthly loan payment in June, 1997 needed Rp 15,400 per U.S.Sl in June 
1998. As a result, bankers ran very low on money (liquidity) and most if not all 
banks would have failed if Indonesia had not been able to get I.M.F. bailout money. 
The lucky man is shown receiving the transfusion of money (rupiah) he needs to 
survive as a banker.

Experience teaches a serious observer the value of researching the situations 
Gun Gun presents in his cartoons. Using such search terms as Indonesia, liquidity, 
I.M.F. and corruption, one can learn that Rp 138.4 trillion of one I.M.F. Rp 144.5 
trillion emergency loan facility was misused (for such things as speculating against 
the rupiah and acquiring fixed assets) by the forty-eight Indonesian banks that 
received the funds. Incredibly, the Bank of Indonesia passed on the loan money to 
the borrowing banks without securing adequate collateral from them!

One of the banks involved in this amazingly coiTupt situation was based in 
Bali, as implied by its Bank Bali name. Research on it provides the shocking de 
tails of a scandal that became known as Baligate. Like the Watergate scandal that 
brought down a U.S. president, Baligate ruined Habibie’s chances for continuing 
as president of Indonesia.

The Baligate scandal is described by reporter Susan Sim as the question of 
why Bank Bali paid a company that was co-owned by the deputy treasurer of the 
ruling Golkar political party a commission of Rp 546 billion to help it collect Rp 
946 billionfrom a government agency that was already mandated to make the pay 
ment. Sim presents the scandalous answer in the form of a question. Could it have 
been a conspiracy to raise money to bribe the members of the People’s Consulta 
tive Assembly (which elects Indonesia’s president) to vote for Suharto’s crony, 
Habibie, when it met in October of 1999? Sim continues by reporting that “gossip 
has it’’ that the “asking price" for a vote was Rp 5 billion.

Since 351 of the 700 votes are needed forelection, Rp 1755 billion would be 
the maximum amount of bribe money needed to buy the presidential election. The 
money Habibie’s Golkar Party henchmen got from Bank Bali would cover 31% of 
this amount. Where would Golkar get the rest of the money?

The New York T/mt'.s’journalist Mark Landler provides an answer. He reports 
that a PricewaterhouseCoopers investigation commissioned by the Indonesian gov 
ernment noted that twelve other banks had been approached about “cutting similar 
deals’’ to what Bank Bali had accepted. Landler also states that the investigation 
found “numerous indicators of fraud, noncompliance, irregularity, misappropria-
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tion, undue preferential treatment, concealment, bribery and corruption.” Finally, 
Landler quotes Indonesian economist Rizal Ramli’s conclusion that the officials 
who are responsible for implementing the government’s bank bailout program “are 
themselves robbing the bank” and the result is “a white-collar robbery by all the 
President’s men.”

The poor fellow in the fourth hospital bed is I Brewok, and the sign tells us 
that he is a victim of the country’s monetary crisis. Before the crisis struck, only an 
estimated 15% of Indonesia’s people were trying to exist on incomes below the 
official poverty line, compared to about 65% who were below it when Suharto 
became president in 1966. Some observers have estimated that the post-1997 cri 
sis would cause the percentage of people under the poverty line to go back up to as 
much as 50%. Appropriately, poor I Brewok is being given an interveinous trans 
fusion of food.

The humorous touch in this cartoon is being provided by I Brewok’s wife. In 
a nagging manner she is scolding him by pointing out that if he had known the 
monetary crisis was coming he could have prevented the suffering it would cause, 
e.g. by finding a job. The fault with her logic is that the monetary crisis caused 
millions of Indonesians to lose their jobs. And literate but unskilled transitional 
people like I Brewok, of course, are the last to get jobs when times are good and 
the first to lose them when times are bad.

Conclusion
Indonesia’s people are suffering under a great weight of poverty and corrup 

tion that will require years to overcome even if the current reform movement is 
eventually successful. Gun Gun’s cartoons cleverly draw attention to his country’s 
problems and their causes and imply what must be done to overcome them in an 
entertaining manner. The relief that humor can provide in even the most difficult 
times is greatly appreciated in Indonesia. Clearly, Wayan Gunasta Pendet has earned 
the honor of having his I Brewok character featured on the Rp 500 stamp most 
commonly used in Indonesia. His permission to reproduce his work in this article 
is greatly appreciated.

California State University, Chico Richard Ostrom
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Forever Knight and The Invisible M am  
Television Retellings of Jungian Fairy Tales

The Jungian Fairy Tale Characters
Noted mythology scholar and psychoanalyst, Carl Jung, considered fairy tales 

to be as old as recorded history. Down through the centuries, very little has changed 
in each fairy tale’s story line or the major characters contained therein. Some of 
the more salient figures integral to the overall plot include: the hero, the wise old 
man, the fool, the trickster, and the maiden. The hero, typically portrayed as a male 
warrior, undertakes a quest to find a sacred object (or treasure) that will help him 
transform his kingdom to a more utopian paradise. In his Journeys, the hero en 
counters the wise old man who possesses the hidden knowledge that the hero re 
quires to fight the principal enemy (Jung 218-222). The wise one also induces self- 
reflection in the hero so that the latter can question the reason for his existence as 
well as the real purpose behind his travels (i.e., is the goal a self-serving one or 
truly befitting the larger community?). While engaged in this soul-searching, the 
hero is often accompanied by a loudmouth sidekick, or fool, who approaches life 
with a child-like simplicity and frivolity. Together, the hero and fool advance into 
enemy territory, using the wisdom of the old one as their only guidepost.

The pair eventually encounter the trickster, who is often portrayed as a mali 
cious creature that can shape-change into such ominous creatures as the wolf or 
raven, thereby eluding capture quite easily (Jung 255). Moreover, the trickster can 
mesmerize his intended victims into believing they want to be with him forever. In 
fairy tales, the princess maiden happens to be the trickster’s most common prey. It 
is the maiden’s innocence and virginity that the trickster ultimately desires, and so 
he tries to possess her both in body and soul so that she can be the queen of his 
netherworld. Thus, the hero is faced with the greatest challenge of all: to defeat the 
trickster so that the maiden can be rescued before she is completely converted to 
the dark side (239-40). Sometimes, fairy tales end on an unhappy note with the 
maiden becoming the trickster's consort and the hero obtaining his grail object 
without the fetnale at his side.

