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Introduction

“There is a major time-warp going on here” decldigdmaker Oliver Stone in
February 1991. “We all feel the 60’s are comingkbdcPublished shortly before the
theatrical release of his latest motion pictliee Doors Stone’s comment certainly
reflected his own interest in the 1960s. He hadpupis point, represented the 60s
in three films: the Vietham War dramB&toon(1986) andBorn on the Fourth of
July (1989) and, most recently, a biopic of rock andistar Jim MorrisonThe
Doors(1991). He was also about to begin shooting a ékploring the “truth”

behind President John F. Kennedy’s assassinatiblowvember 1963JFK (released
in December 1991). Yet, as the above quotation sh8tone was emboldened
enough to shed the first-person singular pronowt.“Nfeel the 60’s are coming
back” but “we;” not even a specific we, but “we.’allhe filmmaker was promoting
himself and his films as harbingers of a 60s revivat he believed to be consuming
late 2" century American politics and culture.

Stone’s claims were not unwarranted. As a numbeuldral studies
scholars and political scientists have noted, aduejpublic debate over the legacy of
the 1960s, or “Sixties,” raged in the public sphireughout the 1980s and 1990s.
The period receiving so much attention from paktins, journalists, musicians,
filmmakers and television programmers was not eéefiny a strict 1960-69
timeframe. Rather, the Sixties in question wasagglomeration ... of cultural
elements, political meanings, and other associgiti@irospectively attached to this
temporal period.The Vietnam War, the civil rights movement and éngergence of
second wave feminism, the counterculture: phenoreeoh as these, according to

many historians, took shape in the 1940s and 50®gspilled over into the 1970s.

! Paul Chutkow, “Oliver Stone arkhe Doors Obsession Meets the Obsessdhe New York Times
February 24, 1991, p. H1.

2 Daniel MarcusHappy Days and Wonder Years: The Fifties and theeSiin Contemporary
Cultural Politics(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 20048ta Mendel-Reyes,
Reclaiming Democracy: The Sixties in Politics anehhbry(New York: Routledge, 1995), pp. 69-
103; Eleanor Townsley, “The Sixties’ Tropelheory, Culture & Societyol. 18, no. 6 (2001), pp.
99-123; Bernard Von Bothmeframing the Sixties: The Use and Abuse of a Defade Ronald
Reagan to George W. Bugmherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2010).

% Marcus,Happy Daysp. 207, n1.

* See, for example, David Farber (e@he Sixties: From Memory to Histof€hapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 1994); Mark Hiom-Lytle, America’s Uncivil Wars: The
Sixties Era from Elvis to the Fall of Richard Nix@xford: Oxford University Press, 2006); Maurice
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In public debates of the 1980s and 90s they werertteeless frequently grouped,
for good or for ill, beneath a single banner —$idies® The very term became a
discursive battleground; an appellative armourglémhwith political significance. In
recounting the past many public figures were ai®k&ihg to the future. Could
demonising the feminist movement lead to stricterion laws? Would an attack
on the counterculture warrant a return to “old-fasbd family values™ The era was
reclaimed as a rallying point for arbiters of vasqolitical persuasions. “The
sixties, | have come to believe, are somethingmdldical Rorschach test” wrote

essayist and author Joseph Epstein in 1988:

Tell me what you think of that period and | shall {ou
what your politics are. Tell me that you think teriod both
good and bad, with much to be said for and ag#irshd
you are, whether you know it or not, a liberal.|Teé that
you think the sixties a banner time for Americda li.. and
you are doubtless a radical. Tell me that you thingksixties
a time of horrendous dislocation, a disaster nemarérted ...
your views, friend, are close to mine and | am gdebto
meet yolf

Epstein’s “friends” in this context were politicaktonservative
commentators and politicians (the article from vihtice above quotation is taken
appeared in a collection of articles that attadkedSixties as “a malignant period of
American history”)’ As Daniel Marcus and others note, diatribes agaiippies,

feminists, and social policies introduced in th€éa$ such as affirmative action and

Isserman and Michael KaziAmerica Divided: The Civil War of the 196@3xford: Oxford
University Press, 2000); Arthur Marwickhe Sixties: Cultural Revolution in Britain, Frandealy
and the United States, ¢.1958-c.19@%ford: Oxford University Press, 1998); Tom Shaatm
Decade of Shocks: Dallas to Watergate, 1963-1®W&w York: Simon and Schuster, 1983); David
SteigerwaldThe Sixties and the End of Modern Ame(idew York: St Martin’s Press, 1995);
Barbara TischlerSights on the Sixtigdew Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1992);eAlchols,
Shaky Ground: The Sixties and Its Aftershqblesv York: Columbia University Press, 2002). For a
overview on 1960s historiography, see Andrew Htiithen Did the Sixties Happen?’: Searching
for New Directions,"Journal of SociaHistory, vol. 33, no. 1 (Fall 1999), pp. 147-62.

® Stating precisely what years constitute “the ®itiis not an easy task. It really depends on vehat
being discussed. For the purposes of this thdsifolw Von Bothmer in identifying the period
approximately spanning 1960-1974 as the timeframbgested to the most debakraming the
Sixties p. 2.

® Joseph Epstein, “A Virtucrat Remembers,” in JohBhinzel (ed.)Political Passages: Journeys of
Change Through Two Decades, 1968-1@88w York: The Free Press, 1988), p. 34.

" John Downton Hazletiyly Generation: Collective Autobiography and Idgnfolitics (Madison:
The University of Wisconsin Press, 1998), p. 128.



public school busing, were common currency for Rdéipan politicians and their
political allies of the 1980s and 1990%0 make so clean a distinction — as Epstein
does — between liberal and conservative opinioasd,suggest in the following
pages, somewhat crude. It nevertheless indicagesytinbolic import placed upon
any representation of this era. To celebrate, eot@lemn, the Sixties was to nail
one’s political flag to the mast; and politicianene by no means the only
participants in this very public fracas.

This thesis is a history of Hollywood cinema’s admition to the Sixties
debate during the years 1986-199texplores, through discussion of a number of
Sixties representations, the interconnections betvidm, politics and public
memory of the 1980s and 1990s. Marcus’ importardysprovides only cursory
references to cinena.Yet an examination of the masses of journalistit political
discourse that surrounded many of Hollywood’s &&fiilms indicates that they
were no minor players in the public sphere. Indéeely offered the opportunity for
the articulation of public memories within the fikexts themselves and in
promotion and reception materials. For this reastmllywood representations of the
Sixties served as prominent discursive tools, Wsefiimmakers and public
commentators, in high-profile attempts to shape orees of America’s recent past
and to shape the country’s political future. Byrexang a group of films — in terms
of each film’s respective production history, stdpvelopment, and content and
themes, as well as its promotion campaigns anddp8lpr critical reception — |

provide a multi-layered analysis of those histdraznditions that informed the ways

® Thomas FrankThe Conquest of Cool: Business Culture, Countauceytand the Rise of Hip
ConsumerisniChicago and London: University of Chicago Pre€897), pp. 1-5; Marcudiappy

Days and Wonder Yeargp. 43-49, 181-186; Townsley, “The Sixties’,”.[@04-109; Von Bothmer,
Framing the Sixtiegpp. 28-130.

° Here a brief note is required: having nearly caeted the writing of this thesis, | came across dame
Amos Burton’s excellent thesis “Film, History andltiral Memory: Cinematic Representations of
Viethnam Era America During the Culture Wars, 198B8” (Unpublished PhD Thesis, University of
Nottingham, 2007). Had | encountered it earliavplld have sustained a far more consistent
dialogue with his findings than has been possibteia late stage. While there are significant
differences between my work and Burton’s in terhmethodologies used and conclusions drawn,
Burton’s use of the 1980s and 90s culture warsrabrc under which to examine cinematic
representations of the Sixties, his analysis oépdon materials, and even some of his film choices
have pre-empted my own study. Our discussioroofest Gumgn particular, while not identical,
share some similarities. Chapter Five's analysBarfest Gumphas, therefore, made every effort to
highlight where Burton and | have reached simitaratusions. Were | to pursue this research further,
I would devote more space to highlighting its ietation with and digressions from Burton’s
argument.

9 Marcus briefly mentions every film examined insttinesis, but provides little in the way of textual
production, promotion or reception analysis.
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in which filmmakers shaped political content andhafse conditions which
influenced the ways in which each of the films @ped in the public sphere.

Given the thesis’ focus on multiple stages of mifsl life-cycle — production,
promotion and reception — | have limited my in-degnalysis to five high-profile
and commercially successful pictures released duhe years 1986-199R1atoon
(1986),Dirty Dancing(1987),JFK (1991),Malcolm X(1992) and~orrest Gump
(1994). The first four each deal with a prominergrg or movement from the
Sixties:Platoonwith Vietnam Dirty Dancingwith women'’s liberationJFK with
the Kennedy assassinatidalcolm Xwith the African-American freedom struggle.
Gumpcovers a wealth of Sixties phenomena from the avaatture and Vietham to
the civil rights and anti-war movements, encapsujeseveral subjects of
importance to the Sixties debate. So small a filmpas does, of course, limit the
amount that can be said about the numerous otbrical portrayals produced
between 1986 and 1994I do not claim to be offering a comprehensive syrof
Hollywood's filmic output at this time. What thee$is does provide, however, is a
multi-dimensional and innovative critical re-evaioa of five very familiar and
much-discussed historical films. The new perspestimpened up through a detailed
focus on production (especially script developmgm)motion and reception revise
our understanding of these five films and shedtlaghthe ways in which historical
films, and films more generally, are politicallyagled and re-shaped as they travel
from script to screen.

There are several reasons why | sele@tatioon Dirty Dancing JFK,
Malcolm XandForrest Gumpover other prominent cinematic representations
released during this eight year period. Firstlypider to demonstrate the new
insights and alternative interpretations that camtawn from my methodological
approach, | wanted to study films that had alrdagsn the subject of much
academic debate. With the exceptiobaty Dancing all of my choices have
become staples in historical film studiBstty Dancingis an important addition to

1 The years 1986-1994 are notable for a prolifenatibnumerous high-profile Sixties films, such as
the Vietnam War pictureBull Metal Jacke(1987),Hamburger Hill(1987),Gardens of Stone
(1987),Casualties of Waf1988),Born on the Fourth of Julg1989),Heaven and Eart(i1993);
biopicsThe Doorg1991),What's Love Got to Do With (1993),Ruby(1992),Hoffa (1992); dramas
about the civil rights movemeMississippi Burning1988),Heart of Dixie(1989),The Long Walk
Home(1990),Ghosts of Mississipgll994); and films and feature documentaries abwut t
counterculture and anti-war movement such@89(1988) andBerkeley in the 606989).



this corpus, for it is a rare female-centred Ssfiem, one which was shaped, like
the other four, so as to enter into high-profilbakes on the recent American past.
Its absence in academic analyses of historicakfien! will argue, an oversight on
the part of historical film studies, where maleited Sixties features have been
privileged over those focusing on womé@tatoon Dirty Dancing JFK, Malcolm X
andForrest Gumpwere, and continue to be, extremely prominent jputar and
scholarly debates and offer tantalising subjectendbr a thesis that seeks to
challenge existing ideas regarding the productimhraception of Hollywood
political and historical portrayals.

Yet, this reasoning alone does not justify the siois of several extremely
familiar Sixties films. For example, in a thesislilieg with civil rights
representations, where, one might askississippi Burning1988)? Surely, the
Alan Parker directed portrayal of the 1964 MisgipsFreedom Summer is as
prominent in debates about cinematic history &dakolm X The omission of films
such asvlississippi Burningntroduces the thesis’ second control; namely, the
exclusive focus on a particular generation of Aweamiscreenwriters and directors
that were young men and women during the Sixtiemsmblers of what this thesis
will call “The Sixties Generation” (discussed latetthe introduction), were born,
and spent their formative years in America. Altloé screenwriters and directors,
and many of the actors, involved in the productbthese films were in their teens
and twenties in the Sixties. Their creative workhef 1980s and 1990s suggests that
they were influenced by similar political, cultueaid philosophical developments of
their youth. My thesis demonstrates the mannerichvfilmmakers of the Sixties
generation constructed their films so as to spedkeir generational peers
particularly, and fellow Americans more generalgr this reason British director
Alan Parker does not fit the criteria, nor doedi8hidirector Brian Gibson (director
of Tina Turner biopic\What's Love Got to Do With)ItSimilarly, screenwriter and
director Stanley Kubrick (Vietnam filnkull Metal JackeXis not discussed at length
because of his age (b. 1928).

Thirdly, all five films examined in this thesis veethe most commercially

successful films to engage with their respectigeesor issues in this eight-year



period’® While | am aware that the success of these filntiseabox-office does not
necessarily make them the most important filmsefgeriod (and each of the films
will certainly be located within a broader cinengatontext), such commercial
success, coupled with intense media coverage,sigggest them to be significant
representatives of Hollywood’s attempts to makemmepof the Sixties. | should
reiterate here that when | say “Hollywood” | meamctly Hollywood cinema
Another study devoted to non-theatrical (televismdeo etc) representations of the
Sixties during the years 1986-1994 would raiserdimedy new set of questions
regarding the era’s political legacy and, indebd,ihdividuals and events felt
worthy of visual commemoration (a subject | rettororiefly in the thesis’
conclusion). Certainly, it would seem to me th#&\tession programmes throughout
the 1980s and 1990s gave air time to issues anmd<slggely ignored by
mainstream Hollywood cinema (the private liveses#ly but non-famous individuals
and a greater focus on the lives of women, for g@ptansubjects discussed in
Chapter Two and the Conclusion). To do full justme¢his medium’s output would,
however, require another thesis, and for this reasahile television and video
releases receive brief mentions — | concentratiédros given theatrical releases.
Indeed, my thesis is less a study of the multitodanSixties discourses present in
popular culture of the 1980s and 1990s (a la Davakus) than a select analysis of
a small number of filmic touchston&5As discussed below, | am less concerned
with being comprehensive than with utilising a neethodological approach in
order to revise and augment existing perspectineh® production and reception of
Hollywood historical films. The methodology utilddéere might serve as a
foundation upon which future research on otheri&xtepresentations could build.
For this reason, and while | address briefly isswrsounding other cultural
productions, the following five chapters focus paiity upon the stated five films.
My film selection was thus premised upon a consitien of each film’s
prominence in popular debates at the time of gafifical release, its place within

academic writings on historical films, and the treapersonnel involved in the

2 The domestic (US) box-office takings for the ffilens are as followsPlatoon $164 million;Dirty
Dancing $63 million;JFK, $78 million;Malcolm X $45 million; Forrest Gump$329 million.
www.boxofficemojo.com(Accessed May 2009). All further box office figarand statistics are taken
from this website.

13 Marcus,Happy Days and Wonder Years
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production, promotion and receptidfiatoon Dirty Dancing JFK, Malcolm Xand
Forrest Gumpare five high-profile American motion picturespgduced by
Americans who had been young during the Sixtiesd; aften, had participated in
events and movements of this period. Furthermareheir theatrical releases, these
films were discussed at length by other Americablipicommentators and even at
times entered into political debates on the “megihaf the Sixties for contemporary
America.

Finally, the films selected transcend a singularrggecycle, or film type.
Included in the corpus is a war filrRlatoon), a woman’s film/musicallirty
Dancing, a crime/detective filmJFK), a biopic Malcolm X and a
comedy/historical dramdrrest Gump. BothPlatoonandDirty Dancingwere
low-budget, independently financed pictures, magdpdople with a relatively low
status within the film industry (Stone abdtty Dancingscreenwriter Eleanor
Bergstein and director Emile Ardolino were as stsonably unknown to the
general public)JFK, Malcolm XandForrest Gumpwyere medium-to-big budget
pictures, funded by a major studio, made by esthbt filmmakers and featuring
star performers. In selecting a corpus not limhgdyenre, by budget or by any
single filmmaker, | demonstrate how certain idedstudes and formal and stylistic
gualities are present across Hollywood’s Sixtigadi Indeed, while Oliver Stone
might be considered the most obvious subject iareatysis of 1980s and 1990s
representations of the Sixties (and | devote twaptdrs to analysis of his output),
this thesis illuminates the marked similaritieshe development and production of a
group of diverse films made by various filmmakeka gimilar age and political
outlook. All five films are notable for a sharedgagement with certain political and
philosophical issues that pervade their producfimomotion and reception. And it is
to these issues that | now turn.

This thesis contends thR@tatoon Dirty Dancing JFK, Malcolm X and
Forrest Gumpbecame nuclei around which circled two themes foretdal to
broader public debates on America’s recent pagerBeces to events, movements
and persons of the Sixties appeared in a clustdisoburses present in the 1980s
and 1990s public sphere, which were concernedlyfirsith the Sixties’ impact on
America as a nation. How had America changed irSikges’ wake? Was
American society more egalitarian and democrattabse of the Sixties; or, had the
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nation been irrevocably damaged because of evestgiated with this era?
Secondly, these discourses addressed the Sixtigshplogical legacy. The era’s
impact on the private lives and psychologies ofaterindividuals and groups —
Vietnam veterans and feminists, for example — éguzentrally in public debates.
Here the Sixties was framed as of import not jagkinerican society in general, but
to personal mind-sets. It is the project of thissik to highlight the ways in which
Hollywood cinema politically framed the Sixties arsocial and psychological level,
and, by extension, to illuminate the central rdieypd by the film industry in public
debate on this most contested of eras.

My examination contributes to a body of film scheldp which examines
American cinema’s representation of the Sixtieswutber of thought-provoking
studies have explorddlatoon JFK, Malcolm XandForrest Gumgn particular and
their contribution toward public memory of this &faMany of these examinations
also make claims about the films’ ideological addréhat~orrest Gumgs a
politically conservative demonisation of the Sistiéor example}> While my thesis
is informed by this previous academic work, thesfioas | ask and the
methodologies | use allow me to offer a new perspeon these much discussed
films. Combining textual analysis with an examioatbf script development,
promotion and reception, | explore the interactietween film text and historical
context at various points on each film’s journeynirscript to screen. The drive to

intervene in broader public discussion of the 8&tias, | argue, guided much of the

% A fuller list of references is provided in thelfoking five chapters. However, for particularly
insightful analyses of films such 86K andForrest Gumpas well as Stone’s second Vietnam film
Born on the Fourth of Julgee Robert Burgoyn€&;jlm Nation: Hollywood Looks at US History
(London: University of Minneapolis Press, 1997), 88-103, 104-119, 57-87; and Burgoyne,
“Memory, History and Digital Imagery in Contempoydtilm,” in Paul Grainge (ed.Memory and
Popular Film(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003)2p0-236. FoPlatoonand 1980s
Vietnam films in general see Marita Sturk@&angled Memories: The Vietham War, the AIDS
Epidemic and the Politics of Remember{Bgrkeley: University of California Press, 1997p, 96-
121. ForJFK see Robert A. Rosenstone, “JFK: Historical Factéisal Film,” American Historical
Reviewvol. 97, no. 2 (1992), pp. 506-511; Sturken, “Restment, Fantasy, and the Paranoia of
History: Oliver Stone’s Docudramadlistory and Theoryvol. 36, no. 4 (December 1997), pp. 64-
79; Hayden White, “The Modernist Event,” in Vivi&obchack (ed.)The Persistence of History:
Cinema, Television and the Modernist Evgrindon: Routledge, 1996), pp. 17-38. Ralcolm X
see Michael Eric Dysomaking Malcolm: The Myth and Meaning of Malcoln{Mew York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 129-1Bd GuerrerrofFrraming Blackness: The African
American Image in FilngPhiladelphia: Temple University Press, 1993), 9% -204.
15 See, for example, Burgoynieim Nation pp. 104-119; Thomas B. Byers, “History Re-membere
Forrest GumpPostfeminist Masculinity and the Burial of the Cmulture,”Modern Fiction
Studiesvol. 42, no. 2 (Summer 1996), pp. 419-444; Jeniifidand Wang, “A Struggle of
Contending Stories: Race, Gender and Political MgrimoForrest Gumg' Cinema Journalvol. 39,
no. 3 (Spring 2000), pp. 92-115.
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content and themes of the five films upon whicls thiesis focuses. My analysis of
script development builds upon academic studieb asdrobert Burgoynelsilm
Nationand Marita Sturken'$angled Memoriesvhich locate Hollywood films such
asPlatoonandForrest Gumpwithin public memory of the 1980s and 1990s.
However, whereas Burgoyne and Sturken focus ofirttehed film texts, | reveal
the constant shaping and re-shaping of script coteer a period of several years,
and the historical conditions that may have infarttee script development process.
Comparing early drafts d?latoon(1984, 1985 and February 198Bjrty Dancing
(1985),JFK (January 1991 and April 199MNalcolm X(1991) and~orrest Gump
(1992) with the finished products allows me to m&tlhow particular strategies —
relating to the construction of political and higtal content — were repeatedly
mobilised by those involved in the production ofle&élm, and also, by extension, to
offer some commentary on Hollywood cinema’s brogm#itical operations at this
time 1

Secondly, | expand existing scholarship on Hollydis®ixties films by
providing extensive analyses of the five films’ pration and critical receptioH.
Examining each film’s promotional campaign withis historical context, |
illuminate the diverse strategies employed by marken the framing and re-
framing of their products’ political and historiag@presentations and how these
strategies were informed by existing discursivecficas present at the time of each
film’s release. My analysis of reception mater@ssiders the ways in which each
film was “used” by various political and culturabéers in public discussions of the
Sixties, and indentifies the interpretive frameshwm which these films were
debated, celebrated and/or criticised. Importamtigcus on critical reception will
also argue that certain taste, race and gendeedelabates enabled some films to

become enshrined in the national body poliitaoon JFK andForrest Gump

'8 Dated draft scripts are fully referenced in thikofaing five chapters. | provide details of each
script’s availability in the Bibliography.

" The majority of the above noted scholarship presidlose textual analysis, but does not address in
any great detail these films’ promotion or receptidennifer Hyland-Wang’s study Bbrrest

Gumps reception and Janet Staiger’s and Barbie Zéimtaminations o8FK'’s reception, are
notable exceptions. Where relevant, | build up@séhworks while also, by drawing on a range of
previously unexamined materials, question and cmaii@l some of their interpretations. See Staiger,
“Cinematic Shots: The Narration of Violence,” irafgfer,Perverse Spectators: The Practices of Film
Receptio{New York and London: New York University PressQR) pp. 210-228; Wang, “A
Struggle of Contending Stories,” pp. 92-115; Baibédizer,Covering the Body: The Kennedy
Assassination, the Media, and the Shaping of Ciliedlemory(Chicago and London: University of
Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 201-214.
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while other films, though still receiving criticattention, were not incorporated into
debates on the Sixties to the same deddaty(DancingandMalcolm X. This
thesis is also, therefore, an attempt to explogectinditions within the public sphere
that lead to some films achieving a significantijpzd! status while others are

marginalised.

kkkkkkkk

My examination addresses two themes throughoutigpblitics and personal
authenticity. To explain briefly (and this is explad lateiin the introduction), public
politics refers to the way in which events and nmogats from the Sixties were
discussed, in the 1980s and 1990s, as being @nattonsequence. This is the
Sixties debated on a macro level. For exampleytagmam War and JFK’s
assassination were touted as events that transfloimerica. Personal authenticity
— though still very much a part of public debateters, on the other hand, to a
transformation of the self. Authenticity, as | uke term, denotes intellectual and/or
spiritual growth; an inward journey; a search foe® inner being. Such a search is
commonly associated with young men and women oStkies, whose
consciousness-raising sessions, experiments withAge religions, and dabbling
in drugs in the hope of learning something aboeir tbwn psychologies or souls
have become at once instantly recognisable icopbgraf the era and the butt of
many a satirical quip. Nevertheless, | contend tivathe 1980s and 1990s, personal
authenticity persisted as a discursive phenomenidh,various individuals and
groups claiming themselves as authentic, only teelsach claims contested by
others. Who had the “deepest” Sixties experienct®d ally got to the heart of the
era? Such questions were integral to the promatahlegitimatisation of Sixties
memories in the public sphere.

Of course, one cannot place clear boundaries batplglic politics and
personal authenticity; arguments over the Sixtiegufently revert to claims of the
positive or negative impact that key events, prditiegislations and social
movements had on people’s personal lives, and #ne@npsychological well-being.
Yet | argue that these films shared an approadtheio historical material in which
abstract political “issues” were treated in one walyile the impact of the Sixties on
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individual lives was treated in another. Discussiboth public politics and
personal authenticity dominated public debatesherSixties and, | argue, provides
significant insight into the flmmakers’ productisirategies and the interpretive
frames within whichHPlatoonand company were understood.