Elements of the Jungian fairy tales have been successfully translated to the 
small screen over the decades, particularly within the horror and sci-fi/fantasy 
genres. Two contemporary horror and sci-fi series will be the focus of this manu 
script as they have reshaped the image of these fairy tales into a workable model 
for future programs to follow within the respective genres. Both Forever Knight
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(1992-1996) and the latest incarnation of The Invisible Man (2000-2002) have not 
only modernized the fairy tale characters, but have also created more multidimen 
sional (and definitely interesting) plots with these characters. Among the “reimaged” 
figures to be analyzed are: the cursed heroes, Nick Knight and Darien Fawkes; the 
comical partners, Detective Don Schanke and Special Agent Bobby Hobbes; the 
wise young women. Dr. Natalie Lambert and The Keeper; and the doppelganger 
tricksters, Lucian LaCroix and Arnaud de Fehrn.

The Cursed Heroes (The Reimaged Fairy Tale Heroes)
The television hero of today is portrayed as an angst-ridden character who has 

acquired a power that is regarded as both a blessing and a curse. This power en 
ables the bearer to accomplish a number of superhuman, almost miraculous feats. 
Unfortunately, its use over time exacts a heavy price on the hero as it causes a 
degeneration of the overall persona. The only way that the cursed hero can save 
his/her self is to find a cure for the affliction. While the quest for this “personal 
grail” might be an impossible dreamto actualize, the searching for it allows the 
hero to be transformed to the mythicproportions of past wairiors (laccino. Psycho 
logical 65-69).

Forever Knight's cursed nobleman hero is appropriately named Nicholas 
Knight (Geraint Wyn Davies), a thirteenth-century vampire who wants to regain 
his mortality and live a normal existence after taking so many lives across his 
protracted timeline. He, therefore, becomes a present-day cop working the grave 
yard shift to battle all sorts of evil in the streets of Toronto, Canada. As one press 
release proudly announced in its promotion of the show, “See a vampire take a bite 
out of crime” (Forever Knight Press Kit). Nick hopes that by protecting and serv 
ing humanity in his role as a police officer, he can come that much closer to re 
demption for all his past sins. So he commits his special abilities (i.e., super strengtli, 
flying, sharp vision, and acute hearing) for the good of others rather than his con 
tinued self-gratification.

But Nick is not entirely free from the savage bloodlust of vampirism. Starting 
with the series’ pilot, “Dark Knight,” he fights the irresistible urge to drain his 
archaeologist friend. Dr. Alyce Hunter (Christina Reeves), of all her blood so that 
he can gain enough strength to fight the master vampire trickster, Lucian LaCroix 
(Nigel Bennett). While Nick does not give in to the “blood craze,” the story ends 
on a pessimistic note: LaCroix has converted Dr. Hunter to one of the undead, 
suggesting that Nick cannot save his closest companions from lives of eternal dam 
nation. This theme resonates in one of the later episodes, “Dead of Night,” in 
which Nick is haunted by the image of his dead wife, Alyssa (Kari Matchett). Nick 
recalls that on their wedding night he wanted to bring Alyssa over to the other side; 
unfortunately, he did not succeed and instead killed her. The guilt that Nick carries
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over his bride’s death pursues him wherever he goes. And even though he apolo 
gizes to the ghost of Alyssa, he can never make amends for the crime he has 
commited against his oh-so-trusting beloved. As Starlog writer Peter Bloch-Hansen 
notes, a vampire like Nick Knight will never be able to enjoy a happy, “fairy tale” 
heroic lifestyle, so long as the curse hangs heavily over his head (55-56).

The fatalistic finale, “Last Knight,” has Nick turning on the only one who has 
been working on a cure over the past few years to save him, namely the wise 
woman scientist. Dr. Natalie Lambert (Catherine Disher). Even after eight centu 
ries, Nick still cannot control his bestial side and allows the addiction to consume 
him, at the expense of taking the life of another friend/lover. The only way he can 
be released from this forlorn existence is by being staked in the chest by his men 
tor, LaCroix. Although the “father” expresses an unwillingness to do this to his 
“son,” he finally relents and grants Nick his wish to end his agonizing immortality. 
Definitely, Forever Knight\ cursed hero has numerous flaws and imperfections 
contained within his nature. Yet, the hero also has a noble aspiration to be some 
thing better than he currently is. Perhaps Nick Knight truly reached what he al 
ways wanted: namely, humanity through the death of his vampiric self.

Upon first inspection. The Invisible Man bears little resemblance to the vam 
pire series. Small-time crook and unlikely hero, Darien Fawkes (played tongue-in- 
cheek by Vincent Ventresca), is part of a secret government experiment designed 
to create an invisible agent who can infiltrate any terrorist situation and defuse it. 
Implanted with a gland at the base of his skull, Darien, through sheer will, can 
cause it to release a hormonal-like substance referred to as Quicksilver that can 
bend light and ultimately make him undetectable for brief or more extended peri 
ods of time. As with most scientific advances, however, there is a negative side- 
effect to secreting too much Quicksilver in his system; the hormone acts as a “ce 
rebral inhibitor,” degrading Darien’s higher brain functions and allowing his more 
primal impulses to take over. Starlog critic Ian Spelling explains that Darien can 
not remain invisible for too long or he “runs the risk of going mad and turning evil. 
He requires a steady stream of counteragent shots by his government handlers |to 
keep himself sane and alive]” (74). So as the pilot story line unfolds, we see an 
other type of cursed hero who has acquired a gift that he does not want and who 
eventually undertakes a quest to rid himself of the affliction, making his journey 
distinctly different from those of traditional fairy tale heroes.