In terms of public politics, those prominently inved in the production of
Platoon Dirty Dancing JFK, Malcolm XandForrest Gumpwere politically
committed liberals® However, all five films were produced and releaaed time
not only when public debate was divided on thedgga the Sixties, but also when
vociferous anti-Sixties conservatives claimed tspeaking for substantial numbers
of ordinary Americans. What have come to be knostha “culture wars” ravaged
the public sphere throughout the 1980s and 1990sraservative and liberal
commentators (or, as they are called in James DaVisinter’s classic study,
“orthodox” and “progressive” commentators) argugdrdssues such as abortion,
feminism, homosexuality and multiculturalisthMany of these issues rose to
prominence in the Sixties, and it is therefore upssing that, as Sharon Monteith
puts it, the era has “been buffeted about on a@ftealture wars, in the media as well
as in the academe, and its legacy continues t@bated.* That the culture wars
were the province of a political and media eliteg aot of the far less polarised and
moderate American public, is a point | return tdhie conclusiofi* However, it is
this elite debate that serves as the discursivedwaork within which | examine
Platoon et dk production and reception. Although the cultursvdid not serve to
indicate the concerns of the American public ahale; they were nevertheless

prominent in the organisation of public life. Paltiebate in the 1980s and 1990s

'8 |n using the phrase “prominently involved” | amt meaking claims of auteur-like omnipotence.
John Caldwell illuminates the multitudinous interans between creative and managerial personnel
that facilitate the development and productionrof Bim. | do believe, however, that it is fair say
that those who wrote the scripts for, directed pratluced these films, and those who were
particularly visible in these films’ promotionalm@aigns, played a significant part in the shapihg o
political content. CaldwellProduction Culture: Industrial Reflexivity and Gdal Practice in Film

and TelevisiorfDurham and London: Duke University Press, 2008).

19 James Davison HunteEulture Wars: The Struggle to Define Amer{b&ew York: Basic Books,
1991).

%0 Sharon MonteithAmerican Culture in the 196@&dinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), p.
3.

L See, for example, Morris P. Fiorina, Samuel J.afs and Jeremy C. Pof@ylture War? The

Myth of a Polarised AmericéNew York: Pearson Longman, 2006); Alan WolBne Nation, After

All (New York: Viking, 1998).
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was understood by many political, cultural and s@wedemic commentators to be
in the throes of a culture wéf.

Screenwriters Oliver Ston@latoon JFK), Eleanor BergsteirDrty
Dancing, Zachary SklarJFK), Spike Lee iMalcolm X and Eric RothKorrest
Gump took note of these conflicts. To avoid alienataiiiper side of the culture war,
the filmmakers modified their scripts. Comparingledrafts with the finished films,
| argue that material which could be viewed as ¢ left-wing or liberal was
often altered so as to be more ambiguous, or efseved altogether. In this way
Platoon Dirty Dancing JFK, Malcolm XandForrest Gumpwere all constructed as
politically diverse texts. This was done to maxienmiblic engagement, for issues
such as the Vietham War and the feminist movemenéramed in the public
sphere as conflicts. Each film was constructed mg@ature culture war unto itself.

Stephen Prince argues that most films of the 19&0s made to be
“ideologically diverse,” in the hope of maximisisgmmercial succe<s.An
analysis of script development substantiates tiggraent, and also highlights how
these films were written and re-written so as tersect with the ebb and flow of
public debate. Promotional materials offer a simignge of politically diverse
renditions of the Sixtie¥' Posters, trailers, production notes and interviesitis cast
and crew members produced a variety of conflicBndies narratives which further
served to diversify political “meaning.”

Yet while all five films are characterised by a tifafious approach to public
politics, they nevertheless betray their flmmaké&beral political outlooks in one
prominent way: the representation of personal auitigy. All highlight the Sixties’
positive impact on the lives of their protagonigtatoon Dirty Dancing JFK,

22 See, for example, HunteBulture Wars Todd Gitlin, The Twilight of Common Dreams: Why
America is Wracked by Culture Wgidew York: Henry Holt and Company, 1995).

23 Stephen Princé/isions of Empire: Political Imagery in Contempoyakmerican Film(New York:
Praeger, 1992), pp. 40-41; PrindeNew Pot of Gold: Hollywood under the Electroniibow,
1980-1989: History of the American Cinema, VoludéBerkeley: University of California Press,
2002), p. 315.

24| here muddy the distinction made by Richard Dyetween promotion (materials produced by the
film industry with the express intention of selliagpicture) and publicity (text that “does not ampe
to be” deliberately produced to sell a picture)isTib because | argue that these films were pratiuce
in the hope that large amounts of media attentionldvconstitute a free promotional campaign.
Because they were constructed as attempts to uitéic debate, publicity as opposed to promotion
was needed to add an air of “importance” to thesdyrctions. As Dyer notes, “in its apparent or
actual escape from the image that Hollywood isgyto promote, [publicity] seems more
‘authentic’.” See DyerStars(London: BFI, 2001), pp. 60-61.
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Malcolm XandForrest Gumpchart their central protagonists’ intellectual and/
spiritual growth as thegwotagonists overcome ideological conflicts andrporate
political and cultural transformations of the Sestiinto their everyday lives.
According to these films, a search for authentigides hand in hand with forging
progressive communal relationships and even, irestases, with collective

political protest. The central character’s persenaturation is given an activist edge
(albeit rendered in different degrees); acting esnainder that, as the feminist
movement’s slogan put it, “the personal is politic&hris Taylor Platoon, Baby
HousemanDirty Dancing), Jim GarrisonJFK), Malcolm X (Malcolm X and

Forrest GumpGump gain authenticity by becoming human proponenthef
positive political, philosophical and moral attiagdthat these films argue are integral
elements of the Sixties’ legacy. Discussions ogpeal authenticity and in particular
of exactly whashould be considered as “authentic” representati’ésnerica’s
Sixties experience played a key role in debatekefi980s and 1990s. The
filmmakers drew upon these debates, and attemeptpdrtray protagonists whose
authenticity would be sanctioned and celebratdatdempublic sphere.

The concept of authenticity is a slippery one, tredfollowing pages provide
a clearer sense of how | will mobilise and inteatagthe term throughout the thesis.
My contention, however, is that Hollywood’s Sixtiss represented public
politics from both liberal and conservative pergpes. A narrative emphasising
personal authenticity ploughs through such idechlgiivides and stresses the
Sixties’ positive impact upon individuals. The pialpolitics/personal authenticity
template was critical to the production and rea@gptif Platoon Dirty Dancing
JFK, Malcolm XandForrest GumpAnd, while further research is required to
ascertain how this template is used in currentromd suspect that it continues and
will continue to inform Hollywood’s engagement withe Sixties debate, so long as
this era is framed as a “culture war” in the pullhere.

In order to adequately expand and explain thisraequ, | present in the next
section the theoretical framework within which llvbie analysing these historical
films. | follow this with a discussion of “the Sigs” as a conceptual category and an
examination of how the Sixties relates to whatrmtépublic memory” of the 1980s
and 90s. Here | insert the era into the contextrofder culture wars conflicts.
Finally, | provide a breakdown of the thesis’ fisleapters.
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In this thesis, | apply an interdisciplinary metbbmyy, which combines facets of
historical film studies, memory studies and reaapstudies, to the group of five
films that | refer to throughout as “historicalnfis.” Over the past twenty or so years,
historical film studies has increasingly considettegl ways in which film offers new
perspectives on the past and can actively con&itoutiebates amongst professional
historians. Memory studies, on the other hand,tescAlms more precisely within
the broader social context of their release and tfdraws] attention to the
activations and eruptions of the past as theygpereenced in and constituted by the
present.?® This is not to say that there is any consensuardéng the distinction
between history and memory as epistemological quac®ierre Nora’s 1989 claim
that history and memory “appear now to be in funelaial opposition” is much
disputed?® Nora argues that memory, whether individual otemtive, is malleable,
providing a way of forever interpreting and re-npi@ting the past through the lens
of the present. For Nora, memory is constantlyaagland susceptible to
manipulation by different groups at specific poimsime. Conversely, history, in
Nora’s view, is a professional discipline, settgways, unbendable — not open to
challenge or reappraisdlMany scholars question Nora’s distinction and sgg
that the relationship between history and memoopmplex and, as Marita Sturken
puts it, “entangled?® Memory may be a popularised, less “legitimate’si@n of
history, but, then again, neither forms of tellangd making sense of the past are
invulnerable to interpretation and re-writifiNevertheless, two reasonably distinct
bodies of film scholarship have emerged on thebgests and it is thus necessary to

highlight how my work seeks to straddle and syrieethe two approaches.

% paul Grainge, “Introduction,” in Grainge (edlemory and Popular FilnfManchester:
Manchester University Press, 2003), p. 1.

% pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les hiele Memoire,Representationso.26
(Spring 1989), p. 8.

%" Ibid., pp. 8-10.

% See for example Pam Codkcreening the Past: Memory and Nostalgia in Cin¢bomdon:
Routledge, 2005), pp. 3-5; Marita Sturk@angled Memories: The Vietham War, The AIDS
Epidemic, and the Politics of RememberiBgrkeley: The University of California Press, 1997.
5; Alison Landsbergprosthetic Memory: The Transformation of Americam®mbrance in the Age
of Mass CulturéNew York: Columbia University Press, 2004).

9 LandsbergProsthetic Memorypp. 47-48.
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The historians and film scholars Robert RosenstBobgert Brent Toplin,
Natalie Zemon Davis, Leger Grindon, William Guyitgyden White and Robert
Burgoyne have each developed valuable new appredchextually analysing
historical films° While their approaches differ, they have spearbeadreappraisal
of historical films which avoids simple chargeshidtorical distortion or
disingenuousness. Instead, they offer nuanced atxofithe ways that certain films
and filmmakers can, in Rosenstone’s words, “interagth, comment upon, and add
something to the larger discourse of history ouwvbich they grow and to which
they speak > Both Rosenstone and Hayden White have arguethiéonge of a new
set of critical tools in the study of non-writtesrins of history. They both contend
that historical films have the capacity to offefuable representations of the past
and even to challenge traditional (written) fornigistoriography. Filmic discourse,
or “historiophoty,” as White terms it, should beaexined on its own terms. White
argues for a focus on formal features such as emnseene, editing, characterisation
and narrative. “Sequences of shots and the use@ofage or close-ups,” argues
White, “can be made to predicate quite as effelstiae phrases, sentences, or
sequences in spoken or written discourééRbsenstone’s discussion of formal and
stylistic conventions — the tendency (at least iratrhe terms “mainstream dramas”),
to compress historical discourse into a brief argato condense several historical
players into composite characters, to emotiondlis®ry, to focus upon individual
stories as opposed to large populations, and teegomasses of information visually
rather than through words — is similarly valualoifering, as it does, a taxonomy of
analytical considerations.

The focus upon individuals that “serve to exempksger historical themes”

is a subject examined in detail throughout theigii#dNatalie Zemon Davis’ and

%0 Burgoyne Film Natior; Natalie Zemon DavisSlaves on Screen: Film and Historical Vision
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000)geeGrindonShadows on the Past: Studies in
the Historical Fiction Film(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994); it Guynn Writing
History in Film(New York: Routledge, 2006); Robert A. RosenstoH&story on Film/Film on
History (London: Pearson, 2006); Robert Brent TopReel History: In Defense of Hollywood
(Kansas: University Press of Kansas, 2002).

%1 RosenstoneHistory on Film p. 31.

32 White, “Historiography and HistoriophotyThe American Historical Reviewol. 93, no. 5
(December 1988), p. 1196. See also Rosenstonepiii; Images/History in Words: Reflections on
the Possibility of Really Putting History on tofil’ American Historical Reviewol. 93, no. 5
(December 1988), p. 1177.

% RosenstoneHistory on Film pp. 36-48.

% Rosenstoneistory on Film p. 14; ToplinReel Historypp. 36-41.
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Leger Grindon’s work has been particularly usefutonsidering the ways in which
filmmakers seek to imbue individual characters pndate relationships with
broader social and political resonance. For exanpleer discussion of Stanley
Kubrick’s gladiatorial epiSpartacug1960), Davis suggests that the portrayal of
personal relationships and slave marriages wasdmoére sentimental touch but the
representation of a form of slave resistariceSuch representations serve to
illuminate hierarchical and political structuresttivere in place during Roman
times, describing how those at the bottom soughh#&dlenge the self-granted
authority of their “superiors.” Similarly, Grindam'discussion of Warren Beatty's
biopic of the early 20 century left-wing radical John Ree®eds(1980), claims that
historical commentary is located within the relaship between its films’ central
protagonists Reed (Beatty) and Louise Bryant (Diseaton). Grindon argues that
the film uses this relationship to sketch allegaliicthe story of the rise and demise
of the 1960s New Left (with which Beatty was inve#y° In line with Davis and
Grindon, | maintain that treating the personal @gipal is central to understanding
the nature of Hollywood’s representations of theiSs.

The effort made during script development to prevadsustained
examination of Sixties political and personal tfan®ation indicates that all of the
filmmakers examined in this thesis were “artistsvitiom history matters®* This
statement is an incentive to explore the complexeld@pmental processes through
which each film was produced. In this respect, limamgreement with J.E. Smyth
when she proposes that, with regard to the histbfiim, the script serves as the
foundation upon which all cinematic representatiaresconstructetf In her
rigorous examination of the production of classldallywood historical films,
Smyth argues against the tendency to treat cldssatlywood history merely as
diverting entertainment. She examines productistohies of a number of pictures
made between 1931 and 1942 and argues that agnoatl of producers,
screenwriters and directors attempted to produgeuseand critical interpretations
of the past® Unlike Smyth, | do not have the benefit of acdesstudio

% Davis, Slavesp. 39.

% Grindon,Shadowsp. 190.

3" Davis, Slavesp. 15.

% J.E. SmythReconstructing American Historical Cinema: From @imon to Citizen Kane
(Kentucky: The University Press of Kentucky, 20Q8%)19.

%9 Smyth,Reconstructingp. 24.
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correspondences and memos. | do, however, drawhiga range of materials:
unpublished scripts, published interviews and my earrespondences with
filmmakers, previous cinematic and literary worksl diographies. In doing so, | am
able to offer considerable analysis of the complexelopmental strategies that were
mobilised by filmmakers interested in producingdiigally resonant pictures.

It is at this point, however, that | also begirdepart from Rosenstone, Davis
and other scholars of historical films. Focusingnarily on the film text, they seem
concerned with what it can offer to the professidmstorian. This leads to a rather
prescriptive selection process when it comes tmohgf the historical film. A
staunch defender of Oliver Stone’s work Rosenstoag be?® but one would have
to speculate that he would not include, for inseéaBarty Dancingin his pantheon of
serious historical films. It would probably be dded as an example of what he has
termed “costume drama”: films that do not engagé Wwistory, but simply use
history as a backdrop to tell far-fetched, fantaktie or adventure storiéSA
privileging of the film text leads to the making@drtain value judgement$;a film
does not seem to offer something of value to tehan — and for Rosenstone this
more often than not means adopting an experimesgticonscious visual and
narrative structure — then it is not granted thraesatatus? Yet some of the most
watched and discussed films with historical contestthose that are charged with
outright fantasy and fabrication. Placibgty Dancingwithin its broader production
context demonstrates the filmmakers’ investmersiaiying something important
about history.

My thesis promotes script analysis as key to udedsng historical films. |
argue that an examination of the additions, omissand alterations made by
screenwriters during the drafting stage can proeiddence of how mainstream
Hollywood filmmakers that want to say something@es about history and politics,
but who also want to maintain a prominent statuliwian industry that does not
look kindly on commercial failure, balance and nege these conflicting

0 See Rosenstone, “JFK: Historical Fact/Historidah? American Historical Revie®7, no. 2

(April 1992), pp. 506-511; and Rosenstone, “Oli8éone as Historian,” in Robert Brent Toplin (ed.),
Oliver Stone’s USA: Film, History and Controve(ansas: University of Kansas Press, 2000), pp.
26-39.

“! Rosenstone, “Introduction,” in Rosenstone (eRdyisioning History: Film and the Construction of
a New Pas{New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 19954, p.

“2Ibid., p. 11.
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imperatives. Such analysis is intended to highltgketways in which textual content
does not emergex nihilofrom the mind of a creative “genius”, but, rathsrthe
product of historically specific industrial, econienand cultural power relations and
conflicts: art vs. commerce, convention vs. innaratstudio control vs. artistic
freedom. In different ways, scholars such as Jadddwzell, David Hesmondhalgh
and Gianluca Sergi have endeavoured to place eitggtr artistry) — screenwriting,
directing, sound design, for example — within mstdrical, industrial and economic
context’ That is to say, all three avoid treating promineneative personnel as
artistic geniuses (or auteurs) with a singular mamgamising vision. But nor do they
suggest commercial flmmakers to be entirely cdlgdoby economic

considerations, and thus little more than hireddiseor Hollywood’s business
interests. Rather, Caldwell, Hesmondhalgh and Sergnce our understandings of
creative practitioners, or, in Hesmondhalgh’s wotsigmbol creators,” by
elucidating how they innovate within certain ecomgraultural and technological
structures? Filmmakers in these accounts are artists, bugtaiware of the controls
exerted on their chosen profession.

Caldwell refers to the idea of the “industrial auteand the “screenplay-as-
business-plan®® He takes to task the idea that, in an industryptil/ito profit
margins, there is any such thing as an “auteuthéntraditional sense of the word
(i.e. as creative genius, or plucky maverick figgtthe “establishment”). Instead, he
explains how scripts are often the product of edneggotiations between creative
and executive personnel, the intention being tamise production costs and
maximise potential reven& My thesis argues that this view toward the
screenwriter goes some way to understanding thegablnd historical content
present in each of the five films’ scripts. Pollicontent was, to some extent,
compromised in order to avoid alienating conseveadiudiences (and thus losing
potential revenue). To provide two brief exampkseenwriter Oliver Stone
removed fronPlatoonsome material which would have suggested the filimet

supportive of the anti-Vietham War movement; Spike shaped hislalcolm X

43 caldwell,Production Culture David HesmondhalghThe Cultural IndustriegLondon: SAGE,
2002); Gianluca Sergi,he Dolby Era: Film Sound in Contemporary Hollywddtanchester:
Manchester University Press, 2004).
*HesmondhalghCultural Industriesp. 5.
“> Caldwell,Production Culturep. 232.
“% Ibid., pp. 232-239.
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script so as to curb some of the more controveasipécts of Malcolm X’s
personality. Stone and Lee, in particular, arggapular and academic writings, often
described as having a rather ambivalent relatignsfth Hollywood. They have
been the subject of many auteurist studies, whsskratheir creative autonomy
and/or describe them as mavericks at war with thiéyttood establishmerit. While
this thesis emphasises the artistic contributioaderby both during scripting and
shooting, it does so with a constant eye on thetgpns made as the film travels
from script to screen. Regardless of their own jpudthtements and media
constructed personas, analysis of script developmditates that both made some
compromises with regard to their films’ politicairtent. FOJFK this actually
meant inserting a conservative interpretation ef$ixties as counterbalance to the
film’s liberal take on the era. Changes such asdlseiggest a shrewd understanding
of how to “sell” a political film to Hollywood, antb the American public more
generally. By not treating Stone and Lee as unebeued auteurs but as cultural
practitioners with strong political views, but alsstrong sense of how the film
business operates, my thesis locates these filnmaiakthin broader trends in
Hollywood cinema of the 1980s. Indeed, | argue Blatoon JFK andMalcolm X
were constructed in a similar manner to less dssaigat least in terms of politics)
films such aPirty Dancing and pictures usually argued to be conservatitbair
outlook such agorrest GumpAll of the screenwriters examined here share the
same investment in balancing their liberal politmaws with economic
considerations. Certain compromises and concessieresmade during script
development. These concessions, | argue, wereemdkd by broader political and
cultural developments of the 1980s and 1990s.

Readers may find the following five chapters’ as@éyskewed somewhat
toward promoting the role of the screenwriter indarcing political and historical
content. This thesis argues that the screenwstas, if nomore important than the
director when it comes to shaping a film’'s cont@md themes. While directors can

4" See, for example, Frank Beav@ijver Stone: Wakeup Cinenfilew York: Twayne, 1994);

Norman KaganThe Cinema of Oliver Stor{®xford: Roundhouse, 1995); Susan McKay Kallis,
Oliver Stone’s America: Dreaming the Myth Outw&@kford: Westview Press, 1996); Don Kunz
(ed.),The Films of Oliver Stong.ondon: Scarecrow, 1997); Spike Lee, David Lee Beay

McMillan, Five for Five: The Films of Spike L@dew York: Stewart, Tabori and Chang, 1991); Alex
PattersonSpike Le€London: Abacus, 1993); Mark Reipike Lee’s Do the Right Thing
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); ifofgd.),Oliver Stone’s USA
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visually enhance certain ideas present in the tsergs was the case withrty
Dancings director Emile Ardolino an&orrest Gumfs director Robert Zemeckis —
and even suggest and/or enforce changes, the scogttral to understanding
political intention. Both Stone and Lee were invexhvin writing and directing their
films, and thus take centre stage in Chapters Oimese and Four. On the other
hand, Ardolino and Zemeckis joined their respectik@ects once at least one draft
script had already been completed. | therefore esabstantial portions of
Chapters Two and Five to analysing the contribgtiorade by screenwriters Eleanor
Bergstein and Eric Roth. With respect to the formhepntend thabirty Dancing
was shaped, discussed and debated as a Bergbteiarid therefore Chapter Two
devotes more space to a consideration of Bergsteafe than to the director,
Ardolino. This thesis therefore treats the scre@ewnot so much as auteur, but as
primary shaper of political and historical contemhose contribution is significantly
influenced by the context in which they are writing

Secondly, the textual analysis offered by Rosermstomd company does not
do justice to the roles films play in debates tgkptace in the public sphere.
Examining promotion and reception materials prosideidence of the ways in
which cinema is used at a specific point in tinmethis respect, | am indebted to
Marnie Hughes-Warrington’s studdistory Goes to the Movieblughes-Warrington
argues that “[what] makes a film historical ... slbcation in a timebound network
of discussions — more or less explicit — on whatdmy is and what it is for*®
Hughes-Warrington’s call to examine historical within a “timebound” moment,
not to mention her emphasis on social context atrd-¢extual materials’ suggests
a move toward synthesising historical film studieth broader reception-based
approaches to film.

Spending one chapter on each film, | begin by iaggbroduction history
within shifting public debates on the Sixties. Tigh analysis of script development
and comparisons of draft scripts with the finisfigd, | offer commentary on the
creative decisions made by screenwriters with r@dpetheir film’s political and
historical content, and the broader public discesithat may have informed these

decisions. Part Two of each chapter examines promadtmaterials, suggesting

“8 Marnie Hughes-Warringtomistory Goes to the Movies: Studying History omHiLondon:
Routledge, 2007), p. 191.
9 Ibid., p. 190.

24



ways in which historical representation and pdit@ddress are complicated through
diverse marketing strategies. Barbara Klinger, Rittknan and Thomas Austin have
all argued that distributors, in order to reduceriBk of commercial failure, avoid
marketing films in any singular way.For example, Klinger suggests that “the goal
of promotion is to produce multiple avenues of asde the text that will make the
film resonate as extensively as possible in theatephere in order to maximize its
audience.® Building upon the work of these three film scheldrargue that the
marketing campaigns for all five films constitutgtispersible text[s]** that
promoted their representations of the Sixties agaxtension, their politici a
variety of ways. As the following chapters demoat&ty studios and filmmakers
employed marketing campaigns that isolated cede@mes, sequences, characters in
order to invite multiple political interpretations.

Each chapter analyses a range of marketing matepasters, trailers, press
Kits, interviews, newspaper articles. | examindetail the promotional posters for
Platoon, Dirty DancingJFK andForrest Gumpfor they contain several unique
visual signifiers that speak directly to the paohii context into which they appeared,
and also serve as an ideal starting point for atyars of the themes present in other
marketing materials. As one of the most replicatederials of a marketing
campaign, the poster is one of the key pieces iphepomena through which
marketers can communicate particular ideas to a aidlience. | argue that these
four films’ posters mobilise a range of visual sfggnrs designed to evoke various
debates circulating within the public sphere. & dmalysis of the poster marketing
of 1970s blaxploitation films, Jon Kraszewski naties complex and sometimes
contradictory ways that a simple promotional imagehether found in a poster or a
newspaper advertisement — can mediate complexametsnes contradictory issues
and ideas. Kraszewski argues that promotional isémefilms such a®r Black,
Mr. Hyde(1976) andBlack Caesaf1973) spoke directly to 1970s political debates
on Black Nationalism, the rise of a black middlasd, black inner city life and

Y Rick Altman,Film/Genre(London: BFI, 2000), p. 57; Thomas Austiollywood, Hype and
Audiences: Selling and Watching Popular Film in #890s(Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2002); Barbara Klinger, “Digressions at@Gheema: Reception and Mass Culturéjhema
Journal vol. 28, no. 4 (Summer 1989), pp. 3-19.

*L Klinger, “Digressions,” p. 10.