Like Nick’s bloodlust, once the “Quicksilver Madness” possesses Darien, he 
cannot help himself and soon gives in to his violent and aggressive shadow side. 
Even his eyes turn a bloody red, similar to a vampiric metamorphosis. The series’ 
opener has him savagely turning on his ex-girlfriend, Casey (Rebecca Chambers). 
A follow-up teleplay entitled “Tiresias” also depicts Darien throttling his new se 
cret-agent partner, Bobby Hobbes (Paul Ben-Victor), under the influence of the
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Quicksilver addiction. He next attacks the boss of The Agency itself, The Official 
(Eddie Jones), while in his altered and deranged state (refer to “The Other Invis 
ible Man” teleplay). Ventresca as Fawkes best describes his cursed condition as 
“another person looking back at him in the mirror.. .a walking id” that freely gives 
in to his every unconscious desire. In an episode sandwiched midway through the 
second season, “The Three Phases of Claire,” a fevered Darien actually gels invis 
ibly intimate with the callous, wise woman of the Agency (aka The Keeper), sug 
gesting that he has latent, yet very strong, sexual feelings for the scientist who 
administers the regular doses of the counteragent. And while our cursed hero does 
not die from the Quicksilver Madness at the end of the series’ run, he is left with a 
nullified gland that could at any moment start the deadly secretions all over again 
(as reported in SCI FI Channel News 16 and seen in “The New Stuff’ finale). And 
so Darien’s quest might indeed end on a tragic note like Nick’s, without a fairy tale 
cure lingering on the horizon.

The Comical Partners (The Reimaged Fairy Tale Fools)
The television hero is clearly depicted as a lonely and frustrated individual in 

search of the impossible cure to his existential state, but he is not without friends. 
One such companion joining the cursed hero on his small screen adventures is the 
comical partner who has battled an assortment of foes “in the trenches” for a good 
portion of his life. Middle-aged and street-wise, the partner has the capacity to 
enjoy life to the fullest, even in the midst of such adversities. As neo-Jungian Carol 
Pearson mentions, the comic-as-heroic partner “knows how to play the moment 
for all it’s worth in joy and experience, and even enjoys the more negative parts of 
life if only for their drama. He is the part of us that allows for hope when there is 
no positive sign forthcoming” (224). One might conclude that without the pres 
ence of the comical partner, the cursed hero would not be able to face his burdens 
so bravely. Thus, the hero requires the services of the comic to effectively comple 
ment what is lacking in his overall personality and to make his condition a more 
endurable one. For this reason, the status of the fairy tale fool has been elevated to 
a new level: that of an equal to the cursed hero. Both Forever Knight and The 
Invisible Man contain two such comical partners who are introduced in the open 
ing teleplays, respectively Detective Schanke (John Kapelos) and Agency Opera 
tive Hobbes (Ben-Victor).

A Polish-Italian Catholic, homicidal detective who rarely plays by the book, 
Donald Schanke represents the “human counterpoint” to Nick Knight’s vampiric 
existence. Television series analyst Kim Johnson offers up the insightful comment 
that “Schanke is so inimitably full of foibles that his presence provides a good 
anchor for the show.. .[especially when there is] a good deal of heavy introspec-
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tion in the scripts” (79). Some of Schanke’s idiosyncrasies include the following: 
listening to polka music at a deafening volume in his partner’s 1962 Caddy (seen 
in the pilot “Dark Knight”); going out to his favorite Polish bakery in Toronto, 
Canada; trying to give up his nasty smoking addiction; becoming a private inves 
tigator and working for his childhood buddy in the United States where he can see 
some really good baseball (“The Code”); being discovered as a serious actor after 
his segments air for a popular, police reality drama (“Amateur Night”); cheating 
on his never seen wife Myra by becoming intimate with a female vampire at The 
Raven nightclub and then confessing his sins the very next day (“For I Have 
Sinned”); and moving in with Knight when he decides to separate from Myra for 
the duration of an entire episode (“Partners of the Month”).

Interestingly, after almost two seasons Schanke finally figures out that Nick 
Knight might be one of the undead (“Close Call”). Of course, there are thousands 
of clues right under the experienced detective’s nose, such as his partner storing 
cow’s blood in a refrigerator and never leaving the confines of his apartment until 
dark. But when he actually sees Nick flying through the sky and shaking off bul 
lets as he apprehends a heavily armed criminal, the television fool starts putting 
two and two together and coming up with the only logical answer: “My buddy boy 
Knight is a vampire.” It takes the will of the master vampire, LaCroix, to convince 
Schanke that he has reached an erroneous conclusion and that he should return to 
his naive, unquestioning position.

The Inspector Clousseau-like antics of Donald Schanke on Forever Knight 
have generated some classic moments of any vampire series to date, but when the 
powers-that-be decided to kill off this comical partner at the start of the third sea 
son, the fairy tale magic quickly dissipated and contributed to the show’s eventual 
cancellation. Without the presence of the comical partner to guide him through the 
rough times, our hero Nick became much more vulnerable to attack, both psycho 
logically and externally, in the final teleplays.

Agent Bobby Hobbes, on the other hand, would remain a central partner in 
The Invisible Man's exploits throughout its two season run, ensuring that the tongue- 
in-cheek humor of the series would be maintained. Jewish and proud of it, Hobbes 
comes across in the pilot as a smart-ass, cynical “company man” who is a veteran 
of such high-profile wars as Desert Storm (see The Invisible Man Web Page at 
www.scifi.com/invisibleman for more details). Hardly a flag-waver, he still real 
izes that the United States needs to be defended from any number of “cornball” 
terrorists who would threaten the country, hence the reason why he aspires to be 
the perfect, James-Bondian spy (although he is more like a quirky sort of Maxwell 
Smart). Another Starlog writer, Marc Shapiro, regards Hobbes as “the antagonis 
tic thorn in Darien Fawkes’s side. In a perfect world, Hobbes would not have 
chosen Fawkes as his partner. Darien is new to this agent-spy business, and so

http://www.scifi.com/invisibleman
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Hobbes has to key him into all the lingo and the [proper] way to do things” (Invis 
ible 54). To take an example, in their first meeting both Fawkes and Hobbes are 
sitting in a cantina ready to undertake their assignment. Hobbes makes the obser 
vation that the couple making out in the far corner are really Canadian terrorists, to 
which Darien replies, “Oh come on, man, they’re into each other, not us.” When 
the pair pull out Uzis and start shooting at them, the only remark Darien can utter 
is “Aw, crap!” Apparently, Hobbes has the capacity to sense danger in the midst of 
relative safety, which makes him an invaluable asset to the Invisible Man.