*2 | here borrow Austin’s phrase, which he in turmaigid from Klinger. AustinHollywood, Hype
pp. 29-30.
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racism>3 That these advertisements could, according tozémaski, “articulate black
class relationships and anxiety” indicates the paamel political weight that can be
invested in a single striking imagél build upon this work and argue that the
posters that accompanied the releadelatoon Dirty Dancing JFK, andForrest
Gumpcontained referents to a whole range of Sixtieateel discourses. Thairty
Dancingposter, for example, spoke to 1980s debates inhyfac some cultural
commentators, women'’s liberation had been evacuatisl politics and reduced to
wanton consumption; in one striking image, i poster gestured toward much
publicised Sixties narratives in which the assaggin of President John F. Kennedy
was heralded as a political and cultural watershe&inerican history. All four of
these films’ posters introduced a number of keyriae that become staples in other
promotion and, later, reception materidfalcolm Xs poster — which featured a
large “X” symbol against a black background — &ated less as a standalone artefact
than as part of a mass marketing phenomenon (itwukl, after all, be found
adorning everything from tee-shirts to basebalkdaypkey rings in the lead up to the
film’s release). For this reason | do not analysegoster in the same detail as is the
case with the other four films. Rather, | analyse ‘X" itself as a political and
cultural brand, one that is transferred acrossnéineerange of products and debates.
In general, my analysis of marketing materialsniinates the way in which each
new piece of promotional epiphenomena had the patea enhance a film’s
political status in public debates and to inviteedse interpretations of each film’s
Sixties portrayal. In this way | am building updretprevious script analysis,
demonstrating the continued efforts to shape, apsland, sometimes, entirely alter
a film’s political “meaning” in the run-up to, artiiring, its release. Certain textual
elements were foregrounded, others marginaliseakté@mpts to re-align films with
public debates on Sixties politics and culture tied sometimes shifted, evolved or,
as was the case wifforrest Gumpsubstantially altered in the time it took these
films to travel from script to screen.

Finally, | examine the manner in which each offikie films was interpreted

and appropriated within the public sphere. As J&t&iger notes, a film’'s reception

*3 Jon Kraszewski, “Recontextualizing the HistoriBaiception of Blaxploitation: Articulations of
Class, Black Nationalism, and Anxiety in the Gesratvertisements,The Velvet Light Tramo. 50
(Fall 2002), pp. 48-61.

> |bid. p. 54.
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is always influenced by the political, social andt@gral contexts into which it is

released. As Staiger puts it:

the range of interpretations is constrained by moose
factors such as language, ideologies, personas doathe
experience, conditions of reception, self-idenditielated to
class, gender, race, age, and ethnicity, and $o for
including the contemporary critical methods readherse
been taught®

These “interpretive frames,” | suggest, influenbeth the dominant politically-
informed interpretations of the five films examinedensively in this thesis, and the
level of visibility that each film achieved in tipeiblic sphere. Furthermore, as
Barbara Klinger argued in her analysis of the @aitreception of film director
Douglas Sirks’ oeuvre, public responses to filmesl@ble to change over tini@.
While 1 do not, like Klinger, expand my analysiscover fifteen- or twenty-year
retrospective criticism of the five films, | do higght how discursive shifts, even
within the space of a few months, could influerfoe ways in which these films
were publicly understood.

This thesis therefore adopts a methodology thatdrine five films examined
as multi-textual phenomena. | provide a wide-ragginalysis, which illuminates the
historical conditions that informed both filmmakKergeative decisions and public
commentators’ interpretive strategies. | shoulteraie here that this does not mean
a complete rejection of the film text itself. Rathieis an attempt to synthesise close
textual analysis with an understanding of the cani factors that influenced its
construction and its reception. Keith M. Johnstas recently coined the term
“unified analysis” as encapsulating a form of fitn@inalysis which places the text
“within a network of historical information ... [agh aid to discern and identify
potential textual meaning” Johnston’s focus is the film trailer, but his pijsles
are relevant to my analysis. Like Johnston, | belitnat “[a]nalyzing text and

context together creates a more potent readingiaderstanding of the different

%5 Janet Staigetnterpreting Films: Studies in the Historical Retiep of American Cinema
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Prd€92), p. 34.

* Barbara KlingerMelodrama and Meaning: History, Culture, and thén#s of Douglas Sirk
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Universitess, 1994).

®"Keith M. JohnstonComing Soon: Film Trailers and the Selling of Halbod Technology
(Jefferson, NC and London: McFarland, 2009), p. 11.
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textual strata, while moving from text to contertidback means that the historical
network continually informs and aids textual anay3® Furthermore, in my
analysis of reception materials | highlight the waywhich textual content — certain
scenes and sequences — was assimilated into breadal discourses concerned
with publicly commemorating the recent Americantpas

Synthesising so diverse an array of methodologipptoaches is useful for
the very reason that it highlights the dialectmadlity of film production and
reception. From the moment it is conceived, teaspt development, to its
theatrical release, to its critical dissectionilra,fto borrow Ernest Mathijs’ phrase,
is “traffic”; it is a discursive construction thaperates within shifting historical
frames>® Each of the five chapters contained within thissth is split into three
sections. Part one illuminates the key public debah subjects such as the Vietnam
War, feminism and civil rights, which influencecetivay in which the film was
produced and discussed. Part two focuses on thisfiiroduction history and script
development. Part three examines promotional cagnpand critical reception.
This methodology not only demonstrates the wayshith one film was interpreted
by a variety of different arbiters at different pts in time, but also allows me to
provide clear and concrete parallels, and impodédférences, between each of the
film’s respective production histories, promotiosampaigns and critical reception.
In other words, | demonstrate how script-writingagtgies for seemingly diverse
films like PlatoonandDirty Dancingactually shared many similarities in terms of
the ways that each film’s political content waspthand altered. Following the
films through production and reception also allomssto highlight the manner in
which each of the stages of a film’s journey frazni to screen are interconnected;
ideas in circulation at the time of a film’s prodioa feed into the script, which are
revised and altered in promotional materials agdjrg in critical reception.
Therefore, by breaking down the chapters in thig ixam not claiming that
production, promotion and reception are isolatextg@sses. Certainly, it is clear that
themes introduced in scripts and promotional malterere replicated and debated
during each film’s critical reception. Often, filnakers and other public

commentators (critics, politicians etc) are in dgale with the same political and

%8 JohnstonComing Soopp. 11.
% Ernest Mathijs, “Bad Reputations: the ReceptiofiTedish’ Cinema,”Screenvol. 46, no. 4
(Winter, 2005), p. 472.
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cultural debates and, indeed, with each otherndysroduction and reception.

Oliver Stone, for example, consistently respondduliply to other critics and
commentators duringFK’s production stage and during its theatrical re¢ea

Mathijs is right to question film studies’ tendertoytreat production, promotion and
reception as discreet phenomena, which can begisshed by neat chronological
periods and/or by unique industrial, commerciatrtical imperatives. Indeed,
Mathijs’ notion of the “reception trajectory” empises the need to consider all
stages of a film’s production and reception agifamd evolving processes. Like
Mathijs, my study offers “an integrated view of sifie discourses operating in
particular situations (synchronically) and as peses over time (diachronically), all
analysed as types of ‘talk’ about filfi® Such an approach is concerned with treating
a film as a discursive battleground; various indinals and groups (filmmakers,
marketers, critics and politicians, for examplalisé differing strategies to “forge
meaning.®* I highlight how the shifting tone of political amdltural debate, and
those involved in these debates, contributed t@dmstruction fed into each film's
script development, promotional campaign and poptritical reception. For
example, we will see how, in 1990¢rrest Gumi{s script development was heavily
influenced by one discursive framework within wheclheasonably positive, liberal
version of the Sixties dominated the public sphEi@vever, in 1994, developments
within the political arena led to marketers andlmuommentators putting a new
spin on the film’s textual content and declarigrest Gumpgo be a politically
conservative demonization of the Sixties. Thisighesveals how a popular film,
regardless of its flmmakers’ intent, is often @gel to be to symbolic of the
political zeitgeist(i.e. the political complexities contained witttorrest Gumgs
representation were elided, and the film was dedlaymbolic of a Republican
revival). Throughout the next five chapters | p&yse attention to the changing
circumstances of a film’s production, promotion aadeption, and how these
changes may influence the ways in which it is disedl, categorised and understood.
My mixing of textual analysis and promotion andatton studies is therefore also
sensitive to the ways in which interpretation arghning is never set in stone, but is

fluid and capricious. In this way my thesis buitds Mathjis’ work, but also

0 Mathjis’, “Bad Reputations,” p. 452.
®1 |bid., p. 452.
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emphasises the extent to which screenwriters, dsweritics and commentators,
operate within, and sometimes change their sargise with, evolving social
discourses and historical frames. This combinecaousilogy of script development,
promotional materials and reception as a meansid§/mg Hollywood’s Sixties
films is, to my knowledge, the first of its kindydhas the potential to shed new
light on Hollywood’s relationship to broader patdi debates.

In order to illuminate which discourses shaped wtdadings of the films
and with whom these discourses resonated, it isssacy to explain how the films

intersected with broader trends relating to putslemory of the 1980s and 1990s.

kkkkkkk

| define public memory as a vast network of paditiand cultural statements —
newspaper articles, films, television programmeitipians’ speeches, public
memorials — contributing to debates and conflietsrahe past. While scholars have
mobilised such terms as “collective”, “cultural’sdcial” and “popular” in reference
to memorial practices taking place in the publibese, | use the term “public,”
partly because | draw upon a range of scholarlyks/ar which different terms are
used, and partly in order to clarify that it is moy intention to pass comment on
individuals’ private memories of the Sixties.

Critics such as Fredric Jameson offer extremelgipastic accounts of
memory. For Jameson, modern society is stuck ierpgbual present. The culture
industries pump out meaningless nostalgia souresbitended to encourage
consumption and hinder serious political engageniénis, the “nostalgia film” is,
in Jameson’s view, a sad symptom of an apathedaljtezal society unable to face
its past? Other thinkers have, however, provided less comdgony accounts of
memory. And it is from these works that | take regd.

Primary influences upon my approach to the sulgéntemory are: Daniel
Marcus’ conception of the Fifties and Sixties irbjietmemory; Marita Sturken’s
work on what she terms “cultural memory”; Georgpdiiz’'s examination of

“collective memory”; and Alison Landsberg’s notiohthe “prosthetic memory.”

%2 Fredric JamesofRostmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Caléim (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 1991); Jameson, “PostmodernisinGonsumer Society,” in John Belton (ed.),
Movies and Mass Culturg.ondon: Athlone, 1996), pp. 185-202.
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These scholars provide the critical tools with vhievork throughout the thesis.
Some play a larger role in particular chaptersri&in, for example, has written on
Vietnam commemoration and is therefore a key soupoc® which | draw when |
examinePlatoonin Chapter One). | make no claims to revising éxgst
understandings of what is meant by public memoryaw public memory functions.
Rather, at this stage, | wish simply to outlinetipent ideas from the
aforementioned critics so as to provide a meanirfgdmework within which to
consider the implications of my arguments.

Marcus, Sturken and Lipsitz conceive memory asedd‘of negotiation” and
as an “active, engaging process of making mearffhgtieir works stress memory’s
dialogic nature. Writing on popular music, Lipsgmphasises that every cultural
artefact should be considered “part of collectiigdrical memory and continuing
social dialogue® For Lipsitz even the most mainstream — apparertigtionary —
of, cultural texts may be open to oppositional @unter” memories. Discussing
collective remembrance, Lipsitz found that theuvisi®n programmeMama(1949-
1957), whose sentimentalised and all-white reptasien of the family was hardly a
barometer for everyday familial relationships,| stifered diverse audiences an
opportunity to reflect on their own relationshiped to “arbitrate the tensions facing
them and to negotiate utopian endin§sThus, for Lipsitz, media artefacts do not
produce homogenous memories: the interpretatiatsiiey generate are predicated
on dialogue taking place between viewers and, sogmitly for this thesis, between
public commentators.

Interpretation is, however, never infinite; there aertain factors upon which
production and reception of any cultural artefaty.rMarcus highlights the power
relationships that characterise the productiondissemination of public memory
and how diverse groups and individuals “vie for lpubttention and acceptance; the
ability of a group to establish its memory as aelycheld ‘public memory’ is a key
act of social power.” Furthermore, argues Marc{lgly“establishing its memory as

relevant to the wider polity, a group succeeddatipg its interests on the national

83 Sturken,Tangled Memories. 259.

% George LipsitzTime Passages: Collective Memory and American Rop@uilture (Minneapolis
and London, 1990), p. 107.

% Lipsitz, Time Passagepp. 80-81.
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agenda.®® A variety of groups and institutions can prometajdate and/or discredit
any particular memory. Memory can therefore be eéwas a struggle for
prominence and legitimacy. As Sturken puts it, ‘phecess of cultural memory is
bound up in complex political stakes and meanifi§sStudying the mnemonic
practices present at any given juncture can ravaabnly whatevent is being
remembered and how, but also the political andasbegrarchies that govern whose
memories are officially sanctioned and legitimated.

As is the case for both Marcus and Sturken, myyaisails methodologically
informed by Michel Foucault'$he Archaeology of Knowledgeoucault calls for
historical studies that position singular artefaeithin broader networks of debate,
which he calls “discursive formations.” A discumsiformation emerges “[w]henever
one can describe, between a number of statemeiats assystem of dispersion,
whenever, between objects, types of statementepisicor thematic choices, one
can define a regularity (an order, correlationsjgmans and functionings,
transformations)®® Much like Marcus’ discussion of public memory, Eault
argues that, although th@irecise origins are often impossible to locate;ulisive
formations go through a similar process of risprtaminence, validation and,
eventually, institutionalisatioff. As | later suggest, discussions of the Sixtiedctwh
rose to prominence in the late 1970s, might be asendiscursive formation which
became institutionalised as the 1980s progressedxtnsion, the Sixties debate
was operating within a larger discursive formatiotine culture wars. In Foucault’s
terms, these webs of discourse serve both as fowdthis which conflict and
contestation takes place, and as a kind of epidtgwal police, shaping both the
production and the reception of any given stater(eespeech act, an image, a
television programme, a film, etd§ Examining the content of these discursive
formations can suggest the rules and conventiatdehd to certain statements
gaining prominence and others being marginaliséé donception of memory is
central to understanding the production, promoéiod reception oPlatoon et al

Key creative personnel involved in these films dudug position themselves as

66 Marcus,Happy Daysp. 4.

®7 Sturken,Tangled Memories. 1.

% Michel FoucaultThe Archaeology of Knowledgieondon: Routledge, 2008), p. 41.
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“legitimate” chroniclers of the Sixties. Such etforequired them to mould script
content, and construct a public persona for therasethat encapsulated dominant
discursive practices present in public spheresditie1980s and 1990s. But, as my
examination of reception materials demonstrateseldominant discursive practices
also ensured that only three of the films examindtiis thesis were successful at
entering the national Sixties debate.

Finally, reception materials indicate that all fidens acted, for some public
commentators, as what Alison Landsberg calls asthetic memory.” Landsberg
argues that mainstream cultural institutions, idlg Hollywood, are capable of
providing memories of events or phenomena thahdividual may not have
experienced physically. When a film representstieali or social injustices of the
past, it can, she suggests, “produce empathy anal sesponsibility as well as
political alliances that transcend race, class,gemtler.*! Films can therefore
positively alter the ways in which one interactshwother people, groups and
institutions. Furthermore, as Landsberg notes188&9s and 1990s saw an explosion
of interest in “experiential” histories: reconsttioos of the past that encouraged a
feeling of having experienced the historical evaiie construction of personal
authenticity inPlatoon et alis bound up with this longing for an “authentic”
experience — “Americans’ widespread desire to fliigory.”? By combining
representation of specific historical events witlh@re generalised representation of
emotional and intellectual development, the fiv& examined in this thesis offered
some viewers the opportunity to revisit the Sixtassd to “attach themselves to pasts
they did not live.”® The representations of the Sixties pregentl five films
inspired diverse public commentators to recount inven memories of the Sixties
and, like the characters that join Forrest Gumjisrbench, to present their own
versions of the recent American past. To diffedlegrees then, each film attempted
to encourage communal reminiscence of the Sixaied,some even promoted
communal political activism.

A combination of the methodologies offered in higtal film, memory, and

reception studies provides the framework withinahhine five films are examined.

" Alison LandsbergProsthetic Memory: The Transformation of Americamembrance in the Age
of Mass CommunicatiofNew York: Columbia University Press, 2004), p. 21.
72 [1hi
Ibid., p. 130.
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33



The films’ political and historical content, howeyaeeds to be understood as
mediating, in complex ways, discourses that waraitating in public channels at
the time of their production, promotion and recemptilt is to these discourses that |

now turn attention.

*kkkkkk

It is fruitful to consider the “Sixties” (as a pitial concept) and the broader culture
wars as interlinked, dependent phenomena that esiénghe 1960s, escalated in
the late 1970s and became institutionalised il g89s. Coined by James Davison
Hunter in 1991, the term culture war essentiallfjrgiel what he saw as an
increasingly prominent public conflict between cemvaitive (orthodox) and liberal
(progressive) commentators. Taking place in pdalitibetoric, cultural criticism and
scholarly monographs, the culture war was a defoatr fundamentally different
conceptions of moral authority, over different idead beliefs about truth, the good,
obligation to one another, the nature of commuhltywas “expressed as a clash
over national life itself.” While the terms “conservative” and “liberal” exit
different connotations depending upon the issustaég, | follow Hunter in using
the terms in reference to two conflicting perspexgion America’s social and moral
mores. Thus a conservative is recognised as sometdool reacts negatively to such
issues as abortion, gay rights and women'’s rigitstic freedom and the role of
federal government with regard to social spendivigle championing American
militarism abroad and “traditional” Christian fapwWalues. Broadly speaking, a
liberal appears toffer the opposite perspective.

Though the term “culture war” did not enter comnpamlance until the early
1990s, various events of the 1960s and early 18isited as catalysts for a
growing divisiveness in public political discours&unter initially traces the roots of
the 1980s and 90s culture wars to the latechtury. Debates within the major
religions — Protestantism, Catholicism and Judaidmetween moderates or
progressives and traditionalists led to a univoebdjious voice being fragmented.
From the late 1960s, a number of factors combineteepen these divisions. The
emergence of politically active “special agenddigreus organisations,

" Hunter,Culture Wars pp. 49-50.
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campaigning for conservative and for progressiveses, weakened denominational
ties further’® In addition, some people began to identify theresehs non-religious
instead associating themselves with different itfegroups including ethnic
minorities, women, and gays. Campaigns for, anéhagavomen’s equality, civil
rights, religious reform, and the Vietham War prqued both religious and secular
interest groups from the late 1960s onward. A beo&cbunterculture” of the late
1960s is often cited as the progenitor of the 138@51990s culture wafé The
counterculture on the one hand refers to hippersjtists, civil rights activists and
anti-war protestors who were challenging traditibnbeld beliefs with regard to the
role of America’s political, social and institutiainstructures like the government,
the military, the family, and the university.

However, what should also be noted is that, in $epfmpublic debate, the
1960s also saw the rise of a noldgw Right moment with similar intentions to
attack state institutions. Maurice Isserman andhisiét Kazin suggest that the
respective administrations of President Lyndondindon and Richard Nixon were
attacked from both the Left and the Right througttba decadé’ The rise of a New
Right throughout the 1960s was something convelyiémtgotten by anti-Sixties
conservatives of the 1980s and 1990s. Indeedpdriscularly ironic that the
political and moral decline that President Ronadgééan and his political allies
identified as a product of the Sixties was, ineéady 1960s, actually seen by many
conservative commentators to have been a produbegfost-war New Deal
consensus of the 1940s and 1950s. So it was tbabstc and cultural
conservatives joined forces throughout the 196@®tobat the big government
programs and civil rights legislations of the p@d#vrld War Il era, which they
believed had brought about America’s downfall. Bngry rhetoric so central both
to Senator George Wallace’s bid for Republican mation in the 1968 presidential
election, and to Ronald Reagan’s run for Califogo&ernor in 1966 — and the
success such rhetoric brought — further limneddbae of a nation dividet

> Hunter,Culture Wars pp. 67-106.

"% Irene Taviss ThomsoGulture Wars and Enduring American Dilemn{ésin Arbor: The
University of Michigan Press, 2010), p. 3.

" |sserman and Kazidymerica Dividedlp. 206.
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Given these much-publicised divides, it is no warttat by the 1960s’ end a
host of public commentators of diverse politicalguasions were declaring the
decade to have instigated ruptures and dividese CEmtre cannot hold” (a line from
W.B. Yeats’s poem “The Second Coming”) became aifawpallying cry,
incorporated into the public lamentations of evakyérom Joan Didion to President
Richard Nixon’® In 1969, Timemagazine declared that “the bright promise that
began the '60s turned to confusion and near deapatre decade ended.in this
account, student protestors and civil rights cagmpeis had begun the decade full of
hope for a better future. Everything unravelledt @sogressed. What quickly would
become standard political and cultural touchstari¢ke era are mentioned: hippies,
political protest, assassinations and Vietnam. 8dréy 1960s were already being
remembered as a halcyon period of history: hopeoptichism eloquently
articulated in Martin Luther King’s famous “I haaedream” speech, the dashing,
charismatic president John F. Kennedy and a palljigalvanised generation of
young men and women ready to change society fdbekter. Then came Vietnam,
then came race riots in northern cities, then caiwlent radicals. In popular
folklore, America was being brought to its kneessaknding into political chaos.

At this time, and in later years, public discussifithe Sixties was boiled
down to a standard collection of events, publiafgg and iconography. Sociologist
Fred Davis has argued that, in popular memoryinttoeling of particular periods
with symbolic import can be seen as a widespreatat understand history as a
narrative. Decades are often discussed less esdironological entities than as
eras defined by a “spirit” or tone. This “decadeding” foregrounds particular
themes that transcend ten-year timeframes andcashserve a generalising
epistemological function, commenting as much ugrenpresent as the p&5Sit is
thus that the Sixties quickly became imbued witoivn spirit and tone. For many
commentators of the 1960s, and in future (1970804 2nd 1990s) debate, this
meant highlighting conflict: political, social ag@nerational ruptures.

" See Joan Didion, “Slouching Towards Bethlehem8[]9in Didion,Slouching Toward Bethlehem
(Middlesex, UK: Penguin, 1974), pp. 78-110; AnowHat a Year!"Time August 30, 1968,
www.time.com(Accessed May 2008); Associated Press, “Nixonts imch’s Views on Students,”
New York TimesMarch 23, 1969, p. 54.

8 Anon, “From the '60s to the '70s: Dissent and Digery,” Time December 19, 1969,
www.time.com(Accessed May 2008).

81 Fred Davis, “Decade Labelling: The Play of ColieetMemory and Narrative PlotS8ymbolic
Interaction vol. 7, no. 1 (1984), pp. 15-24.
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William L. O’Neill took up the “centre cannot holdfotif in an early history
of the 1960s. Published in 1971, O’Neill's booktiged Coming Apartclaimed that
America’s “coming apart” began somewhere aroundb188aising the early
incarnations of diverse groups such as the counltare, the New Left and the civil
rights movement, O’Neill charts a positive versarthe era’s political and social
movements until the “young radicals failed themsslisy giving way to unrestrained
emotionalism.®? O’Neill's book was in many ways an early versidrite “good
sixties/bad sixties” or “declension hypothesis’ttappeared in popular
autobiographies written in the 1980s by former i8sxactivists such as Todd Gitlin
and Tom Hayden. For these commentators, the leftrsiudent movements such as
the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) andthdent Non-violent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) began the era withlenmtentions and achieved a
great deal. They ended it, however, in disarrayocamger, less disciplined and more
violent radicals joined their ran8 Other commentators of the early 1970s provided
differing narratives of downfall. For example, tagthor and journalist Hunter S.
Thompson lamented the counterculture’s demisesmbvelFear and Loathing in
Las Vegag1971). Pining for San Francisco in the mid-196@stime when “we
were riding high on the crest of a beautiful waverhompson resignedly ponders
the “place where the wave finally broke and robedk.” He settles on 1968 and
Richard Nixon’s election to the presidency as tegitnings of a national
“downer.” As America moved into the 1970s the very recest pas already
being constructed in terms verging on the mythugit€what rough beast had
slouched into the national body politic was a scbgeldressed by countless public
commentators of the 70s and beyond.

If the Sixties and the culture wars were emergmg@raminent conceptual
categories in the 1960s and early 1970s, the Gaesa@w both further encroach on
the mainstream of political debate. In the lated9The rise to prominence of New

Right organisations such as the Moral Majority #melHeritage Foundation,

8 william L. O’'Neill, Coming Apart: An Informal History of America in th860’s(Chicago:
Quadrangle Books, 1971), p. 7.

8 For discussion of the “declension hypothesis”Riek Perlstein, “Who Owns the Sixties? The
Opening of a Scholarly Generation Gabifigua Franca vol. 6, no. 4 (May/June 1996),
http://linguafranca.mirror.theinfo.org/9605/sixtiesn| (Accessed April 2008).
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together with high-profile campaigns such as ABitgant’s 1977 attempts to repeal
gay rights legislation in Florida, intensified tkesonflicts. New Right organisations
gained a strong support base because of an “explgsbwth of evangelical
Protestant churches ... determined to protect tawitivalues.® Much of their ire
was directed at the Sixties. The Sixties were écabt as a chronologically
demarcated decade (the early 1970s could also eanchuded in these late 1970s
invectives) but rather as the root of what theysidered as destructive forces in
American society: hippies, the anti-war movemerme&n’s and gay rights.

The New Right claimed that America’s political amdral disintegration was
brought about by an unholy liberal alliance runnirag from college campuses to
the White Housé&’ Philip Jenkins goes so far as to suggest that h®stked the
emergence in public debates of what he terms amnsiies” rhetoric, which began
a period of large-scale assaults on the era’sdllsations. Conservatives claimed
that increasing permissiveness with respect toaeanduct led to the breakdown
of the family unit, to the spread of sexually tnanitsed diseases, even to paedophilia.
Liberal reforms in the penal system during the E3&0d early 70s, it was argued,
were responsible for a rise in violent crime. Widfeeforms, for such commentators,
had not helped the poor but plunged the countyaniomestic economic crisis. On
the global stage, détente with the Soviet Uniondiatdnished the nation’s strength
and left it impotent against the worldwide spreadammunisnt®

In the late 1970s, it was particularly easy to thaBixties disaster narrative.
Historians of the 1970s assert that the secondofitiie decade was (in public
debates) often defined in terms of pessimism, egmcand national “malaise.”
Robert M. Collins cites a struggling economy, Aroais Vietnam experience and
the Watergate scandal as having contributed tdaqesphere characterised by
national self-doubt. Fears that despite (or becaf)sthe transformations of the
Sixties, people were less prosperous, that indalitbeedoms had been curtailed by
big-government social policies and that Vietnam aadbarrassed America on the

global stage were rampdfitwith the discourse of pessimism and malaise

8 Robert M. Collins;Transforming America: Politics and Culture Duriniget Reagan Yeatdlew
York: Columbia University Press, 2007), p. 173.

87 Marcus,Happy Dayspp. 36-41.

8 Philip JenkinsPecade of Nightmares: The End of the Sixties aadvthking of Eighties America
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 1-23.

8 Collins, Transforming Americapp. 7-27.
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dominating much national debate, many claims-makensservatives in particular,
sought a root for America’s demise in the SixtiEsis kind of debate intensified in

the 1980s, beginning with Ronald Reagan’s firssiliential election campaign.

*kkkkkk

According to Daniel Marcus, it was Reagan’s elettin1980 that established the
Sixties conflict as central to mainstream politidelcourse. A host of competing
voices sought to “generate useable narrativesoesf-Vorld War Il American
history, within which the Sixties was k&YMany public commentators hoped that
by controlling the past they might have some sa§nrerica’s future. Events of the
Sixties served to facilitate America’s “thinkingtdaud about itself*

Notions of a “good Sixties” and a “bad Sixties” iseld public debate. First
there were attacks on the “bad” Sixties from Rejgall politicians and other
conservative commentators. As Marcus points outzdoservatives the
1950s/Fifties and Sixties came to stand as polposifes. The Fifties represented
the high-point of post-war America, when econonrizsperity and social stability
assured the nation’s place at the pinnacle of liblead) hierarchy. According to
conservatives, the Sixties changed everything; snigdhe nation fell apart. The
growth of radicalised groups such as the anti-¥eanjnist and civil rights
movements infected America with an “un-American’hdset. The counterculture’s
promotion of free-love destroyed America’s morddrfa and eroded traditional
Fifties values.

A memorial narrative espoused by conservativestiuas standardised:
“1950s normality, 1960s deviance and trauma, 19adgover and stagnation, and
1980s [if you voted Republican] return to healti gfory.”2 Such a historical
narrative was used by the Republicans for disgrmolitical ends. In the 1984 and
1988 presidential election campaigns, Democraticickates Walter Mondale
(1984) and Michael Dukakis (1988) were linked by&gicans to this negative

version of the Sixties. For example, in the 19&&#®bn Republican Candidate

% Marcus,Happy Daysp. 1. See also Von Bothméraming, p. 2.

1 Michael Shudson\atergate in American Memory: How we Remember, &agd Reconstruct
the Pas{New York: Basic Books, 1993), p. 14.

2 Marcus,Happy Daysp. 165.
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George H. W. Bush declared that much of the Denticdesadership was “a remnant
of the 60s, the new left, those campus radicale/grald, the peace marchers and the
nuclear freeze activistS>’Reagan, Bush and their peers promoted themsedves a
being in opposition to these enemies of the “péofilee Republicans announced
themselves to be anti-Sixties warriors, savioura&do bring the country back to its
former (Fifties) glory. For conservative commentafat was developments that
unfolded in the late 1960s and early 1970s — gawernt social policies, the growing
anti-war, feminist and gay rights movements, thecBIPanthers and the
counterculture — that received criticism. In otiverds, the late 1960s and early
1970s were “the Sixties.” As Bernard Von Bothmeings out, the years 1960-1963,
or the Kennedy era, were actually celebrated byyReas a golden, prelapsarian age
of conservative economic reform and aggressive @édd policy. Much like the
liberal version of the Sixties (examined belowg #arly Sixties were the “good
Sixties.®® In conservative chronology, however, the earlyQk9ere represented
more as an extension to the 1950s rather thareadathin of a new age of positive
social transformation.

Both Marcus and Von Bothmer point out that, in temh political discourse,
the Sixties debate was throughout the 1980s dosdriag Republicans. It was not
until 1992 and Bill Clinton’s presidential campaitirat Democrats were successful
at re-interpreting the Sixties in line with theimo ideological agendas.The mid-
to-late 1980s are, however, significant for a nundfelevelopments that opened the
public sphere to diverse political interpretati@fishe Sixties, including those
articulated by filmmakers. First, there was grompudplic dissatisfaction with the
Reagan administration. Secondly, there was a ‘hgafp” of the culture wars, and,
particularly of conflicts over works produced byative individuals and historians.
Thirdly, the 1980s and 1990s saw the rise to pybtieninence of the generation
that had grown up in the Sixties. All three of #aésctors would influence the
production, promotion and reception of the fivenf examined in this thesis.

Jenkins refers to 1986, the yeaRdtooris release, as another turning point

in political history. Events of 1986 and early 1%&#v the Reagan administration

% Gerald M. Boyd, “Despite Vows to be ‘Gentler’ BuStays on Attack,New York TimesOctober
28,1988, p. AlO.

°Von BothmerFraming, pp. 45-59.

% Von BothmerFraming, p. 156; MarcustHappy Dayspp. 88-91, 150-170.
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suffer a number of setbacks, which led many comaters to question the
expediency of its tub-thumping rhetoric (includithgt levelled against the Sixties).
In November 1986, the Democrats retook the US &anahe mid-term elections.
And soon thereafter, the Iran Contra scandal breké&h revealed that the Reagan
government had secretly sold weapons to Iran (atcpthey had also demonised
throughout the decade) and funnelled the proced#dghe funding of the Contra
rebels of Nicaragua. The stock market crash of Xé#8ved as the nail in the coffin
for the Reagan administratigh.

Marcus and Collins identify a number of other fastthat contributed to “a
public questioning of the political, economic amdial direction of the natior’?
Scandals centred on the prominent televangelist8akker and Jimmy Swaggart
made the Christian Right's attempts to stand ashguardians seem increasingly
questionable. The deregulation of Savings and Laaseciations in the 1980s, and
the corruption and financial disarray that followatso were blamed on the Reagan
administration in some quarte¥sln many ways, such developments offered those
with a view of the Sixties different from that oféel by Reagan and his allies the
opportunity to launch a counter-offensive in theti®s debaté® This does not mean
that there were not a range of Sixties pop-culttgpiesentations prior to 1986;
rather that those who sought to enter into polititscourse and challenge Reagan
and his allies occupied a more prominent positiothée public spher€? Indeed,
Hollywood's intervention into the Sixties debateswat concerned with
perpetuating Reagan’s and Bush'’s rhetoric.

“Reaganite Entertainment” has become a kind oftelad for (usually
commercially successful) pictures of the 1980s @0slthat betray a conservative

political outlook!®* Certainly, films such aBirty DancingandForrest Gumphave

% JenkinsNightmarespp. 272-291.

" Marcus,Happy Daysp. 119.

% |bid., pp. 120-121; Collins[ransforming Americapp. 83-87.

% Marcus,Happy Daysp. 119.

19 As is noted in the following chapters, Sixties-flets, or filmic discussions of the era’s legacy,
had been produced in reasonably large numbers #indate 1970s. A few examples &merican
Graffiti (1973),Cooley High(1975),Coming Hom&1977),Go Tell the Spartan& 977),Animal
House(1978),The Wanderer§1979),The Deer Hunte(1978),The Return of the Secaucus Seven
(1979),Apocalypse Nowl979),A Small Circle of Friend§1980),Four Friends(1981),The Big

Chill (1983),Baby It's You1983) andrhe Outsider$1983).

%1 The term “Reaganite entertainment” was coined hygir&w Britton in 1986, and has since gained
much currency in film scholarship. It has beconsoamted with a conservative mode of filmmaking
that seeks to restore “traditional” beliefs in theme, the family and patriarchal authority. For Rob
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been examined under this rubt?%.To use this term in this thesis, however, would
be misleading. Firstly, its use would suggest firmimakers and marketers were
attempting to, and were received as, parroting Reagpolitical line — whictlihey
were not. Secondly, it would characterise, in serlitical terms, a group of films
that, as noted above, were ideologically compRatoon Dirty Dancing JFK,
Malcolm XandForrest Gumpwere part of a pop-cultural landscape in which a
diverse range of historical narratives competedayat these artefacts were
produced by people with an investment in the Sxdie the years of their youth; a
time when they came of age, politically and morally

For people of what we might call the “Sixties Gextem” — a cohort made
up of those born roughly between the late 1930datrdl950s — the Sixties was the
period in which they first either participated ar,were old enough to be aware of,
events of national consequence. Some of the kayydgators of popular culture’s
Sixties narratives in the 1980s were people inwbivepolitical organisations such
as the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS)}lam&tudent Non-violent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Prominent SDS memibBodd Gitlin (b. 1938)
and Tom Hayden (b. 1939), both published high-pga@futobiographies in the
1980s. Both books speak positively of the early0E9#&s a time when organised
resistance to the establishment led to social ahamfile at the same time charting a
downward trajectory as of 196% Their “good sixties”/“bad sixties” split thus

emerges five years after Reagan and the consergaB63 watershed (noted

Wood, Reaganite cinema is a cinema of reassuraneaction against the tumultuous events of the
1970s — Watergate and Vietnam, for example — notention the European-influenced, ideologically
complex Hollywood “art” cinema of the seventiedeoéd by directors such as Arthur Penn, Francis
Ford Coppola and Martin Scorsese. By the end ol &8s and in the early 1980s, flmmakers such
as George Lucas and Steven Spielberg, accordiéptid, provided a return to traditional values and
traditional film genres in such blockbusters asSter Wardrilogy, ET andindiana JonesReaganite
cinema has been discussed as involving “a nostedgjicn to the past,” and especially the 1950snJoh
Belton writes that many films of this ilk enableutiences to go back in time in an attempt to recove
the small-town, affluent American paradise of thigeBhower era, before ... the demise of both the
family and the community began to erode the Ameritieeam.” See Andrew Britton, “Blissing Out:
The Politics of Reaganite Entertainmemidvievol. 31, no. 32 (1984), pp. 1-40; John Belton,
American Cinema/American Cultugeondon: McGraw Hill, 1994), p. 325; Robin Wood djfering

the Cracks: Fantasy and Ideology in the Reagari Bréyood, Hollywood from Vietnam to Reagan
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), pp21k88.

192 Alan Nadel Flatlining on the Field of Dreams: Cultural Narrats in the Films of President
Reagan’s AmericéNew Brunswick, NJ and London: Rutgers Universitg$3, 1997), pp. 202-210;
Chris JordanMovies and the Reagan Presidency: Success andsEstport, CT: Praeger, 2003),
pp. 111-118.

193 For a discussion of these narratives see John Bomiiazlett’s book on the generational
biographyMy Generationpp. 177-196 and Mendel-Rey&gclaiming Democracyp. 77-83.
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above). Gitlin and Hayden, however, view the e&ikties not as a Fifties hangover
but as the dawn of a new age, one which promisegressive political activism and
an upheaval of unjust political and social struesurl 968 signifies an “implosion”,
as the “Old Guard” watched helplessly while youngelicals destroyed, with
violence and arrogance the New Left’s credibilitgl@ffectivenes&>*

Other older members of the Sixties generation, sscbavid Horowitz
(1939) and Peter Collier (1939), had, by the 1980%ed conservative and rejected
the Sixties as a horrendous historical disjunctiuneng which reckless youths (a
group in which they place themselves) destroyed iaas moral fabric. Horowitz
and Collier also wrote autobiographical sketchdsclvcharted a dawning
realisation that left-wing activism and radicalipos were destroying their
country® Like Gitlin and Hayden, they reserved particuleors for the late 1960s
(post 1968). However, for Horowitz and Collier, thery foundations upon which
the New Left was built were a sham. They were tregérous dreams of pampered,
ignorant, middle-class youths whose “lives wereoasd in efforts to replace an
‘unjust’ society with one that was better” but negensidered whether “their efforts
might actually make things wors&”®

As the 1980s progressed, older members of theeSigeneration were
joined in the public sphere in increasing numbegrghibse born in the late 1940s and
50s — the oldest of the demographic known as thg baomers. In its broadest
terms, the baby boom lasted from 1945/46 to 196/e578 million babies were
born during these years, and, by the early 1998smnlers accounted for 40 percent
of the adult populatiof’” But those born at the tail end of this period weseold
enough to remember clearly, let alone participat@vents of the Sixties. Steve
Gillon breaks the demographic into two sectionsodBiers” and “Shadow
Boomers.” The former are those who were born batvi®d5 and 1957 and “grew
up with rock and roll, thélickey Mouse Clufprosperity ... the idealism of John F.
Kennedy, and the social struggles of the 1960s€’ [atter, those born between 1958

1% Gitlin, The Sixtiesp. 381.

19 peter Collier and David HorowitBestructive Generation: Second Thoughts on théeSittew
York: Summit Books, 1990).

1% pavid Horowitz, “Letter to a Political Friend,” i@ollier and HorowitzDestructive Generatigrp.
327.

197 Cheryl RussellThe Master Trend: How the Baby Boom Generatioreim&king AmericdNew
York: Plenum Press, 1993), p. 8.
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and 1964, “confronted a world of oil embargos ... ¥vgate, sideburns and disco
balls.” It is the first cohort, the “Boomers” with whickam concerned. Many of
those involved in the production Bfatoon Dirty Dancing, JFK Malcolm Xand
Forrest Gumpwere of this demographic. Furthermore, the filmsamee catalysts for
early baby boomer critics and commentators to plybteflect upon their own
memories of the Sixties.

Howard Schuman and Jacqueline Scott demonstrateehiemts of the 1960s
— the Vietnam War and the Kennedy assassinatiomxample — impacted heavily
baby boomer's memorié&? Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen’s 1998 survey also
found that older boomers drew upon memories ofSilkges. It was “a pretty
tumultuous time, and it had in a lot of ways al#eing effect on me” said one 45-
year-old participant. Another participant statealttihe sixties to mid-seventies
was a traumatic time for mé*® By the early 1990s baby boomers had gained
greater power in institutions such as the goverriraed the media, providing them
with a greater voice within the public sphéteAnd throughout the 1990s their
spending power increased making them a prime tangeket for advertisers? The
majority of the filmmakers and producers examinereHall into this boomer
demographic¢!® A number of baby-boom film and television direstgoroducers
and writers, such as those behiRwhning on Empt{1988),The Wonder Years
(1988-1993)Family Ties(1982-1989) anthirtysomething1987-1991), also
contributed Sixties representations, or discussibrise era’s legacy, to this pop-
cultural potpourri. Furthermore, these culturaldarctions became catalysts for
Sixties generation critics and commentators to iplybteflect upon their own
memories of the Sixties. Such films and televiggoogrammes offered less

explicitly condemnatory interpretations of the &stand, | would argue, began to

198 Steve GillonBoomer NatiorThe Largest and Richest Generation Ever and Ha@hkinged
America (New York: Free Press, 200d) 14.
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pave the way for political rhetoric of a less cdtibent, which emerged in the early
1990s. The Sixties-laced 1992 presidential campaifidpaby boomer Bill Clinton
was very much part of a broader pop-culture replygars of Republican
demonisation.

Certainly, conflict between liberal and conservatxersions of the Sixties
was ever-present during the years 1986-1994. Tmflict was particularly
characteristic of the political sphere. The elatiim 1992 of Bill Clinton, the first
baby boomer president, was viewed by many in théiares a turning point in
politics: the Sixties generation was finally in #éite House. While the
conservative “bad sixties” had some presence thvouigthe election year, it was
subordinated to Clinton’s softer, liberalised versiwhich celebrated certain aspects
of the era’s positive and energising impact on AozerYet the Republican
reclamation of Congress in 1994 (led by another beerof the Sixties generation,
Newt Gingrich) complicated any notion of a unifi&ixties generation” and
reawakened the “bad” Sixties with a vengeance. § fes years, then, constituted a
period of heightened ideological tension in whicterpretations of the Sixties were

as capricious as they were multitudinous.
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The heating up of the culture wars and, in pardicuf the debates on artistic
freedom and history provided further ammunitionddrigh-profile war over
cinematic representation. From the “art wars” @ dte 1980s to the “history wars”
of the early 90s, the period 1986-1994 saw debatasiory and artistic
representation reach fever pit¢iThe political Right, infuriated by what it saw as
the “trivialisation of intellectual life,” a disméal of canonised American history,
and a rise in immoral/blasphemous works of art laditlle with a political Left
influenced by postmodern theory, which questiomedvery traditions and standards

to which the former cluny® Debates between these two camps over multicultural

114 Richard Jenson, “The Culture Wars 1965-1995: Adtian’s Map,”Journal of Social History:
Fall 95 Supplemenwol. 29, no. 1 (Fall 1995), pp. 19-32.

115 James T. PattersoRgestless Giant: The United States from WatergaBush vs. GoréOxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 255; Collifisansforming Americap. 173.
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syllabi, historical standards, artistic freedom anetalled “political correctness”
were prevalent throughout the period in whiRlhtoonet al were released.

Education, in particular, was a hot-bed of disconfer conservatives and
liberals. In 1986, protestors demonstrated ag&testford University’s
undergraduate module on “Western Culture.” The mdxsef non-Western thinkers
and the privileging of white men over women andanities in this module
provoked a campaign to modify its content or t@pdt completely. By 1988, the
original module had been scrapped and replacedomghwhich emphasised
diversity and inclusivenegs® This conflict was but one of many public spatd tha
occurred in the years 1986-1994. Conservativecsrguch as Allen Bloom (1987),
and Dinesh D’Souza (1991) raged against a lib@@lisiversity system introduced
in the 1960s that, in its desperate attempts torbeqolitically correct and placate
ethnic minorities and women calling for greatereusity, they argued had ended up
scrapping important and classic works of westeendture and philosopHy’
Richard Jenson notes that in the early 1990s a auoflzonservative intellectuals
were attacking what they viewed as an over-emploasfpolitical correctness” and
multiculturalism on college campuses. For consérgat “multiculturalism in
practice was an attack on dead white men and wesit@lization in general,” and
its critics “were systematically silenced as poétly incorrect.*'® Todd Gitlin
discusses the “textbook battles” in early 1990sf@alia. Again, conflicts between
liberals and conservatives over how much focus Ishioel given to white American
men and how much should be accorded to ethnic mtig®and women were
prevalent:*

At the same time various interest groups launchegiprofile assaults
against public historical exhibitions and againtistic freedoms. In the late 1980s,
there were campaigns against the National Endowsradrihe Arts (NEA) funding

of controversial artists such as Robert Mapplete@pd Andreas Serrano, whose
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homoerotic and/or blasphemous works were castigatemnservative$?’
Meanwhile, organisations that policed the contémtopular music, such as the
Parents’ Music Resource Center (established 1¢8%aded against songs thaty
deemed celebrated “the most gruesome violence Jedwupth explicit messages that
sadomasochism is the essence of $&istorical exhibitions organised by the
Smithsonian Institution, such as 1991’'s “The WasAmerica: Reinterpreting
Images of the Frontier, 1820-1920” and 1995’s “lEnBhy,” — named after the plane
that dropped the atom bomb on Hiroshima — alsoethuproar amongst
conservatives who felt that there was too muchatie being paid to the
exploitation of Native Americans, and to Americarongdoing (the dropping of the
bomb on Hiroshima), and not enough attention bpaid to American heroisrf?
Film too became a battleground on which campaigwélrsboth orthodox
and progressive attitudes argued over moralitypaoiitics. Charles Lyons charts the
explosion of activist fervour in the years 1980-49Brotests against cinematic
representations of violence against womeBiessed to Kil(1980), negative Asian
American stereotypes iear of the Dragoi(1985), a blasphemous view of Jesus
Christ inThe Last Temptation of Chrig€t988) and negative portrayals of
homosexuals iruising Windows(both 1980) an®asic Instinc{1992) were but a
few of the high-profile controversies. Lyons cordsithat this fifteen-year period
was notable for the intertwining of cinema and udtwars conflicts. The attempts
made by politicos on both the Right and the Leftdasor certain Hollywood
productions, was part of a broader national “cohftver sex, race, family values
and homosexuality” taking place in the public sgttét For example, the
conservative film critic Michael Medved argued is 1992 bestselldfollywood vs.
Americathat Hollywood was suffering from a “crisis of uak.” “It's not
‘mediocrity and escapism’ that leaves audienced’calgued Medved, “but sleaze
and self-indulgence'®* Certainly, for conservative critics, a numbertod films

examined in this thesis were representative of lattood “loony left” that

120 Hunter,Culture Wars pp. 231, 247-249.
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conservatives considered to be out of touch wighnibeds and values of ordinary
Americans‘®

With both film and history at the forefront of ttete 1980s and 1990s
culture wars, the stage was setRtaitoon et ako play a central part in public
debate. As Sixties representations, the films wérmmediate relevance to the
above-noted conflicts, all of which were understasdaving their roots in the
Sixties. Gitlin observes that for conservative ardtwarriors: “the subversives of the
Left [were] back, Sixties radicals all.” They haaoltrowed into the Modern
Language Association, the National EndowmentsHerArts and Humanities, the
English Department at Duke, the black studies depart at the City College of
New York, the Whitney Museum, the Smithsonian msion.”*® Right-wing radio
host Rush Limbaugh fretted in 1993 that a shadktieés gang” had co-opted “our
major cultural institutions ... the arts, the prdhg, entertainment industry, the
universities, the schools, the libraries, the fatiahs, etc.**” As Mike Wallace
notes, Limbaugh and others were particularly texdibf what this liberal “sixties
gang” was going to do to American histdfy.

A combination of political, cultural and generat&ionflicts and debates
therefore provided the historical conditions foggh films’ incursion into the public
sphere. Yet public memory of the Sixties was noipdy a matter of competing
stories. Pivotal to public memory of the era wére questions: whose story is
legitimate? Who should we believe? And who expegeiithe “real” Sixties and
thus deserves public attention and discussion? Guestions were part of a conflict
over who had experienced the Sixties most deemgydr might deserve to be
described as “authentic.”