Additional teleplays would expand on the personality profile of Bobby Hobbes. 
We find out that Hobbes is estranged from his wife Vivian and is on a steady diet 
of antidepressants to get him through the divorce as well as life in general (“Sepa 
ration Anxiety”); he spends an inordinate amount of time fixing up his decrepit 
Ford Van, to the point where he has affectionately given it the name Golda (“Im 
material Girl”); and he has been living a secret type of existence in Chinatown 
where his cover is a textile industries salesman who has a bevy of adulating lady 
companions much to the chagrin of his partner Fawkes (“Cat and Mouse”). Still, 
when all is said and done, Hobbes does have a particular fondness for Darien and, 
like Schanke, is willing to put his own life on the line for the cursed hero (as seen 
in “Flowers for Hobbes” and “Money for Nothing, Part II”). Shapiro considers 
Hobbes’s presence to The Invisible Man to be a vital one, much like a “bipolar 
fireplug” that adds the much-needed spark every now and then to an otherwise, 
predictable fairy tale story (Invisible 53).

The Wise Young Women (The Re-imaged Fairy Tale Wise Old Men)
As referenced in this reviewer’s latest text, the fairy tale role of the maiden 

has been updated for contemporary audiences (Jiingian 178). Instead of a damsel- 
in-distress being preyed upon by the trickster, she has now become a strong Ama 
zon warrior who is not afraid of expressing herself, whether verbally or physically. 
The end result is that the “new age” woman proudly stands alongside her male 
peers and is further blessed with the wise man’s knowledge necessary to cure the 
hero of his curse. It should be noted that the women in Forever Knight and The 
Invisible Man are both doctors, respectively Natalie Lambert (Disher) and The 
Keeper (Shannon Kenny), who are using their science in an effort to return the 
heroes to their normal, mortal state. And while their efforts are unsuccessful, for 
the most part, these wise young women never give up and remain committed to 
battling the hero’s unseen demons for the duration of the series.

Unlike the other players. Dr. Lambert and The Keeper are strikingly mysteri 
ous. Shapiro indicates that very little is known about them: “If they have family.. .it’s 
as though they have met a tragic end. And they have probably had their share of 
tragic romances” (Inscrutable 47). All that is revealed about Natalie’s past is that
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her younger brother Richard (Lindsay Merrithew) was fatally wounded in a police 
shootout (“I Will Repay”), her niece was murdered (“Undue Process”), and she 
was unknowingly dating a serial killer (“Only the Lonely”). Even less is disclosed 
about The Keeper. The information we do have is seen through the invisible eyes 
of Darien who tracks her movements outside of the perimeter of The Agency (“Im 
petus”). She lives in a spacious home with her only companion being her pet ter 
rier, Pavlov; she loves to rock to techno-mixes in her bedroom while eating lico 
rice strips; and she goes by the name of Claire to the family she has adopted as a 
result of one of its members suffering from a tragic experiment under her direct 
supervision. If there is any love interest for each of these women, it is directed 
towards the hero of the tale. While Natalie and Claire keep their feelings hidden, 
at times they do surface. In “Be My Valentine,” the cool and clinical Dr. Lambert 
feels inspired on that special day of the year and kisses Nick full on the lips. And 
the relationship between Claire and Darien has undergone some changes as well. 
Starting out as adversaries, they have advanced to the point where both of them 
make “invisible love” in front of a disgusted Hobbes who hears their moans of 
ecstasy coming out of nowhere (“The Three Phases of Claire”).

It is logical that the wise young women display some affection for the cursed 
heroes. After all, the men are the focus of their attention morning, noon, and night. 
Both Nat and Claire want them to be normal so that they can start to cultivate a 
romantic relationship with them. Thus, they try any number of ingenious medical 
treatments to rid Nick and Darien of their afflictions. Nat uses a series of progres 
sive interventions with Nick, ranging from his drinking alchemic elixirs and eat 
ing potato burgers (“Dark Knight”) to his holding religious objects (“For I Have 
Sinned”) and tolerating elevated doses of Vitamin A in his system (“Be My Valen 
tine”). Claire has to be more cautious with Darien since removal of the Quicksil 
ver gland will most certainly cause his death. To complicate things further, only 
one person has the ability to safely operate on Darien’s brain, his brother Kevin 
(David Burke), but the older sibling has been killed in a terrorist attack on his 
laboratory (as viewed in the pilot episode). So what Claire comes up with is a way 
of retrieving the deceased Kevin’s memories by injecting his RNA into Darien’s 
brain so that the brother’s personality can persist for an eighteen-hour period, which 
should be long enough to obtain the information necessary to complete the sur 
gery successfully. What Claire does not expect is that the “Kevin” thoughts take 
on a life of their own and decide that the gland has made Darien a more useful 
member of society. Thus, the operation is not performed within the given time 
frame, frustrating Claire to an unbelievable degree (“Brother’s Keeper”).

A significant turning point is reached in both series when Nat and Claire find 
a way of lifting the curse with a “miracle drug.” Like the Jungian old man who 
supplies the hero with a magical talisman that will provide him with the power to
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succeed on his quest (220), the contemporary versions of this legendary figure 
make it possible for Nick and Darien to function as whole humans, at least for 
awhile. In “The Fix” episode, Nat is able to synthesize a hormone, Lytoveuterine 
B, that binds with the vampire virus and shuts it down. With regular injections, 
Nick is able to walk in daylight and consume human foods (e.g., hot dogs and 
pasta) without regurgitating them. There is, however, an unfortunate side-effect to 
the treatments — Nick requires the hormone in stronger and stronger doses or the 
vampiric urge will reassert itself as manifested by Nick’s eyes turning an eerie 
golden hue. Nat has no choice but to stop the injections to keep his impulses under 
control. Likewise, in “Mere Mortals,” Claire is able to turn off the Quicksilver 
gland by developing an enzyme that will suppress Darien’s adrenalin from reach 
ing that particular brain structure. The “adrenalin inhibitor” is able to curb Darien’s 
invisibility, but because it is not self-degrading, it will eventually poison him. So 
for one week, Darien is able to resume a normal lifestyle before the inhibitor is 
safely flushed out of his body. In a follow-up episode, “Possessed,” Darien ap 
pears to be showing an immunity to Claire’s newly synthesized counteragent with 
his eyes turning a different color too, in this case silvery-white (reflecting an ad 
vanced stage of the Quicksilver Madness). And while Claire struggl-  ̂ to come up 
with a permanent antidote. The Invisible Man ends like Forever Knight, with nei 
ther wise young woman being able to create an alchemic substance on her own to 
remove the cursed hero’s affliction. Both require the assistance of the doppelganger 
trickster to help them find their “grail cure.”

The Doppelganger Tricksters (The Reimaged Fairy Tale Tricksters)
Reshaped from the fairy tale version, the character of the doppelganger trick 

ster is inserted in each series as the cursed hero’s “dark double” or “sinister brother.” 
He shares the same fate as the hero, yet embraces the negative power as it elevates 
him to a level beyond the human plane of existence. More than anything else, the 
doppelganger trickster wants to convert the hero to his way of grandiose thinking 
and immoral actions. The hero typically responds with a powerful hatred towards 
the trickster for the latter is a living reminder of what he can become if he turns 
towards his shadow side. Thus, the inner conflict that the cursed hero experiences 
is externalized in the discordant interactions he has with the doppelganger trick 
ster (laccino. World 241-242). For Nick and Darien, the presence of tele-tricksters 
Lucian Lacroix (Bennett) and Arnaud de Fehrn (Joe Bissonnette) proves to be a 
continual irritation in their lives and a reflection of all the evils v isible in the world 
and, ultimately, in themselves.

Forever Knight's LaCroix is just as much a multidimensional figure as the 
cursed hero, Knight. When the doppelganger trickster first makes his appearance 
in the pilot episode, “Dark Knight,” he is not very pleased that Nick has become a
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law enforcer, protecting the very humans that were supposed to be the prey of all 
vampires. Rather than continuing to tolerate this embarrassment to his species 
(and himselO^ LaCroix decides to kill Nick in a very bloodthirsty fashion — first 
by decapitating him with a shard of window glass and then by plunging a fiery, 
wooden stake directly into his heart. While these efforts fail, the tele-trickster lurks 
around the corner throughout the first season, awaiting the opportunity to rid the 
world of his imperfect creation.

By the second and third years of Forever Knight, however, LaCroix under 
goes a major personality change in how he relates to Nick. He suddenly becomes 
a more concerned, ever-watchful “parent” to his offspring, hoping that one day 
Nick will come back to the vampiric fold (see “Killer Instinct” and “Father’s Day”). 
Actor Nigel Bennett explains that his character step-by-step has come to the real 
ization that “beating the crap” out of his “son” so that the latter recognizes the 
error of his ways has proven to be an ineffective technique; rather, by becoming 
“less antagonistic toward Nick and more of a mentor and advisor...the two can 
behave more like normal people...[with the end result that] Nick will come to 
terms with the reality of his existence and who he really is” (in Bloch-Hansen 55). 
Although Nick continues his quest towards humanity, he tolerates the presence of 
the master vampire in his life and even listens in to the trickster’s nightly radio talk 
show, The Night Crawler. Of course, allowing LaCroix to stake him in the finale 
(“Last Knight”) is as much for his benefit as the trickster’s. Nick realizes the 
vampiric self must die so that his human soul can be saved in the next world. That 
LaCroix executes the deed suggests that the trickster finally acknowledges that 
vampirism is his son’s curse and that he alone has the power to lift it from his 
shoulders by giving the hero a truly noble death.

The Invisible M an\ doppelganger trickster, Arnaud, shares many qualities 
with Forever Knight's. With respect to personality type, Arnaud is depicted as a 
cold-blooded killer in the two-hour opener. He not only brutally guns down Darien’s 
brother, Kevin, but almost succeeds in eliminating Darien too when he blows up 
his base of operations. Of course, Darien’s unwillingness to join the madman’s 
terrorist organization, especially after Arnaud has killed his sibling, makes the 
trickster think twice about his methods of persuasion. In later teleplays, Arnaud 
uses a softer approach on Darien, much like LaCroix does with Nick (see “Re 
union” and “Flash to Bang”). He assumes the identity of Kevin and is able to 
convince The Invisible Man that he in fact has survived and is still working on the 
successful removal of the Quicksilver gland. While his plans to convert Darien to 
his cause ultimately backfire, he never gives up trying. And when Arnaud acquires 
the powers of invisibility himself (“Money for Nothing, Part II”), he becomes 
even more obsessed with turning Darien over to the dark side.

By the end of the series’ run, Arnaud is captured by the Agency and is forced



118 Popular Culture Review

by The Keeper to reveal the cure for Quicksilver Madness. Simply put, a designer 
“suicide” gene can be developed that can shut off the gland from secreting mass 
quantities of the deadly hormone, thus allowing Darien to phase in and out of 
visibility without harm (revealed in “Enemy of My Enemy”). Claire injects Darien 
with the miraculous ingredient and. thanks to Arnaud, Darien is no longer con 
sumed by the curse. Like Nick, Darien owes his “new life” to that most duplicitous 
of all the reimaged fairy tale characters, the doppelganger trickster.