*kkkkkk

In a thesis that purports to be examining “hist@ridms” it may seem strange that |

have used the word “authentic” in connection tather ambiguous concept related
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to individual philosophies and spiritual bettermeather than in connection with
ideas of factual verisimilitude. According to t@eford English Dictionarghe word
authentic is used to describe something whichiist‘hand,” “original,” “possessing
original or inherent authority.” An authentic objeg “entitled to acceptance or
belief, as being in accordance with fact, or asrgidact, reliable, trustworthy [and]
of established credit.” Works of art, historicatoeds and other artefacts have long
been the subject of debates over authenticity. Heneever, | am concerned with
how this term is applied to the self. Charles Lioldhn argues that “the dominant
trope for personal authenticity in America is emistin — the notion that feeling is
the most potent and real aspect of the SéffAuthenticity of this kind could be
achieved either through introspection and soulcéeag or through being
spontaneous, demonstrating “freedom and expregsivit Either way, a search for
authenticity is a search for a higher intellectraspiritual plain. Gaining
authenticity means one has somehow broken freestfaints placed on oneself and
gained an inner wisdom to which the conformistuthantic person is not privy. The
filmmakers involved irPlatoon et ak production were, | argue, heavily invested in
promoting the Sixties as a period in which manygbesought a positive, politically
progressive, intellectual and spiritual fulfilmeAnd, furthermore, numerous critics
and commentators addressed this theme in pubbaskgons of the films, either
commending the films’ and filmmakers as bearerhisf positive version of
authenticity, or dismissing the same films and filekers as somehow inauthentic.
The importance of personal authenticity to debatethe Sixties is
unsurprisinga search for authentic lifestyles became increasim@minent
throughout the era. | am not arguing here thaiogbiphical notions of personal
authenticity began at this time; both Lionel Tritiiand Jacob Gollomb cite 19
century philosophers and writers such as the Arapritanscendentalists Ralph
Waldo Emerson and the early existential philoso@wen Aabye Kierkegaard as
champions of a version of personal authentitiyNevertheless, discussions around
authenticity and the search for authentic lifestylere, in the late 1950s and 1960s

129 Charles LindholmCulture and AuthenticityOxford: Blackwell, 2008), p. 65.
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and beyond, widespread, particularly amongst youiuglle-class Americans. Social
studies began to criticise the grey conformity addte-class existence in the 1950s.
For example, David Riesman and William H. Whyte déamted the loss of rugged
individualism and personal expression in books sagihe Lonely CrowéndThe
Organization Mar®? As David Steigerwald explains, “Riesman argued tha
Americans had become ‘other directed’ conformistsvho measured their self
worth according to the opinions of others rathantpersonal or traditional moral
goals.**3 Individual creativity had been curbed, these wsitdaimed, as Americans
sought refuge in the bland, conformist environmeisrge corporations and
suburban living. Concurrently, Beat writers sucllask Kerouac, William
Burroughs and Allen Ginsberg became, in Andrew Mekig words, a “national
sensation.” Kerouac’®n the Roagwhich told the story of a young man’s madcap
dash across America in search of spiritual fulfiripevas popular with the young
middle-classes. The philosophy of the Beat writesis defined by “a rejection of
materialistic values and [a search] for a deepeamimg in life.**

The 1950s and 1960s also saw existentialist thoegbecially Albert
Camus’s writings, become popular amongst youngeusity students. Golomb
argues that the search for personal authenticisy/amantrinsic part of both of these
authors’ novels and essaysProminent Sixties New Left activists Todd Gitlinca
Tom Hayden write of being influenced by these wdrksSiven that Gitlin and
Hayden also became deeply involved in politicaivésh throughout the 1960s,
such statements raise a philosophical quandanh#sinterested scholars of
personal authenticity: does a search for persarthkaticity come at the expense of
a social conscience (a search for personal fulfilhneay be seen as a rather selfish
act), or can it be combined with a progressivetali and communal philosophy? It
is a debate of relevance to my thesis and | thexedtier an — admittedly succinct —

overview.
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Golomb is at pains to stress personal authentscpgsitive dimension. He
believes that the authenticity promoted in exisééntorks called for “an ongoing
life of significant actions*’ Furthermore, he suggests that “the very attempt to
become authentic, expresses courageous deternmmetido despair or to yield to
the powerful processes of levelling, objectificatiand depersonalization®® While
a search for personal authenticity may requirgextien of certain social and moral
codes and conventions present at any given tind@ei$ not require a rejection of, or
an escape from, society itself. Rather, self-imprognt (a search for authenticity)
means going out into the world and committing pesiacts; it can even mean an
attempt to change society for the better. Thistp@snotion of authenticity informed
numerous political and social movements of thei&xand beyond. Doug Rossinow
notes how the work of Camus and Sartre, as wehatsof Christian existentialists
such as Paul Tillich, was influential on the NewtL& combination of a search for
social justice — characteristic, in the early Sigtiof the civil rights movement, and,
later on, of anti-Vietnam protests and the femimstvement — and a search for
personal authenticity defined, according to Rossirtbe New Left agenda. Thus,
“Political action was taken not just for instrumanpurposes but because this was
the path to authenticity** Consider, for example, the SDS'’s 1962 manifd$te
Port Huron Statemerand its calls for activists to find “a meanindifie that is
personally authentic**° It was hoped that political protest would servéoion “an
island of integrity and vitality in a debased, lifgs land.*** Members of the New
Left were attempting to break the shackles placedaziety and themselves at the
time. The women’s liberation movement’s infamouwsyah, “The Personal is
Political” explicitly combined political protest i personal authenticity. As Sara
Evans points out, many of the movement’s vanguadideen involved in New Left
politics throughout the 1960s but had left groupshsas the SDS and SNCC
because the rampant misogyny of many of the malabres had seemed
incompatible with their aims. Yet the philosophigglerpinning the women’s

137 Golomb,In Search p. 201.
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movement — political activism and personal fulfilme were very much influenced
by the New Left:*? According to Rossinow, SDS, SNCC and the femimisvement
defined their authenticity against what they view@the an oppressive, conformist,
patriarchal capitalist culture in which individualere subordinated to big
business*® Young activists fought for groups alienated by ms&ieam, capitalist,
American society such as tpeor, African-Americans and women while, at the
same time, hoping that this struggle would relithedr own inner alienation and put
them in touch with their “real” selves.

Personal authenticity was not just the provinckeftfwing radicals. Two
years before the SDS draftedrt Huronthe conservative group Young Americans
for Freedom (YAF) drafted their own manifesitne Sharon Statememt short
document which railed against welfare paymentstagdjovernment and
championed a tough foreign polichhe Sharon Statemeior all its differences to
Port Huron was couched in spiritualistic rhetoric similarthat found in the SDS
document. “[FlJoremost among the transcendent vdlitedeclared, “is the
individual's use of his God-given free will, whenderives his right to be free from
the restrictions of arbitrary forcé® Once again, political action is linked to
personal expression and/or freedom. Those nottlinewolved in political activism
found other methods by which to seek authentidiighael Kazin and Maurice
Isserman note the popularity of new age religiamd goward the end of the era, the
rise of Evangelical Christianity suggested a desim®ngst Americans to pursue a
life that was personally authentic. A seeking afrgonal, therapeutic routes to the
divine” was prominent amongst baby booméPsroviding a broad overview of this
phenomenon, Philip Jenkins notes that the “quegtdosonal authenticity
encompassed sexual liberation, spiritual explona@imd quite likely
experimentation with drugs® It would seem that a person’s life choices were
linked in with some kind of transcendental seamttlie inner “true” self. Sam
Binkley demonstrates the ongoing influence of cetmtltural authenticity on

middle-class society throughout the 1970s: “[T]Rplesive qualities first celebrated
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in Haight Ashbury and in the culture of LSD wer@sdinked to doctrines of
personal growth and ... were [in the 1970s] transéatimto a regular and regulated
mode of life.**” Binkley’s sympathetic account of 1970s countermeliauthenticity
stresses the positive social relationships anshga®mmunities that emerged
amongst those who adopted organic diets, pursuadAde body therapies,
prioritised concern for the environment in theinouoercial endeavours, and
discussed openly and with others their emotionmtitsal, and sexual needs.
Whether at a hippie commune, through politicahastn or self-help groups, or in
religious organisations and cults, Americans ofowes political persuasions were
seemingly on a “journey to the interiof®

If participants viewed these practices as authemtibe 1960s and 1970s, the
re-articulation and revising in the 1980s of whatstituted authentic Sixties
lifestyles substantiates Richard Peterson’s argtithei authenticity is never a fixed
phenomenon. It is a “socially agreed upon constracjues Peterson, a procéisat
relies on a continual negotiation between produardsconsumer? Peterson’s
study focuses on the shifting notion of what cdogd “authentic” country music at
different points in history. He points out that wisaconsidered an authentic country
style at one juncture would not have been thougtat @nother (Hank Williams has
been thought of authentic from the 1950s to theguk for example, but would not
have been in the 1920s and 1930s). Powerful irteli&e industry executives,
journalists, critics and commentators are respda$dv shaping contemporaneous
notions of authenticity. As Peterson puts it, antiogty “is renegotiated in a
continual political struggle in which the goal @fah contending interest is to
naturalize a particular construction of authenyi¢it®

It is worth briefly considering here, the other,nmoaegative interpretation of
personal authenticity, for, in the 1980s, manyhef groups and individuals who
considered themselves as having gained (or weheiprocess of gaining)
authenticity in the 1960s and early 1970s, wemetrospect accused of being

inauthentic. As far back as the early 1960s, Theméaorno had begun to question
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the politics of personal authenticity. Tine Jargon of Authenticithis devastating
attack on existentialist philosophers, particuldigrtin Heidegger, Adorno claimed
that notions of authenticity were a dangerous rfigation of the historical and
institutional forces that enslave humanity. Thetumwvard, the focus on the self as
the key to the successful negotiation of a mordlsotially responsible society,
displayed a blithe ignorance toward those outsaliigal and economic forces that
confined and sublimated citizens. Writing on 19&@&smany, Adorno identified a
“Jargon” of existentialist-like buzz-words that hekdnscended academic circles to

become part of everyday parlance: “existentialficeunter,” “genuine dialogue®?
Such phrases sought to make real the mysticatjltpeople that some kind of
transcendental personal experience was possilda, \elile economic structures
continued to ensure inequality and oppression. leaflSchroyer notes, Adorno
claimed that “the jargon [of authenticity] shareshwnodern advertising the
ideological circularity of pretending to make prefsén pure expressivity, an
idealized form that is devoid of contert? Authenticity therefore becomes a retreat
from, not an engagement with, the real world. Tlwosinter to Golomb, Adorno
claims: “As it runs in the jargon: suffering, ewihd death are to be accepted, not to
be changed™®®

This alternative view of personal authenticity pd®s a useful entry point
into considering the ways in which personal auticégithas been appropriated and
discussed in 1980s public debates. The 1980s samts on the part of various
political interests to define what it was that mad®ixties person authentic.
Throughout the 1980s, a common complaint was tlzatynof the young people of
the Sixties — those who had claimed themselveg t@authentic — had in some way
“sold out.” In his 1987 book Todd Gitlin lamentdtetmovement post-1970 away
from countercultural collective political actioncatowards self-indulgence of many
of his New Left contemporaries, suggesting that‘tea change from politics to
personal salvation and cultivation of personaltiefes ... gave movement men, at
the turn of the decade, a way to cope with womkinésation.” This explosion of

ex-activists organising male consciousness ras@sgions and complaining about
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their social status was thus part of the emergehaebroader backlash against the
feminist movement that continued into the 1980sduaksed in Chapter Two). He
also suggests that, across the board, this movemeatds “was a holding action, a
way of soothing wounds and greasing our withdraveath politics.”>* The New
Left in general found itself to be the subject afah criticism. They were the
Yippies turned Yuppies:Yaccusé turned “Jacuzzi*®®

Of course, for some 1980s commentators, membeledfiew Left or the
hippie counterculture never were authentic to begih. Conservative spokespeople
found a convenient way of combining political agsan the Sixties with the
existential framing of “undesirable” individuals ine phrase “the permissive
society.” Barbara Ehrenreich notes how the wordrtpssive” became prominent in
public discourse in the 1950s in conservative k#@n gentler more liberal child-
raising practices, which they believed had led ¢emaeration of weak young men.
However, by the late 1970s and into the 1980s efispf different meanings had
built an extraordinarily evocative power into th&tion of permissiveness. Anything
could bepermissivea person, a class, a society, a policy, a forimedaviour.**®
Thus were the exploits of hippies, anti-war praiestand left-wing activists
attacked in the 1980s as negative symptoms ofraipgive society. The lifestyles
and psychologies of the poor, who benefitted framdxpansion of the welfare state
— linked back, by conservatives, to the mid 196@s1layndon Johnson’s Great
Society — were also said to have been damagedelyities. In 1986, for example,
President Ronald Reagan spoke of the “allure op#renissive society.” His
reference points were the loose morality of thei@ounterculture and the
expansion of the welfare state under Presidentstwhim the mid 1960s. With
regard to the latter, Reagan declared that “[w]strescape this spider's web of
dependency.” And, tying welfare in with the druggyunterculture, Reagan invoked
Franklin Roosevelt's description of aid to the pasr‘a narcotic ... a destroyer of
the soul.*” In one fell swoop, Reagan accused the Sixtie®sfrdying American

society and destroying Americans’ souls.
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The New Left also found itself subjected to retexdjve assault by former
members. In a late-1980s account of the membdetesBixties protest movements,
conservative commentator (and ex New Left actiRstler Collier snarled: “these
radicals were right more often than they were wravgare told, but whether they
were right or wrong is almost irrelevant becauss/ tivere above alluthenti¢
(emphasis in original>® For Collier, such people — and he would include1960s
self among them — were the height of in-authemti€llier and his conservative
companion David Horowitz chart their own persoredratives in ways which would
seem to suggest that their positive personal toamsftion occurs not during the
Sixties, but during the late 1970s and 1980s, when finally turned their backs on
left-wing activism for good>®

It is particularly notable that John Downton Hazletho examines a number
of Sixties autobiographies published in the 1988s8¢ch as Gitlin’s Hayden'’s,
Horowitz and Collier's — suggests that they allt@kvery similar formHowever the
Sixties are constructed the impact upon the peasstire same: “Once | was lost, but
now | am found.*® It is, in other words, a standard religious cosi@r narrative.
Gitlin, Hayden, Horowitz and Collier promoted thestv@s as having gained,
through their experiences in the Sixties, a cemagdom and self-knowledge. These
commentators placed themselves in direct oppositidhose whom they perceived
to be in-authentic: their political foes. This avittgraphical structure, identified by
Hazlett, might, | suggest, be applied to broadditipal and cultural renditions of the
Sixties that were expressed in the public spheragthe 1980s and 1990s. While
not all of the films examined in this thesis aréohiographical, they do feature a
central protagonist whose life is impacted irreNmgdy events of the Sixties.
Indeed, | contend that Hollywood cinema contributeg@ublic sphere discourses in
which multiple versions of Sixties authenticity wesroduced and contested.
Individuals who were not previously associated ypiginsonal authenticity — such as
Vietnam veterans — were ascribed this quality sgteatively. Other individuals and
groups — feminists, New Left activists, Black Panghand hippies — were the

subjects of fierce conflict and debate.
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The following five chapters argue that the filmmekimvolved in the writing
of the five films sought to imbue their central @gonists with a positive version of
personal authenticity (one viewed as being of beteeAmerican society).

Platoonris Chris Taylor finds a “life that is personallythentic” by adopting and
incorporating philosophies associated with thei&sxtounterculture and anti-war
movement into his own life. Baby Houseman expemsran authentic awakening as
she applies feminist principles to her family riglaships and romantic encounters.
Even characters such 3#8K’'s Jim Garrison aniflalcolm Xs eponymous hero —
whose youths are long past — are depicted as haximgrienced a similar authentic
coming-of-age. Indeed, it is my contention thaesamwriters Oliver Stone and
Zachary SklarJFK) and Spike LeeMalcolm X) script these protagonists so that
Garrison and Malcolm X become metaphorical repredgimes of a Sixties
generation-like quest for personal authenticitytrS8an becomes symbolic of a
fictive master narrative, oft recounted by the @xgeneration in the 1980s and
1990s, which declared the Kennedy assassinatiba torevelatory moment for a
whole generation of young men and women. With tiessheard in Dealey Plaza,
goes the narrative promoted by Sixties generatimnnecentators, innocence was lost,
and this generation politically and personally fgnep.” Though forty-three years
old at the time of the assassination, Garrisonésattier — as it appearsdrK — is
declared to have embarked upon this same narmaitpelitical and personal growth.

Similarly, the manner in which Malcolm X was comnstied during script
development indicates that Spike Lee also attemjpt@gect this black political
activist’s personal story with tropes and themeseaated with the Sixties
generation, and its coming-of-age against the bragkdf the era’s transformations.
In many ways the personal authenticity narrativesused as they are with a
decidedly liberal take on Sixties political andtawl transformation — allow the
screenwriters to express their own political viemsthe era. While, as noted above,
the scripts’ treatment of issues and events delpatblicly — the Vietham War,
abortion, the counterculture, for example — waseraubiguous and contradictory,
the impact of Sixties transformations on individliags is presented in an
unambiguously positive light. This aspect of thepgs moves beyond the idea of the
“screenplay as business plan” and afforded a godliperal filmmakers the
opportunity to allow their political viewpoints eekr reign. In these five films, the
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gaining of personal authenticity is a direct aftrtmconservative denunciations of
the Sixties. Chris Taylor, Baby Houseman, Jim Garnj Malcolm X and Forrest
Gump are all presented as beneficiaries of libBraies transformation. They are
also depicted as individuals that other Americaars aelebrate, learn from and even
try to emulate. However, when the films finally ckad cinema screens, not all of
these characters’ experiences were accorded the galitical and historical
significance. Taylor, Gump and Garrison were regeigritically as characters from
whom America could learn, characters who couldinesgharacters who could be
easily said to be authentbirty Dancings Baby Houseman aridalcolm Xs
eponymous hero were not received with the samespréad approbation. This
thesis contends that, in public debates of the 4@8@ 1990s, the personal
authenticity narrative so prominent amongst comatens of the Sixties generation
was largely associated with white, middle-class niée gendering and whitening
of such a narrative is an extremely problematituiesof liberal Sixties
commemoration, one which is discussed in detaihguchapters Two and Four.
While liberal political and cultural commentatosught to challenge Reagan and his
allies” Sixties-bashing, many did so rather seletyi Women’s and African
Americans’ contribution to political transformatioras sidelined, while the white
middle-class male became synecdoche of the Sixi@stive legacy.

This thesis thus rejects portraying Sixties remembe as dominated by any
single, or simple, political voice. Instead | hiigjhit the conflicting and contradictory
discourses that operated around the subject obparauthenticity, while also
noting the ideological forces that ensured thamnergst liberals and conservatives
alike — Sixties representations and discussions @&giconspicous in terms of their
absences, exclusions and omissions as they wedheinyactual content. Female and
black-centred films, it would seem, were not acedrthe same significance as those
featuring males during the years 1986-1994. Thdipdbbates surrounding
Platoon Dirty Dancing JFK, Malcolm X andForrest Gumpgevealed how white
men were invested with a quasi-talismanic statu&ties remembrance, while at

the same time the political significance attacleedrtyone else’s authentic
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awakening remained, to borrow Sheila Robowthamfageh “hidden from
history.”®*

The chapters which follow offer an analysis of fivgh-profile Hollywood
Sixties films conducted within the framework of fiakpolitics/personal
authenticity. Each of the five chapters followsraikar structure. | begin by
analysing the film’s production history and scigivelopment within public debates
on the Sixties. After comparing draft scripts witie released film, | turn toward a
promotion and reception study. Here | draw upoarage of materials. Promotional
posters and trailers are examined, as are intesyimviews and articles printed in
newspapers and magazines.

Chapter One provides an analysiftdtoonrs production, promotion and
reception history (1976-1986/7). During script depenent, Stone cut much
material that could have been deemed a liberalm=ation of the war.
Nevertheless, the film provided a liberal repreagonh of the Sixties through the
main narrative arc — central protagonist Chris ®dglpersonal development. A
reception study highlights the prominent readimgtegies mobilised by critics and
commentators, suggesting reasons why this filmaegasidered a “worthy”
representation not just of the Vietham War, bul\oferica’s Sixties in general.

Chapter Two examind3irty Dancing In terms of story, central protagonist
and politics, this film acts as the female equinate Platoon Analysing a 1985
draft script and the finished film highlight the parallels in terms of narrative
structure, themes and political outlook betwBerty Dancingand Stone’s Vietnam
drama.l then explore promotion and reception and considey, given these
parallels,Dirty Dancingdid not make so large an impact on Sixties debates
Prominent discourses of the 1980s that served tginaise late 60s/early 70s
women’s liberation meant thBirty Dancingwould be ignored in the public sphere,
despite having (it seems) an immense impact upoalieviewers across America.

Chapter Three’s study dFK examines the film’s adaptation from source
novel (Jim Garrison’©n the Trail of the Assassi® screenplay. Exploring the
processes of adaptation and script developmengdest that this film was

constructed as a metaphor for the Sixties generatiotellectual and spiritual
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awakening in the SixtiedFK’s political representation of public events — in
particular the Kennedy assassination — is divefering the opportunity to read
both of liberal and conservative interpretatiorpost-assassination America.
Nevertheless, this film’s central protagonist igressented as embarking on a quest
for personal authenticity, which, as wiflatoonandDirty Dancing promotes a

form of progressive political activism. Examiningpmotion and reception, |
highlight howJFK became a locus around which circulated a debatkeowalidity

of the “conspiracy theory” as a useful politicahcept, and its relationship to Sixties
politics and culture.

Chapter Four, focuses Malcolm X and reiterates the importance of
examining the process of adaption from script teec. As withJFK, this film’s
representation of public politics was constructe@s to invite a range of
interpretations, and a narrative stressing protagjdalcolm X’s gaining of
personal authenticity was strengthened. HoweveitewkRK was received as an
event of national importanc®alcolm X was received in a rather different manner.
While the film received enormous amounts of maew®stn coverage during
production (more so thalFK, even) its post-release reception was muted. This,
argue, was because Malcolm X’s role in the cights movement was framed as a
topic of direct relevance to African-Americans, bot to American society in
general.

Chapter Five examindorrest GumpGumps production and release
straddle a particularly transformative period witkte public Sixties debate. When
Forest Gumpwas being written in 1992, a prominent, positiverai@/e of the era
was being promoted by presidential candidate BititGn; however, by the time the
film was released, in 1994, conservative commerddiad retaken the driving seat
and were promoting a negative version of the Sxfldis chapter highlights how
changes to the source novel (Winston GrooRogest Gump1986) and script
suggest that the filmmakers were attempting tanahgir picture with a Clintonite
version of the Sixties (in terms of public polit@sd personal authenticity).
FurthermoreForrest Gumfs eponymous protagonist is imbued with a versibn o
countercultural authenticity criticised by conseiweas, and the film provides a
number of challenges to social conservatives’ kelidy examination of the film’s
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reception suggests reasons as to why, despite thasges, the film was
appropriated by conservatives as a complete arddegtmonisation of the Sixties.
This thesis is an attempt to examine the rolesgaldyy filmmakers, films
and public commentators in the shaping of publicnmey at a particular point in
time. It offers an analysis of five high-profilepresentations of the Sixties,
demonstrating the similar strategies mobilisedilmyrhakers in the construction of
their Sixties narratives. It also highlights thermer in which a film’s history is
“used” by diverse arbiters in conflicts over thepdinally, it considers the impact

of social context upon these films’ visibility ihe public sphere.

61



Chapter One

“The Enemy was in Us”: Platoon and Sixties Commemoration

January 1968: A young private in the United Staresy, Oliver Stone, is wounded
for the second time in Vietnam. While he recuperatea military hospital, North
Vietnamese troops launch the largest attack y&troarican forces: the Tet
Offensive. Thousands of Viethamese and Americagiesd are killed and Stone’s
old battalion is decimated. After one more toudofy, Stone returns to America,
and enrols on a filmmaking course at New York Ursitg.'®? Eight years later he
writes the first draft of a picture he titles “TRé&toon” (1976).

May 1986: Stone, now a filmmaker, finally gets bmat what has come to be
called, simplyPlatoon Based in part on his own memories of comB&toontells
the story of a young soldier, Chris Taylor (ChaBieeen), and his experiences
fighting in the war. Across its US theatrical rtme film achieved critical and
commercial success and generated a firestorm ofandetbate. Receiving sustained
coverage in major news outlets — an image fronfilimeeven adorned the front page
of Timemagazine Platoonestablished Stone as one of Hollywood’s most high-
profile and controversial filmmaket&®

Eighteen years separate Stone’s tour of dutyRdatboris December 1986
release. The film’s journey from script to screparmed a decade. Within that time,
the Viethnam War was enshrined in public memoryraesaf the most tragic and most
controversial events of America’s recent past. D8swns of the external enemy, the
North Viethamese, were quickly subordinated to Bepajuestions regarding
Vietnam’s internal impact. The war became an owhiag metaphor for all that was
wrong with America in the late 1960s and early 19 period sometimes referred
to as the “Vietnam era”). As Arnold Isaacs put\Wietnam became the era’s most
powerful symbol of damaged ideals and the lossust tunity, shared myths, and
common values ... Vietnam gave visible shape to thatgultural changes
sweeping over American society, defining, more thay other event, the era and its
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pains.®®* Young vs. old, liberal vs. conservative, pro- assti-war, middle- vs.
working-class: through the prism of Vietnam wasaefed an image of America at
war with itself. With the fall of Saigon in 197%1& Vietnam War ostensibly ended.
Yet, out of its ashes marched a legion of Amerialture warriors, whose political
remonstrations and personal reminiscences ensaé¥ietnam was guaranteed a
prominent place in public debates throughout th&%91980s, and beyond. What
had the war done to America? What had it done te#gans? Whose story should
be believedPlatoonwas produced and received in the shadow of sucategb

This chapter examines the representation of pylolitics and personal
authenticity in and aroun@latoon | build upon and contribute to a substantial body
of academic work that has located this film witbinoader public memory of the
Vietnam War. Much of this work has been concernétl debunking claims to
“realism” made by Stone and public commentatord, rastes the numerous fictional
and melodramatic elements incorporated Rietooris narrative'® Others have
explored its political content, arguing that tHenfevoids taking a stance on the war
because it fails to locate it within broader histak and political tensions or because
it fails to provide any substantial representatibthe Vietnames&>® While | do not
set out to dispute the final pointRlatoondoes not adequately commemorate
Vietnamese involvement in the war — | do seek gseftt, and to some extent
unravel, the other arguments. Breaking the film dawto three stages — production,
promotion and reception — | demonstrate the extenthich Stone and public
commentators sought to imbBé&toonwith political and historical resonance for

America. The film was constructed as a historicahmentary on the Sixties, one
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designed to resonate with critics and commentatitks. | offer analysis of the
conditions that informed the film’s political andtorical content, and those
conditions driving its rise to public prominence.

The chapter is broken into three sections. PariarsesPlatooris
production history and Oliver Stone’s public peaevithin debates spanning the
years 1976-198%7 | highlight the intersection of Stone’s public pena and
Hollywood cinema in general with two prominent stta of Vietnam-related
discourse: the war’s impact on American politicd &reign policy, and its impact
on individual psychologies. The chapter’s secoruliee examines changes made to
thePlatoonscript between 1984 and its release in 1986 wghifting public
debates on the war and the Sixties. Comparing 18885 and 1986 draft scripts
with the finished film, | argue that certain sceaes statements which could be read
as an explicit liberal interpretation of the Vietm&Var were cut or curtailed.
However, at the same time, | argue that Stone @af@s increased amount of
political and historical commentary on the Sixii@® Chris Taylor's personal
narrative. Taylor’s intellectual and spiritual def@mmnent, his gaining of personal
authenticity, is informed by principles associatgth the counterculture and anti-
war movement. And, furthermore, Taylor’'s persomplést” runs hand-in-hand with
an — albeit incomplete — attempt to consign cemagative political and militaristic
tendencies present in American culture to the dustbhistory. In this wayPlatoon
was shaped into a liberal commentary on the Sixtidsge enemy was in us”, Taylor
declares at the film’s conclusion. Such a realisatiompletes his attainment of
personal authenticity. His failure to entirely de this “enemy” acted as a call to
others to continue where he left off.

Finally, | examine the film’s promotion and receptj suggesting reasons for
the predominant reading strategies that gretatbonon its US theatrical release. |
argue that part of the film’s success at stimutptiebate was that its representation
of public politics and personal authenticity chinveith the views of numerous other
commentators and acted as a canvas upon whichrdwd a broader national

“coming-of-age” narrative.

187 A February 1986 draft of the script notes it wiast fvritten in 1976. See Oliver StoriEhe
Platoon February 1986 (Available at the Lincoln CentarPerforming Arts, New York). See also
Richard Corliss, Platoon Vietnam the Way it Really Was, On Film[Tme January 26, 1987, p. 44.
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Platoon in production, 1976-1982

Platoonwas a project some ten years in the making. Stantewhe first draft of the
script in 1976. Producer Martin Bregman expressemi@rest. Bregman attempted
to obtain funding for it, but apparently was regetby all the major studid§® In
retrospect, Hollywood rejection has been viewedas of a broader trend in which
the Vietnam War was virtually ignored in politiGaid cultural discourse at this
time*® The writers of popular and, sometimes, scholadyks have claimed that it
was not until the 1980s and the erection of theéném Veterans Memorial in 1982
andPlatooris release (1986), that the silence on Vietnam fimadly lifted. Indeed,
the Memorial andPlatoonare at times placed side-by-side as significactbfa in
the gradual “coming-to-terms” with the war. “Theetham [Veterans] Memorial
was one gate our country had to pass through™sd&tan John Wheeler in 1987,
“Platoonis another.*’® Here was, according to one of the first scholbdgks to
examinePlatoon “the first real cinematic step taken by Hollywaadcoming to
terms with the truth about Vietnam’*

To placePlatoonat the forefront of Hollywood'’s attempts to repnesine
“real” Vietnam is rather misleading. It was nottttfze film industry, or for that
matter American media and political claims-mak&eg] gone silent on the war.
Rather,Platoonwas the first Vietham film to successfully capgalon shifts in
public debate over the war. In order to chroniblese shifts, and the creative choices
made by Stone during the writing process, it isongmt to place script development
within a precise historical context, one which cdiogies simple notions of a
Vietnam-mute 1970s public sphere. At this timereéremmerged a Vietham debate
concerned with the war’s impact on national pditand on individual psychology.

The idea that 1970s America went silent on Vietmaight be seen as
symptomatic of popular accounts of the “Seventraste generally. As Philip
Jenkins points out, “[i]t almost seems as if Amandistory, wearied after the daily

188 Stephen LavingtorQliver StongLondon: Virgin Books, 2004), p. 70.

189 peter Ehrenhaus and Richard Morris, “Epilogue niof Remembering, Forms of Forgetting,” in
Ehrenhaus and Morris (ed€ultural Legacies of Vietham: Uses of the PashimPresen{New
Jersey: Ablex Publishing Coorporation, 1990), @#5-226; Isaacs/ietnam Shadow. 70; Kinney,
“Ritual and Remembrance,” p. 154.

170 Richard Corliss, Platoon” p. 45.

1 Albert Auster and Leonard QuaHpw the War was Remembered: Hollywood and Vietnam
(London: Praeger, 1988), p. 137.
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stresses of the 1960s, took a seven year vacdt@rNixon resigned*? With the
end of the Watergate affair and Richard Nixon’sgeation, Americans apparently
retired from public politics and went silent onuss of national importance. In such
accounts, the mid-to-late 1970s is looked back upsmissively as an era of vapid
popular culture, during which the American peoptedme less interested in
changing society than with narcissistic self-inserét was, to borrow two well
known epithets, the “Me Decade,” one defined byidespread “culture of
narcissism.””®

Jenkins, on the other hand, depicts the late 183@speriod of intense
political conflict, which had a powerful impact upéuture public discourse. Views
toward the Vietnam War and its impact on US forggticy were but one
prominent subject of discussion. The war quicklgame the “prism through which
all arguments for or against the use of U.S. nmiligower must ultimately pas$™
For different reasons, conservatives and liberalsted to portray Vietnam as a
debacle. Conservatives argued the war to have bsdRonald Reagan put it in
1980, a “noble cause,” one which was only lost beea weak government had
bowed to the demands of the liberal media and essklradical anti-war protestors.
Liberals argued Vietnam to have been an immoralimamich America should
never have been involved in the first place.

Events of the 1970s ensured that debates on Vieamanfioreign policy
remained prominent in the public sphere. The e@dyid 1970s counted
embarrassment after embarrassment befalling thiedUSitates on the world stage.
Vietnam’s “peace with honor” program, which saw kst US troops exiting the
country in 1973, had failed to please liberals wkbeved that the war should have
ended years earlier. Nor did it please conservatiwo were convinced that a US
victory would have been assured had the US govarhmeshed for greater force to
be applied in Indochina. 1973 also saw the Yom Kipfvar, which threatened the

existence of Israel and, since America had clesett Israel, suggested that anti-

172 philip JenkinsPecade of Nightmares: The End of the Sixties andvthking of Eighties America
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p. 6.

173 Tom Wolfe, “The Me Decade and the Third Great Aerikg,” New York August 23, 1976.
Reprinted ahttp://nymag.com/news/features/45988¢cessed June 2009); Christopher LaJtte
Culture of Narcissism: American Life in the Agdahinishing Expectation@New York: Norton,
1978).

17 Robert J. McMahon, “Contested Memory: The Vietriatar and American Society, 1975-2001,”
Diplomatic History vol. 26, no. 2 (Spring 2002), p. 172.
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western forces were willing to challenge Americgigbal dominance. In 1975, the
Palestine Liberation Organisation achieved obsestagus in the United Nations
and, the same year, Zionism was declared a foracidm at the UN General
Assembly*’®> Some conservative commentators felt that the Asaargovernment
itself was helping to destroy the country’s intéimi@al standing. Presidents Nixon
and Carter’s policy of détente with the Soviet Ungaused some onlookers to
believe that capitalism had lost its economic amdainsuperiority over communism.
Conservatives claimed that the US was cow-towinguesian demands, and that,
even though nuclear disarmament was the supposatdion, the USSR was
actually winning the arms race. One commentatooanced that “Détente means
ultimate Soviet military superiority over the W&&f°

US dominance was being challenged across the wafikth. its weakened
global status there was a fear that the West “wbalgolitically and militarily
castrated *”” With Vietnam asserted as a loss of American mresthe war was
heavily associated with a broader Sixties disasderative. A war apparently
embarked upon so as to maintain, or even to rameri&an esteem and prosperity,
ended in the early 1970s with complete chaos -hguiahed nation. For
conservatives, lamenting America’s failure in Vemtmwent hand in hand with
attacks on domestic decline, as if both could &ecl back to events of the
Sixties!’® As Daniel Marcus puts it “conservatives linked Aroan defeat in
Vietnam to liberal control of the federal governmand the unruly Sixties
counterculture *® Various aspects of the “bad” Sixties were bundhed
conservative discussions of Vietnam: a liberal goreent more interested in
spending on welfare and affirmative action progranas in increasing military
strength, and a radical left-wing countercultura tthallenged America’s moral
crusade against communism. For conservatives,ifftiesSneeded to be reversed if
America was to sit once more at the top of the evorl

While conservatives sounded the war drums againstak foreign policy

and détente, liberals attacked American arrogamcerftering Vietnam in the first

175 JenkinsNightmares pp. 61-62.

7 Quoted in Ibid., p. 61.
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place. If anything, Stone began to wiittatoonwhen America was largely anti-
war®°1976 was an election year and Democratic presalezndidate Jimmy
Carter pledged a blanket “pardon” for all draft @ees and military deserters if he
were elected commander and cHf&fThis well-publicised announcement was
viewed in some quarters as an acceptance thatahevas a mistake. Such a belief
was bolstered by Carter’s own criticisms of “thetéllectual and moral poverty’ of
American policy in Vietnam*®? Anti-Vietham sentiment meant that Ronald
Reagan’s later attempts in 1980 to describe theawar “noble cause” were
considered ill-advised for a presidential hopefud avere discussed as a possible
threat to his presidential aspiratiof&Throughout the 1970s there was strong anti-
war sentiment across the United States and, pkatiguit would seem, amongst
Vietnam veterans. Contrary to later 1980s discqu/sgtnam veterans played a
significant role in the anti-war moveméfit.H. Bruce Franklin argues that anti-war
sentiment was often more prominent amongst Vietmai@rans than it was amongst
college-educated youths (the group usually asstiatth the anti-war movement).
Thousands of veterans had joined Vietnam Veterayanst the War, thousands had
deserted during conscription (far more than avoitieddraft), and many became
involved in anti-war activism in Eurogé&

At the same time as conservatives and liberal$elattout over the morality
of Vietham, others were combining political comnagtwith an examination of the
war’s impact on individual psychologies. What wobktome officially recognised
by the American Psychiatric Association in 1980Rsst Traumatic Stress
Disorder” (PTSD) had its roots in early 1970s madigzussions of Vietnari®
PTSD was used to describe a host of mental ailnfemtsflashbacks, blackouts,

shakes, to bursts of anger from which veteranegedfupon their return to America.

180 |n terms of public opinion, American people havasistently doubted the war’s morality. Most
opinion polls show that, since the 1970s, far npeeple have been anti- than pro-Vietnam. See
Patrick HagopianThe Vietham War in American Memory: Veterans, Méaisand the Politics of
Healing (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2089)13-14.
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The notion of Vietham having destroyed veterangrahters was ever-present
throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s.

In 1976, several Vietham memoirs were published¢clvmerged a sharp
critique of American involvement in the war withrretives that explored its effect
on individual veterans. Charles DurdeNes Bugles, No Drumaas received as a
part comic, part tragi€atch 22like chronicle of the lives of “grunts” in Vietnaffi’
Ron Kovic’'sBorn on the Fourth of Julgecounts the experiences of a veteran
seriously wounded in Vietham and his conversioartt-war spokesman for
Vietnam Veterans Against the War. An angry investgainst the powers that sent
young men to die for their countrprn on the Fourth of Julyymps backward and
forward in time, ending with a pitiful memory ofitdhood as Kovic lays seriously
injured on the battlefield®® Black humour and/or rage defined these anti-weste
as it would the following year’Bispatcheg1977), Michael Herr’s darkly comic
piece of New Journalism that chronicled the expegs of soldiers in Vietnanf’
By 1984, the writer C.D.B. Bryan could argue thed standard Vietnam novel,
“charts the gradual deterioration of order, thendégration of idealism, the
breakdown of character, the alienation from thddeme, and, finally, the loss of
all sensibility save the will to survivé® Bryan's emphasis on “alienation” is
apposite, for it speaks to the existential franohthe Vietnam veteran throughout
the 1970s and early 1980s. As Doug Rossinow naliesation for many in the
Sixties represented the polar opposite of authigntithe alienated person was
disconnected from society and did not, or could taite an active role in political
and social life™* While many veterans, like Kovibadre-entered society, begun
new lives, and even involved themselves in commpakdical protest against the
war, the growing stereotype of the alienated vetgexsisted in a wealth of cultural
texts, nowhere more clearly than in those emerfymg Hollywood.

Stone would of course eventually make Kovic’'s nou@ the filmBorn on
the Fourth of July1989) (hereaftelBorn). He had bought the rights and written a

187 Kim Willensen, “Catch 23,NewsweekAugust 9, 1976, p. 72.

188 Ron Kovic,Born on the Fourth of JulfLondon: Corgi [1976] 1990), pp. 168-172.
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draft script by 1978. At this stage, according torfe, the film was going to end on a
note of anger. It was to conclude at the 1972 Riggarbconvention with Kovic

being beaten by polic€? This is certainly not the manner in which the cteten

film consummated its veteran narrative. By 1988rn’stimeline would extend to
include the 1976 Democratic convention. Stone agayed the flashback structure
found in Kovic’s novel into a linear narrative. Tfien ends with Kovic (Tom

Cruise) announcing optimistically that he “finathinks [he’s] come home.” In the
1970s, the funding fdBorn fell through at the last moment, but it is interggto

note how, at this stage, the film was set to carelon a similar dark and depressing
note to the aforementioned novels and public dsbater the war. Had it been made
in 1978Bornwould have been a narrative that stressed alienatibhout a hopeful
homecoming.

That there was even a chancdBofn making it to the big screen is testament
to high-ranking Hollywood insiders’ willingness émgage with Vietnam in the
1970s. As Jerry Lembcke points out, the film industdopted a relatively constant
approach to the war throughout the 1970s. Lemboké&sads that bot@oming
Home(1977) andrhe Deer Hunte(1978), two high-profile, Academy Award
winning Vietnam films of the late 1970s, essenyialbntinued the veteran “coming
home narrative” that had been used in films for sgears previouS While many
studies of the Vietham War film posit a break betwearly 1970s representations of
veterans and later, post 1978, Vietnam war fittfidembecke notes the similarities
between films of the late 1970s and those of thky 4870s and 1960s. What were
Coming HomeaandThe Deer Huntebut extended reinterpretations of the impact of
the war upon veterans, a theme that had featuedipently in such diverse films
asAlice’s Restauran{l1969),Welcome Home Soldier Bofid72) andraxi Driver
(1976)? These films all focused upon “veteranstaed coming home

experiences™ To differing degrees they presented Veterans agienally
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scarred, alienated individuals who possessed &teydoward violence and/or self-
destruction*°

It should also be noted that films likloming Homeavere in production well
before 1977. Preparations for this fibegan as early as 19%3.In 1976, Francis
Ford Coppola also began shooting the first filnceidohn Wayne’s conservative
celebration of the American military proweBse Green Beretdl968) to be set
entirely in ViethamApocalypse Now’® Stone was therefore writing the first draft of
his Platoonscript at a time when several similar books anddiblready had been
released, or were being produced. In these tentsrels, films and media debates —
the war’s impact upon veterans was shown to beigdil)sand psychologically
devastating.

Throughout the 1970s and early 1980s, the feweatsss to Stone in the
mainstream American press create an image of latistigrazed, angst-ridden,
alienated figure, uncannily similar to the derangetkrans presented on-screen.
After winning Golden Globe and Academy Awards far $creenplay foMidnight
Expresq1978), he was reported to have given a garbleddpin which he stated
that “the U.S. is putting people in jail for beihgyh.” In exasperation, the film’s
director, Alan Parker, called Stone “very brighgrywell-meaning and very
boring.™ Other reports focused on his morbid love for itifeginto his
screenplays the most brutal of violed€&With films such adMidnight Express
Conan the Barbariari1982) andScarfacg1983), under his belt, Stone was
associated with extreme violence bordering on dnyartdis public persona almost
acted as a mirror for larger cultural debates sunding the Vietnam veteran.

While promoting his second attempt at directinge Hand1981), Stone
turned Vietnam commentator and made direct referém®TSD. “I don’t think the

Vietnam story’s been told”, he informed tNew York Timem 1981: “Vietnam
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messed a lot of guys up [be]cause it put us ostegf with our own generatioA™
The film’s representation of an artist who losestand during a freak accident and
ends up killing his wife was actually promoted hg director as an engagement with
the plight of Vietnam veterans. As Stone continuetheNew York Timesterview,
“I've been lucky. | can write. But what about theyg who couldn’t express it? ...
That’'s whatThe Hands about. That unconscious state, that time yosasoething
you're not even aware of?? Here Stone was offering readers of this intervagw
alternative way in which to frame their readingsbe Hand Vietham does not
even make an appearance in the film itself, bupyehologically disturbed
protagonist is linked to the broader phenomend®T@D, which had by 1981
become an umbrella term for any psychological dispafflicting Vietnam
veterans2? It would not be the last time that this filmmalkeatched his rhetoric to
the ebb and flow of political discourse.

Stone’s comments reflected Hollywood’s continuegestment in depicting
psychologically scarred Vietham veterans in theOs98 he year aftefrhe Hands
release appearddrst Blood(1982), in which Vietham veteran John Rambo
(Sylvester Stallone) embarks upon a nihilistic raggaround a small Oregon town.
Subjected to unfair and sadistic treatment at Hralh of the police, army and
government, the representation of John Ramlsorst Bloodis much in keeping
with the disturbed and nihilistic 1970s veterarimgggainst “the systenf® The
following year,The Big Chill(1983) featured a Vietham veteran, Nick Carlton
(William Hurt) whose war experiences have led ®ihability to forge romantic or
sexual relationships with womenhhe Big Chills representation of Nick follows
Coming Homen providing a veteran figure designed to evokegathy as opposed
to the nihilistic portrayals of th€axi DriverandFirst Bloodilk. Nevertheless,
psychological and emotional wounds become Carltdefging traits.

Throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s there theretwo prominent
debates circulating around Vietnam and the Vietnataran. Firstly, there was the
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question of “why were we in Vietnam?” Secondly,rtheas the issue of the
psychological toll that Vietnam exerted upon thAseericans that had fought there.
Vietnam, it seemed, had torn apart America’s manal psychological fabric.
Attempting to sow together these tears would beogept undertaken in the 1980s by
politicians, media commentators and, indeed, byedlstone, when in 1984 he

returned to higlatoonscript.

Public Politics/Personal Authenticity: Platoon from Script to Screen

Various reports suggest that Stone attempted &rohinding and military

assistance faPlatoonin 1984, and in 1985 when British company Hemdgleed

to fund it to the tune of $6 milliof?> At the same time, script changes made between
1984 and 1986 intersected with the shifting foduthe public debate on the

Vietnam War. The following pages chart these charagel locate them within a
mid-1980s political and cultural landscape. Up Iut@85,Platoonwas to conclude
with a short voiceover from central protagonisti€Hraylor (eventually played by
Charlie Sheen). In 1986, however, Stone extended/tliceover and added a rather
different mood to the film’s conclusion. The diéerices between the two voice-overs
are significant because they resonate with theisgidlirection taken by the Vietnam
debate as America moved into the mid-1980s:

Chris [Taylor] Voiceover [1984 and 1985 draftsthink
now, looking back, we did not fight the enemy, wadht
ourselves — And the enemy was in us ... The warés for
me now, but it will always be there — the rest gf days. As
| am sure Elias will be — fighting with Barnes #what Rhah
called possession of my soul ... There are timesdihave
felt like a child born of those two fathef®.

Chris Voiceover [finished film]: [everything as almg but
the voiceover continues...] But be that as it magséhof us
that did make it have an obligation to build agéiteach to
others what we know, and to try with what's leftaofr lives
to find a goodness and meaning to this life.

295 galewicz Oliver Stonep. 38; Jack Anderson and Dan Van Atta, “Why thiétaty Didn’t Like
Platoon” Washington Postugust 30, 1987, p. C7.
2% Oliver StoneThe Platoor(June 1984), p. 103he Platoor(April 1985), p. 119.
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The additional lines of dialogue have a rather gmbus ring. What should
surviving veterans “teach” those that did not figkivhat “goodness and meaning”
can come from an experience in Vietham? These wamglshowever, conspicuous
by virtue of their positivity. The voiceover looks the future, suggesting the
possibility of conversion for the Vietnam veterénom physically and emotionally
scarred to teacher, to someone who can reconeileanrowing experiences and put
them to good use. Stone’s coda was part of a gendtaral trend that would
“reproduce Vietnam veterans as signs of ideologiediainty and continuity,”
figures around which the nation could raify.

By the mid-1980s public discussion of the figurelw Vietnam veteran — by
which | mean the veteran image constructed in @sbeag opposed to actual veterans
— was prominent and overwhelmingly positive as sy events symbolically
“welcomed them home.” By the time Stone had retditoethePlatoonproject,
many of these events already had occurred. As aatrllye tail end of the 1970s,
Jimmy Carter was speaking frequently on the nedobtmur those who fought this
most unpopular of wars, particularly toward the ehdis tenuré® This changed
perspective toward the veteran became even momdpnaed after the construction
of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in 19&atooris Chris Taylor’s calls to “build
again” might almost be seen to assocRigoondirectly with the Memorial’s
construction (as if the film was continuing the Mamal's attempts to reconstruct
and rehabilitate the veteran). Keith Beattie hageated that the Memorial, which
was located in Washington D.C., began a “valorargtof the Vietnam veteran. By
1989, 143 memorials to the war in Vietnam and @®rans had been built or were
under construction in the United Stat&sRunning in tandem with these events was
the prominent role Vietnam veterans played in etinga/oung people about the
war. In 1987, one survey estimated that there w2@eVietnam War courses on
university campuses compared to only two dozemvaytsars earlier. Common were

reports of veterans leading in-class discussidfieaehing others what [they] know”
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as Taylor's voiceover put ft° Within public debate the veteran was promoted as a
“figure of wisdom and truth®*

The “homecoming parade,” the veteran as teacheasrifigure of wisdom
and truth” — it is clear why Stone may have beertbaraged to complement the
film’s closing voiceover with the above noted addial sentences. Taylor, like the
Vietnam veteran in 1980s debates, speaks of amigtit homecoming, an
opportunity to rebuild his life and to teach othé@ach developments also
reconfigured the veteran’s psychological standimthe public sphere. “It’s the first
time in 12 years | haven't felt like an alien”, daine veteran during the Memorial’s
1982 dedicatio*?“It's time that Vietnam veterans take their rightplace in our
history along with other heroes who put their liegsthe line for our country”,
announced Reagaf’ Veteran experience was increasingly equated, itbt w
pathological behaviour, but with heroism, and vetprofound sense of having
experienced the war authentically. Of all peogleyas the figure of the Vietham
veteran that could “find a goodness and meanirigisdife.”

In order to assert the veteran as authentic, howeaweery particular public
image was crafted. Veterans were separated frorariti@var movement, within
which they were prominent participants, and westeiad reconstructed as apolitical
victims of Sixties politics and culture. The integiof the veteran’s character, the
authenticity of his/her experiences was premisaxhupe idea that s/he possessed no
political outlook; the veteran experienced the k&atnam in part because it was not
clouded by ideological concerns. “What was wronmgl what was right/It didn’t
matter in the thick of the fight”, went pop-staildiJoel’'s paean to the veteran
“Goodnight Saigon” (1982). Such a sentiment wa®edraround the public sphere.
An apolitical veteran allowed for an apolitical @, it allowed, as Melvin
Maddocks ofThe Christian Science Monitput it, “[for] the original question,

‘Why Are We in Vietham?'..[to be] replaced.” Instead, discussion could focus

219 Robert Marquand, “Vietham Makes a Campus Comeba@il Divisive After All These Years,”
Christian Science MonitoNovember 10, 1987, p. 1.

211 Marita SturkenTangled Memories: The Vietnam War, the AIDS Epidemd the Politics of
RememberingBerkeley: University of California Press, 1997)36.

12 Quoted in Hagopiarfhe Vietham Warp. 150.

213 HagopianThe Vietham Warp. 164.
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upon “What happened to the human beings we ratisratly sent there to fight for
reasons that so soon came under dodtt?”

This is not to say that politics were completelggsad from these debates.
Rather, the Vietham veteran’s politics were eras@dious arguments advanced by
conservative commentators in the 1980s - thetltktaveterans had been spat at by
anti-war protestors during the Sixties; the notizai thousands of veterans were still
being held as prisoners in Vietham — used the aeteapolitical victim status to
further an ideological agend& According to Jerry Lembcke and H. Bruce Franklin,
there is an extreme paucity of evidence to subistantither of these claims. Rather,
they worked as useful rhetorical bludgeons for eovetives hoping to demonise the
Sixties anti-war movement and communist statesderahat they could push for
more aggressive foreign policy initiative€$.Conservatives used the veteran as what
John Storey calls an “enabling memory”, one desigogorepare Americans for the
next international incursioft! Hagopian provides a pertinent example of this
phenomenon. President Reagan’s speech on hisifiitsto the Vietnam Veterans
Memorial in November 1984 managed to slip in a fmaltough foreign policy in
Central America under the ostensible banner obnatireconciliation and healing.
Within one pronouncement he combined these two disefit’s time we moved on,
in unity and with resolve, with the resolve to aj@atand for freedom, as those who
fought did, and to always try to protect and prese¢he peace?® Reconciliation,
“moving on” here became an implicit rallying cdlet’'s get over Vietnam and go
and fight another w&r'? It is clear that healing did not always mean de-
politicisation; it meant placing the veteran abpadtics, while simultaneously using
his talismanic image to convey one’s own ideololgieawvpoint.