Final Comments on the Reimaged Fairy Tale Figures
Other horror and sci-fi/fantasy series have introduced some unique variations 

on the aforementioned figures. Angel (1999- present) contains two pivotal female 
characters: a cursed heroine, Cordelia Chase (Charisma Carpenter), who has be 
come half-demon so that she can tolerate her clairvoyant visions without being 
driven mad and a comical partner by the name of Fred (Amy Acker) who pos 
sesses unusual mental capacities. Gene Rodclenbenys Andromeda (2000-present) 
has an even stranger wise female character, a hologram/ android named Rommie 
(Lexa Doig) that is a reflection of the ship’s consciousness, both in energy and 
physical form. In addition, Tyr Anasazi (Keith Hamilton Cobb) Joins the Androm 
eda crew as the ambivalent doppelganger trickster, traveling companion who is 
always looking out for himself, even at the expense of turning in his shipmates to 
the enemy so that he can survive in “Machiavellian style” to fight another day 
(Nazzaro 31). And the recent cult fantasy. Special Unit 2 (2001-2002) has a male 
and female pair of detective heroes, Nick O’Malley (Michael Landes) and Kate 
Benson (Alexondra Lee), who are assisted in their supernatural investigations by 
Carl (Danny Woodburn), a comedic, yet very wise old gnome. Future programs, 
no doubt, will continue to use Forever Knight and The Invisible Man as the tem 
plate for their story lines. And as long as there are tele-fairy tales to be told, images 
of the vampire cop and see-through agent will continue to serve as the prototype 
for new characters on these shows.

Benedictine University James laccino
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Hollywood Cowboys and Confederates in 
Mexico: Andrew V. McLaglen’s 

The U ndefeated  (1969)

Among the critics of the popular cinema it is generally thought that the his 
torical film does not do justice to the facts of history. Typical of this claim is Stephen 
Jay Gould’s statement in his deconstructive review of Jurassic Park: “All records 
of history must present biases, yet factual reality remains our partially attainable 
goal....But films intended for popular audiences include more fact-distorting con 
ventions .. .than any other medium.” ' Hollywood, it has also been argued, is much 
more interested in entertainment and escapism than in historical accuracy with 
regard to the production of its “costume pictures” (so termed because these mov 
ies cast their characters in the elaborate costumes of the historic period in which 
the story is set). Novelist, George MacDonald Fraser, author of the notorious 
Flashman adventures (a series of satirical-historical novels that debunk the Victo 
rian myth of the honorable and virtuous British officer), however, takes exception 
with this criticism in his film study. The Hollywood History o f the World; From 
One Million Years B.C. to Apocalypse Now (1988). Fraser, who has himself writ 
ten for the movies (authoring the screenplay to director Richard Lester’s elegant 
1973 motion picture adaptation of Alexandre Dumas’ The Three Musketeers, among 
others) articulates the minority opinion that, rather than being frivolous or incom 
petent with its subject, Hollywood has instead taken history quite “seriously.” His 
thesis is that moviemakers have done a good job of presenting history, given the 
many and varied difficulties in producing motion pictures. Fraser writes in his 
Introduction to The Hollywood History o f the World:

In view of some of the monstrosities that have been put on the screen in 
the past half-century, that may seem a bold claim. There is a popular 
belief that where history is concerned, Hollywood always gets it wrong 
— and sometimes it does. What is overlooked is the astonishing amount 
of history Hollywood has got right, and the immense unacknowledged 
debt which we owe to the commercial cinema as an illuminator of the 
story of mankind^

He includes as one of his chapters in this book, entitled “New World, Old 
West,” an examination of the classic Western. (Fraser reminds us that, technically
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speaking, the Western is a sub-genre of the costume picture; its narrative focus is 
as much about history as it is about action and adventure.) John Cawelti, in his 
seminal monograph on popular fiction, Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: For 
mula Stories as Art and Narrative (1976), in fact, claims that the Western, unlike 
the detective story, “is not defined by a fixed pattern of action.” ̂  Richard W. Etulain 
adds to Cawelti’s contention by outlining the broad scope of the Western’s plot:

In their [the Western’s) narratives the good man always wins. In doing so, 
he defeats his weak or evil opponents, and he is rewarded for his dili 
gence — most often by winning the thanks of the community he saves 
and/or the hand of the heroine, or by gaining wealth. At the opposite end 
of the spectrum one would place the work of such western writers as Ken 
Kesey, N. Scott Momaday, Wright Morris, Richard Brautigan, and Larry 
McMurtry, whose plots are not predictable and who rarely utilize all the 
ingredients of the Western^.

What defines the Western, then, if not exclusively the action of its story, is its 
setting, that historically specific time and place located in America’s past and on 
America’s frontier. As to the identification of the specific time, in their introduc 
tion to The Western Story: Fact, Fiction, and Myth (1975), editors Philip Durham 
and Everett L. Jones state that “Western stories ordinarily describe a part of the 
comparatively recent past, a time that lies somewhere between the Civil War and 
the invention ofthe automobile\ And, as to the specific locale of the Western, 
American historian Frederick Jackson Turner has provided the theoretical basis 
for many discussions of the Western in his 1893 essay, “The Significance of the 
Frontier in American History,” in which he articulates his now famous (and infa 
mous, in some circles) proclamation: “The existence of an area of freeland, its 
continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward, explain 
American development.”^

Turner’s thesis is that the frontier, over time, has historically been punctuated 
by various “fail lines,” which are the borders between civilized and uncivilized 
lands -  the frontier, if you will — and as each frontier area becomes settled, the 
“fall line” moves relentlessly westward across the continenf. Thus, for Turner, 
and for the myth/symbol scholars of the Western whose work has been defined by 
Turner (from Henry Nash Smith’s Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and 
Myth, to John G. Cawelti’s The Six-Gun Mystique, to Richard Siotkin’s Gunfighter 
Nation: The Myth ofthe Frontier in Twentieth-Century America), the historic fron 
tier in America was West, and was always moving west.

I would point out, however, that the frontier adventure story in popular film 
and literature is not solely defined by the west or by Westerns. History itself has
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demonstrated that frontier expansion on the North American continent also flowed 
in the geographic directions of north and south. In popular fiction, authors such as 
Jack London and James Oliver Curwood published many frontier adventure sto 
ries that take place in the far north, in Canada and Alaska; other frontier adventure 
novelists, such as B. Traven, author of Treasure o f the Sierra Madre (1935) and 
Glendon Swarthout, author of They Came to Cordiira (1958) employed settings 
that were located south of the U.S. border, in Mexico. Indeed, conducting a close 
review of the genre, it soon becomes obvious that the frontier adventure story is 
comprised of “Northerns” and “Southerns,” in addition to Westerns. A useful ex 
ample of a Southern movie is director Andrew V. McLaglen’s The Undefeated 
(1969), starring two of Hollywood’s biggest marquee stars of that period, John 
Wayne and Rock Hudson.

At the heart of The Undefeated is the cowboy story, the tale of a group of 
cowboys who are involved in a livestock drive, in this particular instance, horses 
rather than cattle. These cowboys are led by John Henry Thomas (played by John 
Wayne), an American Civil War colonel in the Union Army, who quit his commis 
sion immediately following General Lee’s surrender in order to reward the men of 
his command by providing an income for them. Taking Horace Greeley’s advice 
literally, John Henry and his men (accompanied by a band of Cherokee braves) go 
west to make their fortunes as cowboys. Complimenting this standard Western 
formula is an additional narrative, somewhat less conventional in nature. James 
Langdon (played by Rock Hudson), another colonel of the Civil War (though this 
time an officer who served in the Confederate Army), in order to escape the hard 
ships that will result from a defeated and disgraced South, decides to lead a group 
of his soldiers and their families south to Mexico so that they can find a new home 
under the regime of the Emperor Maximilian of Mexico. At issue regarding the 
motivation of both major characters — John Henry Thomas and James Langdon 
— and their followers is a Richard Slotkin-like regeneration, though in this narra 
tive variant, a moral regeneration, that will allow them to Jettison the experienced 
horrors of war and embrace the start of a new life.

John Henry tells his commanding officer, General Joe Masters (played by 
Paul Fix), that the reason he is resigning his commission is because he feels a 
special responsibility to his troops and their future welfare. He informs the Gen 
eral that these men didn’t join the Union Army for any specific ideological cause, 
but because they were loyal to him. Only a mere handful have survived combat 
over the past three years, and John Henry feels that he can make a great deal of 
money for these surviving men by wrangling wild horses to sell to the U.S. Army. 
Like John Henry, James Langdon also thinks he can regenerate the hopes of his 
friends by escaping the post-war South and traveling to Mexico to begin again. To 
achieve this ambition, he is willing to leaving everything behind, even burning his
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family’s plantation to the ground rather than allow it to fall into the hands of un 
scrupulous carpetbaggers from the North. Langdon’s plan, in fact, has as its prece 
dence actual history in which former officers of the Confederacy went to Mexico 
to seek employment in Maximilian’s army. Jasper Ridley writes about this situa 
tion in his historical biography, Maximilian anclJiiarez:

Many of the defeated Confederate troops were crossing the Rio Grande 
into Mexico. Some of the younger men, who had served up to four years 
in the army, had never had a civilian job and did not wish to have one. 
They preferred to go to Mexico to take part in the fighting there.^

In both real history and the fictionalized cinema founded in that history. Con 
federate soldiers Journeyed South instead of West to seek spiritual regeneration, 
denying Frederick Jackson Turner’s fundamental mythology of the West as an 
“escape valve” for those seeking a better life previously denied in the East. Such 
migration as well denies the traditional expectations of the Western formula, hence 
offering another reason for calling The Undefeated a Southern rather than a West 
ern.

After John Henry Thomas rounds-up some 3000 horses, he and his men take 
these animals to an unnamed post somewhere in the Southwest to sell them to the 
U.S. Army. When they arrive, they first encounter two representatives of 
Maximilian’s government who offer them top dollar (with “all expenses paid”) if 
they would instead sell the horses to Maximilian’s army. At first, John Henry de 
clines this generous offer, but quickly changes his mind when he then meets two 
unscrupulous agents of the U.S. government who attempt to swindle him (with the 
explanation that money is tight and times are tough during this Reconstruction 
period). John Henry Thomas then turns his horse drive due south, past the Rio 
Grande River and into the heart of Mexico. Naturally, while on the drive they cross 
paths with James Langdon and his settlers, who are on their way to Durango to be 
escorted by Maximilian’s soldiers further south to Mexico City. Thomas and 
Langdon, past enemies during the war, now find themselves in similar circum 
stances. The U.S. Army attempts to stop both groups at the Rio Grande. They plan 
to seize and return Langdon and his followers, and they intend to prevent Thomas 
from selling his horses to Maximilian. Neither plan succeeds and, in dramatic fash 
ion, each group successfully makes the crossing into Mexico. When Thomas’s 
adopted son, the Cherokee named Blue Boy, scouts bandits in the hills possibly 
planning an ambush, Thomas decides to visit Langdon’s camp and give the warn 
ing. Though a tense meeting ensues, Thomas and Langdon strike up a friendship, 
despite their political differences, which eventually leads to Langdon’s invitation 
to Thomas and his cowboys to celebrate the Fourth of July.
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During the celebration, old conflicts arise and the party soon turns into a 
fistfight that can only be broken up a Confederate woman firing a warning shot 
into the air. The film’s intent in this scene is to show that the victims of American 
Civil War are still victims to their old hatreds; the war still exists for them, seeth 
ing beneath a thin veneer of courtesy, waiting to erupt at the slightest provocation. 
Even a mutual respect for the Fourth of July celebration is not powerful enough to 
soothe the high emotions of this longstanding and destructive feud. The only thing, 
it seems, that can reunite these people is a shared danger. Those Mexican bandits 
lurking in the hills finally decide to attack Langdon's wagon train, and as he circles 
the wagons, Thomas is there to give advice, telling Langdon that the women should 
also take rifles and fight along side the men.