Given that he had already co-written and direcBadyador(1986), a film

which depicted American diplomats attached to teag&n administration as

214 Melvin Maddocks, “Vietnam: the Different War — atite Same, Christian Science Monitor
March 11, 1987, p. 21.
15 TheMissing in Actiorseries (1984, 1985 and 1988) build from the idea tfiousands of men
were still being held prisoner in Vietham. BenjarBiraddock (Chuck Norris) returns to Vietham in
order to save these men.
1% 5ee Lembcke'3he Spitting Imagéor a discussion of the “spat upon veteran” mibr. the
Missing in Action (MIA) myth see H. Bruce Franklii.I.A. or Mythmaking in AmericéNew
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1992).
217 John Storey, “The Articulation of Memory and Desimp. 99.
2: Quoted in Hagopiarfhe Vietham Wap. 189.
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opportunistic profiteers intent on supporting arapt right-wing military

dictatorship in El Salvador, it is perhaps unsweipg that Stone’s idea of the
“authentic” Vietnam veteran digressed markedly fritiat promoted by Reagan. His
authentic veteran, Chris Taylor, would incorporatebutes associated with the
counterculture and the anti-war movement of the \&ffaile Stone avoided making
too definitive a statement on the morality of thetdam War, in Taylor’s search for
personal authenticity was a liberal interpretatibthe Sixties.

It is notable that duringlatooris development stages, comments made in the
trade press suggested, in line with public delibtd,the film would avoid taking an
explicit stance on the morality of the war. In 198%one declareBlatoonto be an
“autobiographical story based on experiences Idve there in 1967-68 ... Red
Badge of Courag8ituation.”?® No mention was made of the political stance it
would take toward Vietnam. He did not identi®jatoonwith previous Vietnam film
or literature, but, rather, with Stephen Crane’sefican Civil War-set novellhe
Red Badge of Courad&895). In this wayPlatoonwas promoted as a “timeless”
story of combat, as opposed to one anchored te@fgphistorical period. The same
year,Platooris producer Arnold Kopelson announced tR&toonwas being made
at “an intensely patriotic time” and that the audie was therefore ready for a war
film “not stylized a laApocalypse Nowr concerned with the home-front effect like
The Deer Hunter.. twelve years after American withdrawaf*Kopelson
suggested th&latoonwould not be an anti-war, anti-American productibat a
“realistic” representation and one that would cafse upon patriotic sentiment.

Such statements were indicative of broader filnustd; discussions of
Vietnam. While Stone was writing and shootRigtoon a number of other
filmmakers were attempting to produce similar pietu In early 1985, John
Carabestos, a Vietham veteran and screenwritetryiag to obtain funding for his
script,Hamburger Hill a film described in theos Angeles Timess having “no
political statement about the war.” Carabestos gaiads to be a “bloody simple”

story about men that fought in Vietn&fi.In the summer of 1986, Francis Ford

220 Todd McCarthy, “Stone to Lens Hemdal®ktoon Recanting Vietham Experience¥/Ariety,
February 26, 1986, p. 34.

221 Anon., “Stone to Helm OwRlatoonScript for Film Packages Intl¥ariety, March 20, 1985, p.
26.

22 Jay Shabutt, “Proposed Vietnam Film: A Real Baf#létten by a Veteran,l.os Angeles Times
February 9, 1985, p. F10.
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Coppola was shooting his film about soldiers stetstateside during the war,
Gardens of Ston€Coppola had managed to obtain military assistéaydaforming
the military that his new film would be nothingdilkpocalypse Nowin August
1986, producer Michael Levy callésardens of Stona “pro-military, anti-war
film.” #2® The vagueness of this statement defined Hollyw®geheral reticence to
approach the war from any definite ideological dfavint.

Changes t®latooris script soon followed these statements. Stonequtu
material that would suggest he was making or hadienadiberal denunciation of the
war. The most significant changes centre on Taylafationship to the film’s two
sergeants: Sergeant Barnes (played eventually byBerenger) and Sergeant Elias
(Willem Dafoe). This relationship is central to tiilen’s narrative; it provides the
foundations upon whicRlatooris engagement with public politics and personal
authenticity are built.

Barnes and Elias are Taylor's symbolic father fegurSusan Jeffords argues
that this male triumvirate acts Bfatooris alternative and exclusionary family
structure. For Jeffords, Taylor’s relationship witlese two sergeants suggests an
attempt to meditate not just on war but on “lifedrh an exclusively male point of
view. Taylor adopts and incorporates into his pefsoth masculine and feminine
traits — represented by Barnes and Elias respéctivend thus erases the need for
women. “[M]eaning to this life,” Taylor’s final d&re, is to be found only within the
frame of men”, writes Jefford&” | would add to this tha®latooris all-male
community serves as the crucible within which theaning of the Sixties is
contested and negotiated. As this chapter andwollp chapters suggest, in public
debate, the duel concerns of public politics angq®al experience seemed most
easily synthesised in discussion of white middésslmen’s experiences of the
Sixties. Chapter Two in particular highlights h@ity Dancing(1987), a film that
essentially focuses on the same issuddat®on but from a female point of view,
did not have the same impact on the public spfdms.is evidence, | contend, of
broader gender inequalities existing in Sixties owmmoration of the 1980s and
1990s.

22 peter S. Canellos, “Coppola@ardensof Sorrow,”Los Angeles Time#ugust 2, 1986, p. G1.
224 sysan Jeffords, “Reproducing Fathers: Gendertaietnam War in U.S. Culture,” in Dittmar
and Michaud (eds};rom Hanoj p. 210, pp. 207-210.
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In the completed version &atoon debate on Vietnam’s morality is, to
recall Robert Rosenstone’s terminology, compresséal Elias and Barnes’
conflict.??® Elias is sceptical toward the war and its objextivMidway through the
film, Taylor asks him if he believes in the waridslreplies: “in 65 maybe, but now
[1968] no.” Barnes, on the other hand, “believewirat he is doing.” Elias sits on
the liberal side of political debate. He is alsdew as a representative of the Sixties
hippie counterculture. During an early scene atelwasnp, the film cuts between his
dope-smoking-Motown-listening posse known as thedts,” and Barnes’ beer-
drinking-country-music-loving group the “Juicerseg Figures 1.1 and 1.2). Itis
Taylor’s first experience of marijuana, and Eliagducts him into the world of the
Heads by blowing smoke down the barrel of a rifi® ithe young private’s mouth.
Elias’ action emphasises his non-conformist atétutlis almost evocative of the
iconic image of a hippie placing flowers in a guarrel, denoting a similar
irreverence toward military codes and decorum.sHbBaassociated with a Sixties

esque revolt against organised codes and convention

Figure 1.1: Taylor inducted into the world of theddls.

225 RosenstoneHistory on Film: History on Film/Film on History: @hcepts, Theories and Practice
(Harlow; Pearson Longman, 2006), p. 39.
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Figure 1.2: Barnes and the Juicers.

Stone did, however, make some concessions withidegaElias’ political
representation. This sergeant is the film’'s mooaé@nd, had he made an explicit
anti-war statement, it would be far simpler to r@éatoonas a liberal anti-war
production. Elias initially did make such a stataem&rom 1984 until at least
February 1986, Stone had Elias attack the conseeviaglief in a righteous war by

uttering during a private conversation with Taylkte following dialogue:

The only decent thing | can see coming out of laeeethe
survivors — hundreds of thousands of guys like aylor
going back to every little town in the country knog
something about what it’s like to take life and witieat can
do to a person’s soul ... killing is cheap, the clesaphing |
know, and when some drunk like [Sergeant] O’'Nedits
glorifying it, you're gonna puke all over him andhan the
politicians start selling you a used war all ovgaia, you're
gonna say go fuck yourself cause you know and wiben
know it deep down there, you know it till you dfé.

Elias speaks of a “used war” that has been “sadidive soldiers by callous
politicians. The political establishment is equaiegalesmen, the war is suggested
as a vehicle for nothing but its financial gaingdhe Vietnam veteran should be

protesting any further military incursions and teiag others noto answer their

2% stone,The Platoon (1984), p. 54The Platoon (1985), p. 66The Platoon(February 1986), p. 68.
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country’s call. In this scene, Elias combines #aue of the capitalist system that
sent young people to die for their country witheanéind for anti-war activism. The
veteran’s post-war role is to tell the governmentgo fuck [themselves].” The
removal of this statement cuts much of Elias’ peditagency. This was the only
passage that called for soldiers actively to refosserve their country. It is also the
only critique of the system that made the war fmssits erasure from the script
removes the most explicitly liberal condemnationha morality of the Vietham
War.

On the other hand, however, Stone also removedrilyeexplicit reference
(and denunciation) of the anti-war movement. Theedn question was present
until 1985 and featured Rhah (played in the fingsfien by Francesco Quinn) and
Lerner (Johnny Depp). Speaking of his last visiAtoerica, Lerner complains that
“I was home on leave ... and everybody’s just wortiexlit making money,
watching football games on television, fuck thewhie continues with his gripe:
“my sister says ‘why you going over there to kidlgple ...” It is halfway through
this sentence that Rhah interjects: “Baaa! Fudkéy sold us out — so what?
Lerner’s sister’s questioning of the morality oétivar was thus rhetorically
associated with the anti-war movement attackingséteran. The movement “sold
[veterans] out.” The figure of the “spat upon vat€r invoked in the scene, was
prominent in 1980s conservative discourse andgeasbicke notes, in Vietnam-set
films such as’he Hanoi Hilton(1987) andHamburger Hill(1987)?%® Stone,
however, removed this content. Thus, Elias’ crigigqui the war is removed, but so
too is a conservative demonization of the anti-mavement.

Rather than advising Taylor on how to view poliligghe Vietham War,
Elias becomes the young private’s spiritual guidehis respect, it is significant that
Elias is visually associated with a cohort muchpiked by conservative culture
warriors: the hippie counterculture. Early scripighlight Stone’s desire to present
Elias as a Jim Morrison-like countercultural figu@riginally Platoonwas to feature
a scene in which a group of soldiers discuss Ebask-story. The sergeant

apparently moved from Arizona to Los Angeles, nealia woman who “blew all his

227 Stone The Platoon(1985), p. 64.
28| embcke,The Spitting Imagep. 160.
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bread — LSD, gurus ... and then she turns him irgatips on a drug rap®® He is
forced to come to Vietnam or face prison. Eliaehsmiven a far greater Sixties
specificity, he has clearly been living the hipjiestyle in Los Angeles before
arriving in Vietnam. In the finished film, Eliasbantercultural sensibilities are
conveyed solely through visual cues: dope smokingyerence toward the military
(noted above). In doing so, Stone is perhaps dghing the edge off of his
representation; Elias loses some of his direct myaunlture connections, while still
maintaining an earthy, natural, free-spirited chema

Elias’ politics are toned down and his spirituaktyphasised. At the same
time, something very similar happens to the charamtBarnes. Barnes hints at the
standard conservative views toward Vietnam. Aftéglat in a Vietnamese village,
he compares Elias to the snivelling politiciansko@cAmerica “who want us to fight
with one hand tied behind our balls.” This line ke® Ronald Reagan’s retrospective
claim that Lyndon Johnson’s government made sadieght with one hand tied
behind them 2*° Barnes is thus implied to be of similar mind tmservative critics
of Vietnam. Alongside his pro-war disposition, Basrstands opposed to Elias on
another count. He is a leader under whom any kinmkrsonal integrity cannot
flourish. In direct contrast to Elias’ associatiwith nature and spirituality, Barnes is
presented as a believer in hyper-efficiency andhaeical adherence to military
codes. He describes the platoon as a machine; “theemachine breaks down, we
all break down”, he says. Barnes is the inauthesdidier. He tells Taylor and
company that “I've got no fight with a man does whe's told.” There is, however,
no space for personal choice, or personal consejem@arnes’ mind.

Barnes is representative of the conformist Ameficen which Taylor
wanted to escape. In an early voiceover, whichiesgnted in draft scripts and in the
finished film, Taylor presented his reasons forwdéering for combat. “First mum
and dad didn’t want me to come here, they wantetonbe just like them:
respectable, hardworking, a little house, a famihgbnes Taylor, adding:

They drove me crazy with their God-damned world ... |
guess I've always been sheltered and specialt iast to
be anonymous like everybody else. Do my share for m

22 stone The Platoor(1985), p. 63.
230 Gary Wills,Reagan’s America: Innocents At HofiNew York: Doubleday, 1987), p. 356.
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country, live up to what Grandpa did in the firsrwand
Dad did in the second. Well here | am, anonymorighd|
with guys nobody really cares about ... The bottorthef
barrel ... Maybe from down here | can start up agaén,
something I can be proud of without having to ake
human being.

The first point to note here is Taylor’'s referenace¢he world he has left behind. It is
an — albeit brief — disavowal of the clichéd Fitsuburban dream. This “God
damned world” of house, job, and family is ass@dawith superficiality and
insincerity. Like Barnes, this world is mechaniaall inauthentic. Vietham becomes
an alternative space, in which Taylor has the djpndty to rediscover himself.
Taylor arrives in Vietnam an idealist — a “cruséddes he is described later in the
film — determined to find some kind of self-fulfient by fighting alongside the poor
and disenfranchised. He is referred to in scripgadions as “an urban transplant,” a
member of the white middle-class, a former collsiyelent, come to assist those less
economically well-off than h&** The way in which Taylor's middle-class,
privileged, status is emphasised throughout tine il significant. He is not
representative of Vietham veterans in general, mmbathom were from the working
classes. In many ways, the kinds of Sixties expegs associated with Taylor were
representative of those linked to a broader midtss experience of the Sixties. His
searching for authenticity amongst the working s¢ssand African Americans was
certainly suggested to be widespread amongst whddle-class liberals of the
era®®? Historian Alice Echols notes the New Left's romaising of the working
class. Left-wing student radicals, she argues,réshan antimaterialist stance and a
desire to transcend their class through downwarbilino” ** Furthermore, Taylor's
dalliances with the counterculture were very muwhgrovince of America’s
middle-class throughout the late 1960s and 197@sygsed in the thesis’
introduction). Taylor’s story was constructed garesentative of a broader middle-

class Sixties experience, which likely heightertedesonance in a public sphere in

21 stone The Platoon(1985), p. 2.
232 RossinowAuthenticity p. 164.
233 Echols,Shaky Groundp. 68.
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which media and political elites were largely fromnd attempted to speak to, this
demographié®*

Notably, in a 1984 draft d?latooris script, Stone even had Taylor tie race
and poverty together explicitly in the same voicgoWere it reads: “Well here | am
— anonymous, with men nobody really cares abohe-dwest of the low, the poor,
the black ... the unwanted of our societ§>'In a draft completed in April 1985
some of the black soldiers discuss racial injustigéh one of them commenting that
there “ain’t no justice round here, you break yass for de white man.” Another
replies: “politics, man, politics. We always getfifucked around heré? In the
completed film, the second of these quotes — “gslitman, politics” — is applied not
just to African-American soldiers, but to soldiensre generally, black and white.
The refrain is repeated twice, by a black soldieancis (Corey Glover), and a white
soldier Crawford (Chris Pederson). Issues of ramime secondary to presenting,
as in public debate, a less specific “Vietnam \&i&as the oppressed class. The one
character that expresses sentiments in the vahredBlack Panthers and other
radical African-American activists, Junior (Regd@hnson), is portrayed as a
whiney duplicitous coward. His moral and politiegency is thus erased. As later
chapters note in more detail, in Hollywood'’s Sigtféms it would seem that issues
pertaining to race and racism are often cut fronyehaft scripts in favour of
emphasising a white, middle-class coming-of-aggeysto

To return to the above passage, the other sidaylb's personality is, at
this stage very much in keeping with Barnes’ peoditioutlook. He wants to “do [his]
share for [his] country,” and thus still believest the war is justified. On one hand,
he longs for adventure, something new, but on therdhand he is a product of a
strict 1950s upbringing where memories of the “gaad” (World War 1), and anti-
communist sentiment filled him with a strong seakduty to the old ideals and
orthodoxies of his parents’ generation. On arriviimyietnam, he believes that
joining the army and fighting communism will helprhescape a conformist

234 Eor example, S. Robert Lichter, Stanley Rothmanhlanda S. Lichter conducted surveys in 1979
and 1980 of what they term the “media elite”, agdHis they mean journalists from major news
publications and television programmes. They fotlrad “most were raised in upper-middle class
homes”. See Lichter, Rothman and Lichfene Media ElitdBethesda, MD: Adler & Adler, 1986), p.
22.

235 Stone The Platoon(1984), p. 13.

2% Stone,The Platoor(1985), p. 11.
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mechanical society. This is, however, until he meéle¢ ultimate fighting machine:
Sergeant Barnes.

Barnes is representative of the very ideals andegal'aylor wished to
escape. He reigns with an iron rod; the people ed@m Barnes seems to have had
the greatest influence, O’Neill (John C. McGinley)d Bunny (Kevin Dillon), are
depicted as either sycophantic cowards or mensafable killers. The one African-
American solider that consorts with Barnes’ cadumior, is represented as an
outcast, never invited to join in card games onkirig sessions. He is tolerated for
his antipathy toward Elias and the “Heads,” butsheot welcomed into this
alternative community. The one character vaguetiedaas Jewish, Lieutenant
Wolfe (Mark Moses), is subjected to anti-Semitikge when he attempts to join
them: “what are you saving up to be? Jewish?”, m@Reill. Barnes’
microcosmic society is in many ways “The Fifties\aewed from the perspective
of liberal commentators: a time of conformity, hgyoeilitarism and exclusionary
practices.

It is thus particularly telling that Stone addedesttra scene to the script in
1986. It features Taylor killing Barnes in cold btb The scene appears after the
final battle and just before the end credits. Baima&s already murdered Elias, thus
expunging the liberal Sixties representative fi@katooris final third. Previously,
the film was to finish with Barnes’ accidental dedkilled by American napalrft’
With this extra scene, however, comes an expanoi@tnentary on Taylor’s
personal development and, by extension, on theeSix¥isuals and editing at this
juncture suggest that Stone and his crew wereelalibly attempting to invest
Platooris final moments with a sense of unreality (seaifeg 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5). This
is not the “realistic” or “grunt’s eye view” of cdmat that is present throughout much
of the film: Barnes’ eyes glow a devilish red asvi@mously attacks Taylor; the
young private’s life is saved only after an enorseyplosion knocks he and Barnes
unconscious. An abrupt cut follows. The scene tades back in, but we are now
watching events unfold in black and white. Colonlyalrains back into the film
when Taylor regains consciousness, suggestingisaten scene is no longer a
window on “reality” but a reflection of Taylor'sate of mind. The unexpected
appearance of a deer, not to mention the integkeih which the battlefield is now

%37 Stone,The Platoon(1985), p. 114.
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bathed, mové&latooninto a semi-imaginary world. Taylor slowly approash
Barnes, and, ignoring the sergeant’s calls for gediid, executes him. Given the
distinctly surreal atmosphere within which this &attes place, Taylor’s killing of
Barnes could be construed as having taken placaylor's mind rather than being
literally performed. It is a psychological act, tthestruction of negative values and
attitudes that Barnes literally embodied, but #iab existed within Taylor's own
psyche. It is the consummation of Taylor’s jourt@wauthenticity. Yet, on a
symbolic level, it is also an attempt to dispatebrgthing liberal commentators
suggested was wrong with pre-Sixties America: atanistic, conformist culture
bereft of political and personal freedoms and lagkn social equality. In Killing
Barnes Taylor hopes to jettison America’s inautheifties and simultaneously

complete his own intellectual and spiritual comofeage.

s

Figure 1.3: Colour slowly drains back irfetatoon

Figure 1.4: Full colour returns.
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Figure 1.5: Barnes’ execution.

Taylor’s final voiceover, however, indicates thatrBes’ negative influence
may not have been completely erased. It existamwithylor, “fighting for
possession of [his] soul.” Many have read thengjlof Barnes as an act of
existential incorporation. Taylor has murdered Barm a manner similar to this
sergeant’s cold-blooded dispatching of Elias. Taihos adopts Barnes’ icy
efficiency and slaughters him; Taylor “becomes” B=s">® Yet, it would seem to
me that the raising of Barnes’ ghost during thasitlg voiceover is more a warning
that his malign influence is yet to be fully evamehfrom Taylor and, by extension,
from American politics and society. Taylor, who ltésarly sided with Elias
throughout the film, has also borne witness tottagic and catastrophic impact of
Barnes’ actions and philosophies. Taylor’'s journégelf-discovery has revealed an
urge to violence and murder inherent in his socigéhe enemy [Barnes] was in us.”
His killing of Barnes suggests that Taylor finaikes an active anti-war stance and
attempts to destroy the militaristic culture tRétoonargues prevailed in Fifties
America. In a sense, then, the film has celebrtite®ixties by suggesting that the
era’s liberal movements — anti-war and counterceltuwent some way to

uncovering these festering social and cultural cteféelaylor does not say that the

238 Jeffords, “Reproducing Fathers,” p. 209; Michaddi, “Historical Memory, Film and the
Vietham Era,” in Dittmar and Michaud (ed§rom Hanoj p. 27.
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enemy was in “me” but in “us” — his personal epiphas finally broadened out to be
of national consequence. And yet the Sixties didcompletely eradicate Barnes;
rather, it began to chip away at the roots of hisogophies. Taylor's comment that
“the enemy was in us” recognizes the potency ohBsirway of thinking and calls
for a struggle against its ongoing influence.

| would, therefore, question the common reading shiggest®latoonis
bereft of historical and social context or commenta number of film scholars
have readPlatoonas essentially a regurgitation of standard warati@es. Its
bildungsromanor young man’s journey from innocence to expexemarrative is a
“hackneyed” trope of literary and filmic combat repentation> In Michael
Klein’s view, “Platoonerases the context of the war from historical mgfhand
instead foregrounds “an American soldier's myopacspective on the morality of
several decontextualised moments of comB&t' argue that a focus on the
individual does not necessarily mean a completeratgsof social context or
political engagement. Certainly, some explicit pcdil statements were cut from
early scripts, but Chris Taylor’s search for autiety would seem to me tied up
intrinsically with a form of historical commentaayd, furthermore, is a call to re-

examine political and personal perspectives orethe
From Vietnam to the Sixties: Promotion and Receptin

Discussion oPlatoonin promotion and reception materials focused ondulgiects:
the film’s political content (if any) and its autitecity. With regards to the latter,
there was a great deal of slippage, often withinslime articles, between the term’s
realist connotations (i.e. dilatoonprovide an accurate representation of the
military in Vietnam) and authenticity in its morpistual sense (i.ePlatoonas
depiction of an individual’s personal developmefmt)roughout its theatrical release,
Platoonwas promoted and received as a catalyst for untegshvariety of political
and personal reflections on the Sixties. In manysahe filmworked both to fan the
flames of political discord, and to simultaneoustier many public commentators

the opportunity to make meaning of their own redestories. If there was some

239 sturken,Tangled Memories). 100.
240 Michael Klein, “Historical Memory, Film and the ®inam Era,” in Dittmar and Michaud (eds),
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disagreement between liberal and conservative conates with regards to
Platooris political representation of the Vietnam War, fte nevertheless brought
together Vietnam veterans and non-combatants mligecommunal dialogue on the
legacy of the Sixties and the era’s impact on pudtid private life.

In keeping with 1980s public debaRiatooris theatrical poster (Figure 1.6)
suggested the film to be ideologically ambiguougsmepresentation of the war. The
poster featured what was an iconic image assocvatedhe Vietham veteran: a
helmet emblazoned with slogans. The front covéitthael Herr’'s 1977 novel
Dispatchesoriginally featured the words “Hell Sucks” andippie peace sign
plastered on a helmet. The poster used to prorhet&a78 filmThe Boys in
Company Gfig 1.7) also included a helmet emblazoned wifieace sign and
accompanied by the tagline “to keep their sanitgnrnnsane war they had to be
crazy.” Platoonis poster features the words “When | die, bury mpside down so the
world can kiss my ...” These lines appear just bénda film'’s tagline: “the first
casualty of war is innocence.” A tiny peace signgles on the side of the helmet.
Accompanying the peace sign is the above notedibldd assault on “the world.”
Anger is not directed at anybody or anything irtipatar, but at everything: a call
for peace is somewhat displaced by a call for eonfl

Platooris poster follows the political ambiguity of poste¢hat accompanied
the release of many late-1970s Vietnam filiftee Boys in Company f@oster stresses
the war’s “insanity” over any claims to its rightseor wrongness. Its prominent
images of two guns and a guitar are evocative tf tiee military and the
counterculture, yet there is no sense of any paatigolitical affiliation. Looking at
their posters, one could be forgiven for thinkihgttComing Home, The Deer
HunterandApocalypse Noyfigures 1.8, 1.9 and 1.1@Je not about Vietnam at all.
The Deer Hunter and Apocalypse Nose blurred, shadowy images that barely
suggest that they are war films, let alone Viethaar films. Coming Homdeatures
its two stars, Jane Fonda and Jon Voight lockedlaving embrace, and a tagline:
“A man who believed in war. A man who believed othing. And a woman who
believed in both of them.” Presumably, the “man viletieved in nothing” was Luke
(Voight), which is interesting in itself, for it ggests the reticence at this time to
state a character to be anti-war (surely a viaddeling of Luke’s stance on
Vietnam). TheComing Homeposter does, however, stress the possibility that
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reconciliation can take place (by way of Jane Fandaaracterf** Platoonseems
more intent on heightening conflict; its dark catguts face off between anger and
pacifism (the hippie peace sign and violent diatigainst the world) and its
statement “the first casualty of war is innoceneell suggest an attempt to inspire

discussion and debate, but without declaring apji@kpolitical bias.