The bandits are a truly evil crowd. In the best (or worst) stereotypical fashion, 
they threaten Langdon’s pioneers with theft and rape, behaving in thoroughly ani 
malistic fashion. At the moment of the bandits’ appearance, Thomas sends Blue 
Boy for his own gang of cowboys and Indians to help in the fight, but the Confed 
erate named Captain Anderson thinks John Henry is not to be trusted and is plan 
ning something nefarious of his own. During the attack, Thomas’ men arrive just 
in time to send the bandits, now greatly reduced in number, packing back to the 
hills. Langdon, despite his dislike of the Yankees, is grateful, and Langdon’s sense 
of gratitude leads to his Fourth of July invitation. Unfortunately, after the resulting 
donnybrook at the Fourth celebration, each group goes its separate way, though 
soon to be united again in a common cause. James Langdon and company finally 
arrive at Durango. The locals have decked out the town to welcome the Confeder 
ates, the band playing “Dixie” and Maximilian’s representative inviting them to a 
banquet in their honor. During this banquet, however, Langdon and his followers 
are quickly surrounded by troops, and the government representative reveals him 
self to be General Rojas (played by Antonio Aguilar), an officer of Juarez’s revo 
lution. Rojas gives Langdon an ultimatum: a demand that John Henry Thomas 
deliver his herd of horses to Juarez instead of Maximilian. Rojas has been follow 
ing the progress of both Thomas and Langdon in Mexico, and sees an opportunity 
in using these people to help the cause of his revolution. Langdon at first objects, 
proclaiming that he is not going to ask anything from any “damn Yankee.” Rojas 
then threatens to shoot his Confederate captives, including women and children, 
and Langdon reluctantly consents.

When he delivers Rojas’ ultimatum, Thomas discusses the options with his 
men. They finally agree to sacrifice their herd, which is emblematic of their pro 
spective wealthy and future happiness, so that the lives of their former enemies 
can be saved. And, thus, an important moment in the film’s story is reached. Per 
sonal honor is recognized by Thomas and his cowboys as being more important 
than personal wealth. People’s lives matter more than money or comfort. At a
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larger thematic level, personal honor is even greater than political differences in 
The Undefeated. The sacrifice of Thomas and his men ultimately becomes the 
agent of total reunification in a way that the promise of a new frontier and a new 
start cannot. North and South cannot be reunited by the mythos of the West, nor by 
the geography of south of the border. Instead, they can only be reconciled by the 
application of a higher moral code, that of one’s duty to personal honor above all 
else.

At the conclusion of the film, John Henry Thomas races his herd to Durango, 
fighting past a column of Maximilian’s own troops blocking the way. The horses 
arrive, in the proverbial nick of time, just before any of Roja’s hostages are shot. 
After the release of the captives (“You drive a hard bargain, General,” says Tho 
mas to Rojas, and Rojas replies “War is war. You should know that”), James Langdon 
intends to return to his home in the Reconstructed South, telling his sergeant-at- 
arms, Jeff Newby (played by Bruce Cabot): “Well, the only place a man can raise 
more hell than he can in a war is on the floor of the House of Representatives. An 
old friend of mine once told me people like to vote for heroes. So, I guess that’s 
what I’ll do.” John Henry Thomas also plans to return north of the border to the 
Oklahoma Territory, to start a ranch. He has developed a love interest with Marga 
ret Langdon, sister-in-law to James Langdon and widow to Langdon’s brother, 
who was killed in action during the war (ironically, in the same battle as fought by 
John Henry). Thomas’ adopted Cherokee son. Blue Boy, leader of the Indians who 
are horse-punching alongside John Henry’s cowboys, is also involved in a roman 
tic relationship of his own, with Langdon’s sixteen-year old daughter, Charlotte. 
Romance, it seems, has combined with honor to reinvigorate and reengage these 
still “undefeated” warriors of the Civil War.

The film’s political message also contains a practical one: that over-weening 
pride in the pursuit of a cause can be destructive. Compromise, at both the political 
and personal level, is preferable to destructive pride. During the opening scene of 
the film, for example, the last symbolic battle of the Civil War is being fought. 
John Henry Thomas leads his soldiers against a rag-tag group of Rebel defenders 
who can barely stand, let alone shoot their guns. This nameless, placeless battle is 
quickly decided, and as John Henry surveys the bloody battlefield strewn with the 
bodies of dead men, a messenger arrives announcing that the war is ended, that 
Lee has surrendered at Appomattox three days earlier. We, the film’s viewers, then 
realize along with John Henry that this last battle was unnecessary. John Henry 
next proceeds under a flag of truce to the Confederate camp to tell the Rebels of 
the news. He is met by a rebel Major who is missing an arm (lost during the war, 
we suppose). When John Henry informs the Major of the news, the Major replies 
that they knew of Lee’s surrender a day earlier. An astonished John Henry asks 
why the Rebels fought a battle that they didn’t need to fight, and the Major says:
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“Cause this is our land, and you’re on it.” When John Henry counters with the 
statement: “We are all Americans,” the Major answers: “And that’s the saddest 
part of it.” Pride, the film implies, was the cause of an unnecessary battle and an 
unnecessary war.

In addition, the film suggests that one cannot run away from the problems 
caused by destructive pride. Mexico is not the place for discovering a new future 
by escaping the past, but instead is the place where the problems of the past can be 
repaired. Compromise, the film suggests, tempered by the strength of personal 
honor, offers the best cure for this repair. It is the American way, the viewer under 
stands, to a stronger American future.

This returns us to the question of the role of history in the historical motion 
picture. I would propose that the facts of history are relatively unimportant in the 
historical film (or in historical fiction, for that matter). Granted, the narrative de 
tails of a remote time and place provide a sense of verisimilitude in the telling of a 
story set in the past, but it is the human condition, the discussion of human values 
and concerns, that is of paramount significance. Whether set at the end of the 
American Civil War, or in Mexico during the reign of Maximilian and the Juarez 
revolution, the message of the human condition in The Undefeated is greater than 
time or place. The same message could, arguably, be told within the futuristic 
confines of science fiction, or within the contemporary milieu of the detective 
story, the horror story, or the romance story, but perhaps not quite as effectively. 
The finest Westerns, after all. reveal the landscape of the mind and the frontier of 
our emotions much better than any historical moment or geographical location. 
The same is true with Southerns, such as The Undefeated (which, as the characters 
return home at the film’s conclusion, first North then East, may actually be an 
“Eastern,” but that’s a discussion best left for another time).

Michigan State University Gary Hoppenstand
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