The first casualty of war is inmocence.

Figure 1.6PPlatooris promotional poster.

241 scholarship on films such &ming HomeandApocalypse Nowften suggests that these films

are rather schizophrenic with regards to politrepiresentation. The former may celebrate an anti-wa
veteran, but nevertheless regurgitates the conseaiché of anti-war protestor spitting at vetes.
The latter’s mythic structure and existential hkeas been argued to display “ambivalence” toward the
politics and morality of Vietnam. See LembcHége Spitting Imagepp. 144-182; Frank P. Tomasulo,
“The Politics of AmbivalenceApocalypse Nows Prowar and Antiwar film,” in Dittmar and

Michaud (eds)From Hanoj pp. 145-158.

90



THEBOYSINGOMPANY(

T

COLUMEBIA E Jlf”T‘L.I'.I:.b PRESENTS
"THE BOYE [N OO

Figure 1.7: Promotional poster for
The Boys in Company.C

Figure 1.9: Promotional poster fo
The Deer Hunter

A MAN WHO BELIEVED IN WAR.
A MAN WHO BELIEVED IN NOTHING.
AND A WOMAN WHO BELIEVED IN BOTH OF THEM.

aderome Hellman pruco

aHal Ashby sin
e Foraa
JAV%XZ‘ PBuce Dern

omingtme”

»t Waldo Salt. lRobeﬂC Jones sty Nancy Dowd

Drstor ol Photogrphy Haskell Wexler Ao Bruce Gilbert
Prodoect ivderome Hellman o Hal Ashby
At lru_-n-_nuu_m

=

Figure 1.8: Promotional poster fg
Coming Home

Figure 1.10: Promotional poster fo
Apocalypse Now

91




Given the ideologically diverse content (discussadier) and a promotional
poster that sought to obscure/mystify its politstnce, it is unsurprising that a
number of reviewers and commentators announcedPtaionwas either
apolitical, or open to numerous contradictory iptetations. After comparing it to
the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, Rita Kempley of Washington Posirgued that
“Stone doesn't preach. He just remembéfé Pauline Kael criticised the lack of
serious engagement with “what the war was aboutliti®s was conceived “strictly
in terms of what these American infantrymen wenbulyh.”®** Another reviewer
claimed that Platoonwisely eschews arguments about the rightness angmess of
Vietnam ... It leaves the audience to grapple witthsthoughts™?** Vincent Canby
of The New York Timesrote that “there are no great issues here ... ittaua
fighting for anonymous pieces of jungl&®Other critics suggested the film was
simply a conglomeration of numerous political viesvsthe warTimemagazine’s

Richard Corliss declared:

The army of Rambo-maniacs will love the picturediese it
delivers more bang for the buck: all those yellolk$ blow
up real good. Aging lefties can see the film as a
demonstration of war’s inhuman futility. Graybeaatsthe
right may call it a tribute to our fighting men ..h@
intelligentsia can credRlatoonwith expressing Stone’s
grand themes of comradeship and betr&{al.

Platoonwas thus concluded to be a film that would resondtte diverse audiences,
regardless of political persuasion. Corliss’ comtaentimated that this film could
be appropriated by spokespeople of the Left andRtgbt. However, with regards to
the film’s stance on Vietnam, it quickly becameatlthatPlatoonwas going to be
adopted and celebrated primarily by liberal comratems. In early 1987, one critic
suggested that the film was “evidence of the caltoollapse of Reaganism.” Noting
the then-recent Iran Contra and Wall Street indidgling scandals, he claimed

242 Rita Kempley, Platoon Awesome RequiemVashington Postlanuary 16, 1987, p. W17.
23 pauline Kael, “Platoon,New YorkerJanuary 12, 1987, p. 95.

244 Myra MacPherson,Platoon Echoing the Voices of VietnamWashington Postlanuary 25,
1987, p. GL.

243 vincent Canby, PlatoonFinds New Life in the Old War MovieKew York Timeslanuary 11,
1987, p. H21.

246 Corliss, ‘Platoon” p. 48.
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Platoonto be symptomatic of a liberal counteroffensiveiagiaReagan’s “Rambo
illusion.”®*” Another commentator used the film as an excusenent the Reagan
administration’s aggressive and conservative pediciWwhat movie did the war
lovers in Congress see?” he asked. The answeoh&lpd was, inevitablyRambo:
First Blood Part I1“the emotional core of Reagan foreign policy.” Tdwrective to
what this commentator believed to Rambds conservatism waBlatoon?*®

OncePlatoonwas released, Stone moved away from his earliditiapb
stance (noted above) and attempted to capitaligmttReagan sentiment. “| hope
this film might make us think twice about ever figly another war”, he informed
theNew York Daily NewsThis comment appeared just after he had comulaimest
right-wing commentators had attackekitoonfor “disgracing the military*°
Conservative commentator, Charles Krauthammer arcealPlatooris
representation to be a “classic anti-war technigeer Krauthammer, the film
simply stated that all war was a waste of humam iifdid not celebrate its “good”
features: “sacrifice, values, purposg”Writing in theWashingtoriTimes, John
Podhoretz criticise®latoonas “one of the most repellent movies ever madbis
country.”®®! According to R. Emmett Tyrell JRlatoonwas a complete left-wing
assault on Vietnam: “apparently the war is to gamdias a province off-limits to
those who disagree with the protestors’ fantasiemble Viethamese communists
and depraved American&>?

Some liberal film critics who chose to read thenfipolitically came to a
similar conclusion. J. Hoberman of thidlage VoicedescribedPlatoonas “left-wing
pulp.” He viewed it as “a gritty corrective to tfantasies of bellicose non-
combatants [director dRed Dawn(1984) John] Milius andRambastar Sylvester]
Stallone.”3 At the same time Hoberman also comments Wlatooris seeming

lack of historical specificity. Platoonachieves a timeless quality”, wrote

47 Michael Kinsey, “FronRambato Platoon” Washington PosFebruary 18, 1987, p. A19.

248 Richard Cohen, “The Nightmare Bfatoon” Washington PosFebruary 3, 1987, p. A21.

249 Alan Mirabella, “Just Surprise Me, Okay®ew York Daily NewsMarch 25, 1987, Extra, p. 9.
See also Roger Ebert, “Going for the Pain, Pas&i®aw Energy,”"New York PostDecember 20,
1986, p. 16.

20 Charles KrauthammerPlatoonChic,” Washington PosFebruary 20, 1987, p. A19.

%1 Quoted in Corliss,Platoon” p. 46.

#2R. Emmett Tyrell Jr.,Platoon Another Fantasy,Washington Posiépril 7, 1987, p. A17.

253 3. Hoberman, “At War with Ourselves/illage Voice December 23, 1986, p. 79. See also Sheila
Benson, Platoon It's War at Ground Zero,Los Angeles Time®ecember 19, 1986, p. F1.
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Hobermarf>* Dave Kehr of the€hicago Tribunéelieved thaPlatoonengaged with
Vietnam on a political level “in evoking the forcdgt have sent these men — largely
poor, uneducated, and from minority backgrounds fight a war they only dimly
understand?®® Liberal responses, however, were on the wholedegtent in claims
to political outlook than the conservative attadiest stressed th&tlatoondid not
really attempt to make a vociferous statement enatr's morality, but simply
provided an accurate representation of infantrymerperiences?’

While conservatives responded defensivellitoon liberals were more
ambivalent about its political content. Given thadter Iran Contra, conservatives
were increasingly on the back foot in public debatee might suggest that their
attacks orPlatoonwere as much a case of them fearing that they Wwenmeg ground
to liberal voices as it was the film’s politicaldrdss Platoonappeared at a time
when the moral expediency of Reagan and his afieesign policy decisions was
under assault. The film’s popularity and high-pe8uggested to some
conservatives that it was part of a broader libeoainter offensive against their
bellicose Cold War stance. As later chapters furghgcidate, there is a sense that,
regardless of a film’'s ideological content, andarelless of when it was produced,
the political outlook most dominant at the timeadflm’s release tends to influence
political interpretation.

HadPlatoonbeen released one year earlier, would it have bppropriated
by conservatives as emblematic of their own valleis?of course impossible to say
for certain. One might, however, consider cons@reatppropriation of another
cultural text as a case in point. When Bruce Sptien’s single “Born in the USA”
was released in 1984, Reagan and his administratiompeted the song as
representative of “conservative” uncritical patisai. Regardless of the song’s
content and Springsteen’s own political announcesm@re roundly attacked the
Republican Party for its failure to provide emplagmhfor Vietnam veterans and for

its war-mongering rhetoric) “Born in the USA” wasept up in a conservative

4 Hoberman, “At War,” p. 79.

25 Dave Kehr, “Reality oPlatoonis Steeped in SurrealityChicago TribuneDecember 30, 1986, p.
D3.

2% paul Attanasio, Platooris Raw Mastery,"Washington Postlanuary 16, 1987, p. B1; Canby,
“PlatoonFinds New Life,” p. H21; Charles Champlin, “HRfatoonDeescalated War Movies|bs
Angeles Timeslanuary 25, 1987; KempleyRtatoon” p. W17; McPherson, “Echoing the Voices of
Vietham,” p. G1.
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celebration of jingoistic prid&’ One could locate this conservative appropriation
within a broader culture in which the political Richad adopted — in musical terms
— the major key as its own. As Robert Collins peiotit, part of Reagan’s success in
the 1980s was built upon his ability to constrinet Republican Party &ise party of
optimism and the Democrats as a group of weak mpestsi. Harking back to former
Democrat President Jimmy Carter’s notorious “malagpeech of 1979, Reagan and
his allies reminded the nation that “Carter’s Aroari.. was in retreat; Reagan’s
America would be on the marcf>®

At the time ofPlatooris release, however, Iran-Contra had, for many
commentators, somewhat impeded Reagan’s “marcte’qliestion now arose: were
political conservatives the most qualified to, inrS Taylor's words, “find a
goodness and meaning to this life”? | would sugyestconservative attacks on
Platoonwere as much born out of a loss of prestige irpthigical arena;
conservatives themselves at this point in time wetadentified with renewal, but
with downfall and therefore could not utilise thienfin the name of national renewal
(a “coming-to-terms” with Vietnam). All they coultb was attack the film’s
allegedly left-wing bias. In late 1986 and early8T19he political and moral high-
ground belonged to liberal commentators. Perh&ges, the liberal or left-wing
status that some, especially conservative, comnoatascribed t®latoonwas
down to the changed political landscape into whinghfilm entered. This may also
partially explain why many commentators touBddtoonas a symbol of the
changing times: the first “real” Vietnam film arfthally, an opportunity for
everyone to reflect honestly on the recent Amerjuast.

Aspects ofPlatooris promotional campaign heavily emphasised the fdm
be based on Oliver Stone’s personal experiencelé€3h@lenn, marketing executive

for Orion, the company that distributed the filmpkined in 1987:

[T]he movie was originally sold as Oliver Stoneferg with
what the industry calls ‘reader ads’, advertisementh a
large block of copy. There were three or four Ruthr
snapshots of Mr Stone in uniform. The copy toldhisfbeing

%7 David James, “The Vietham War and American Miissgcial Texno. 23 (1989), p. 138.
%8 Robert M. Collins;Transforming America: Politics and Culture Duriniget ReagariNew York:
Columbia University Press, 2007), p. 49.
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wounded twice and winning the Bronze Star, and®f h
making a movie about ‘men he knew and fought with.’

The primary aim of the campaign was, firstly, tsexs the historical accuracy
Stone’s experiences. Here was a film made by soenetio was there; someone
who legitimately could provide an authoritative @agot of America in Vietnam.
Beginning with photographs of Stone dressed in @irfdiigues, the trailer for
Platoonimmediately emphasises its autobiographical gealitOliver Stone has
come a long way since Vietnam”, declares the vaiegd'but he hasn'’t left it
behind.” The fictional scenes that follow dissosgeinconspicuously into the
trailer’s narrative they could almost seem to le@@tinuation of Stone’s Vietnam
story. Marita Sturken argues that personal expeeésnconsidered by many as “the
primary basis of truth” and, by extension, “thews of the Vietham War film thus
lays claim to having had an authentic experienda@fvar.“®® The promotion of
Stone as veteran suggested to viewers that thdg egperience the real history of
Vietnam. This form of promotion was certainly givetoost by the mainstream
American media’s willingness to provide Viethamerains’ with opportunities to
chart their own personal experiences.

Writing in theLos Angeles Time¥ietnam veteran George Masters sets the
tone for the numerouRlatoonreviews penned by veterans throughout the winter of
1986 and spring of 1987. “When the movie was owelrtae credits had ended”,
wrote Masters, “I tripped over the past and a Sidew started: Parris Island, S.C.
Marine Corps Recruit Depot, 1965.” As the film emas flashbacks begin, he goes
back in time, back to the day he signed up foilMiagines, back to the beginning of
his Vietnam experiences. Throughout, he jumps betvpstPlatoondiscussion
with his friend and war reminiscences. The film Wihe trip wire that set off the
memories.?®! Masters was not the only veteran reported to leagaged the film in
this way. ThéNashington PostChicago TribungHouston PosandAtlanta Journal

all invited groups of veterans to private screesiagd asked them to raatooris

29 pliean Harmetz, “UnwanteBlatoonFinds Success as U.S Examines the Vietnam \iXaayi
York TimesFebruary 9, 1987, p. C13.

20 sturken,Tangled Memoriesp. 99.

%1 George Eyre Masters, “Platoon’ Looses Torrentoftured Memories for Vietnam Veterarn,ds
Angeles Timeslune 21, 1987, p. 2.
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authenticity against their memories of the #&The Washington Postrganised a
group viewing of the film for Vietnam veterans. Thmsponses were subsequently
reported. Particular attention was paid to thegtsaments ovePlatooris
controversial scenes, such as those in which Armesoldiers shoot at and kill other
American soldiers. Some believed the scenes tedlistic; others did néf> Some
African-American veterans in particular were comeet with the films’
representation of black veterans, who they feltewsther portrayed as dope-
smoking bums, or whining coward¥'

If responses veered from the critical to the agliry, Platoonnevertheless
opened the door for many veterans to publiclytairtown experiences. One article
guoted a spokesman for a veteran’s group saying §ét calls daily from veterans
who saw the movie and feel they have to talk toesmme.?®®> Such was the response
that therapists at one hospital in New Jerseyestad use the film to “help ex-Gls
process memories, confront unfinished businesspadd the healing proce<§®
Citing Vietnam veteran Henry Adams’ famous reméudt the “Vietham War is no
longer a definite event so much as it is a colecta mobile script in which we
continue to scrawl, erase, rewrite our conflictimgl changing view of ourselve¥”,
Sturken suggests that 1980s Vietnam films becatnedile script” upon which
numerous other Vietnam stories could be t8¥Different individuals bring their
own personal beliefs and experiences to the teksaperimpose those beliefs onto
historical representatio®latooris history is demonstrated here to be “in the €ye o
the viewer, not inscribed on the film itseff® The promotion oPlatoonas Stone’s
and, by extension, a range of other Vietnam vegraersonal testimony
encouraged many others to read the film in jush suway.

The film was not, however, simply promoted — andaiely was not

received — as a representative story of Vietnararaas alone. Promotional articles

%62 John Stone, “Evil in the Early Cinema of Olivense¢:PlatoonandWall Streeias Modern
Morality Plays,”Journal of Popular Film and Televisiprol. 28, no. 2 (Summer 2000), p. 83.
263 phil McCombs, “Veterans Reliving the Paifyashington Postlanuary 16, 1987, p. B1.

264 Clyde Taylor, “The Colonialist Subtext,” p. 172.

%5 Janet GardnerPlatoonRaising Veterans’ AnxietiesKew York Timeslanuary 7, 1987, p. NJ1.
%% pid. See also Wendy Melillo, “The Power®@fatoon” Washington PosFebruary 17, 1987, p.
Z16.

%7 Sturken,Tangled Memoriesp. 86.

28 |pid., p. 87.

269 Marnie Hughes-Warringtomistory Goes to the MovieStudying History on FilnfLondon:
Routledge, 2007), p. 190.
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and features endeavoured to promote Stone’s liferapresentative experience of
the Sixties more generally. A narrative of Storléés one that extended beyond his
time in Vietnam, was frequently recounted in theudar press. It was one which
resonated with numerous public commentators, vesesad non-combatants alike.
It was, in many ways, a narrative of the Sixtiesagation. Spanning from the late
1950s to the early 1970s, Stone’s publicised peddda referenced many Sixties
political and cultural touchstones. The son ofazldbroker, Stone’s privileged 1950s
upbringing began many a journalistic account oflifies then came his political
awakening, then Vietnam and, finally, his returratdivided late 1960s America. “I
was very gung-ho”, recalled Stone in dashington Poshterview. He was
referring to his pre-Vietnam years of privilege. Was conservative: “I supported
[Republican presidential candidate Barry] Goldwae64.”’® Much emphasis was
placed upon his personal conversion narrative iithvthe son (Stone) finally broke
from the conservative politics and culture of lather's generation. He refers to
1965 and a brief stint at Yale University as justlsa turning point. Stone informed
Timemagazine that, at Yale, “I saw myself as a proeuah East Coast
socioeconomic product — and | wanted to break btieomold.”"*

Stone’s attempt to break from convention — to aghigersonal authenticity —
was discussed in an uncannily similar vein to wiayshich other Sixties narratives
were promoted by various public commentators thinougythe 1980s. His politics,
his political awakening and his experiences in V@@ may have differed from other
members of the Sixties generation, but, nevertbetbe Sixties conversion narrative
was ever-present in public memory of this era.é@mple, Stone described his
return from Vietnam in a fashion that was very muchkeeping with other popular
accounts of the late Sixties “descent-into-chadkg director told th&/ashington
Postthat he “was pretty wild in those days [the laté®and early 1970s]. | was
drinking. | was a bachelor ... | didn’t behave likevater. | behaved ... like a

270 paul Attanasio, “The Long Inner War of Oliver Ségghwashington Postlanuary 11, 1987, p. H5.
"1 Corliss, ‘Platoon: Vietnam As It Really Was on Film,”
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,91713964-8,00.htm{Accessed May 2009). See also
Julie Salamon, “Finally a True-to-life Look at Wavyall Street JournalDecember 18, 1986, p. 24;
Hal Lipper, “Hollywood Takes a Harder Look at Viam,” St Petersburg Timesanuary 25, 1987, p.
1E.
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madman.?’?> One might see a touch of liberal commentator T&itin’s “murk of
collective despair” in Stone’s description of theel Sixtie<.” Gitlin used this phrase
to describe his experience of the anarchy enguthiegNew Left post-1968. Stone’s
personal story offered a similarly bleak post-6&digon of chaos, anarchy and
excess. Likewise, when Stone tdlonethat, upon returning from Vietnam, “I hated
America. | would have joined the Black Pantheth#y'd asked me. | was ready to
kill”, ?”* the negative interpretation of the Panthers seemeth like conservative
reminiscences of this organisation as a destruatiwederous force.

In general, Stone’s life story was promoted asdpgary much in keeping
with broader culture wars’ rhetoric (noted in thi@duction) that claimed the
Sixties to have been a time when America came apdne seams. Stone’s life story
therefore could act as a different framing devietie film and it could be
appropriated by other commentators, those who perti not fight in Vietnam, to
read Platoonas a Sixties coming-of-age story. For example, Ré&ahasio of the
Washington PostalledPlatoon“the first serious youth movie in ages, for at its
heart, the war is treated as a rite of passagds mast intense forn’:*> Attanasio
continues by reading this “rite of passage” asn@gkilace against the backdrop of
Sixties conflicts. He notes a “kind of civil warédeloping in the platoon, “between
the ‘juicers’ (who drink) and the ‘heads’ (who sneadtope).?’® Sergeant Barnes is
even associated with an icon that many of the &»dieneration would recognise —
“you see the high school football hero as he onae. ' The sergeant becomes a
universal symbol of lost youth, innocence spoikea] a nation in turmoil. Other
reviewers picked up on this metaphorical represiemaf America in the Sixties.
Timés Richard Corliss suggests it was “a metaphotHeruncivil war that raged in
the U.S.” Yet in the same review Corliss had celedat the film as a realist
document, one that showed America “what it was, ltkeer there [in Vietham, that
is].” 2’® This slippage between celebrating the film’s doentary-like accuracy,

while at the same time emphasising its metaphopetdncy, was echoed by David

22 pttanasio, “The Long Inner War,” p. H1. See alswrl8s, ‘Platoori; Marc Cooper, “Oliver
Stoned,”Playboy,January, 1988. Reprinted 8how Businesgdanuary 13, 1988, p. 8.

2R3 Gitlin, The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rédew York: Bantam Books, 1987), p. 398.
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Halberstam in th&lew York Timed?latoon according to Halberstam had “the
authenticity of documentary” but also the “vibrarenyd originality of art®’® It was
this slippage between authenticity as it appliegdcuracy and artistic metaphor that
enabled many commentators to ré&datoonas a broader story of the Sixties, one
that could resonate with combatants and non-comtsagdike. The film told the real
Vietnam story, but also the real Sixties stdlatoonwas a “symbol of a torn
nation.”®® The St Petersberg Timesgued that the film depicts a veritable raft of
schisms: “corruption, racism and cultural elitismang the ranks: dopers vs.
boozers, black vs. white, rich vs. poor, NorthSsuth.?3*

Such reviews suggest less an attempt on the padnomentators to declare
that they had vicariously experienced Vietnam thamsistence th&latoonwas
telling the story of anyone who experienced thei&x While | cannot offer
statistics to show how many of the commentatorslirad inPlatooris reception
actually fought in Vietnam, it does seem tellingttthe film was constructed and
received as one which chimed with combatants’raor@tcombatantsexperiences.
Platoonbuilt a bridge between both these sides of thae&ixgeneration. That the
Vietnam veteran was in need of a “welcoming baald &ehabilitation” into
American society, was but one side of public catdlover the war. In a sense, there
was another demographic whose psychological stdtoggh not so heavily
discussed as the veteran’s psychology, was subjezt@milar scrutiny. In 1975,
James Fallows eloquently expressed the feelingsiitiffelt by some of those that
protested the war and avoided the draft but didlingtto stop the thousands of
working-class, less privileged young men from besegt to die for their country.
For all their anti-war sentiment, the “mainly whiteainly well-educated children of
mainly comfortable parents — who are now mainly arked on promising careers in
law, medicine, business, academics” had not reaitgeeded in stopping Vietham;
they had simply avoided going themsel#&sArnold Isaacs outlines the suggested
tensions between combatants and non-combatantdi€isoand protestors alike

2" David Halberstam, “Two that Were There: The Cqroeslent, TheNew York Timesylarch 7,
1987, p. B38.

280 Kempley, “Awesome Requiem,” p. W17.

21 Hal Lipper, ‘PlatoonCaptures Vietnam's DepthsSt Petersberg Timedanuary 30, 1987, p. 1D.
82 James Fallows, “What Did You Do in the Class Waaddy?”Washington MonthlyOctober
1975. Reprinted in Mary Susannah Robb&gainst the Vietnam War: Writings by Activigisew
York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2007), p.2.6
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often found it hard to face the inner truth of tretperiences. Students hid from the
truth that they were protesting because they wieaideof dying in the war?®
Whether or not all protestors held these emotiand,regardless of how
many critics were or were not Vietnam veteranspuild suggest thd&latoonwas
constructed and framed in the public sphere dsnaWith which both combatants
and non-combatants alike could identify. Taylor \@ageteran, but a middle-class
veteran — a volunteer — whose political beliefs pasonal development mirrored
that expressed in many accounts of the Sixtiesieé&t@dded back story further
limned associations with a broader Sixties nareaéissociated in particular with the
white middle-classes. For this reasBigtooncould be appropriated as a resonant
representation of Vietnam, the Vietnam veteran,thedSixties generation. Perhaps,
declaredPlatoon both veterans and non-veterans had experienec8itiies

“authentically,” some in the war in Vietnam andathin the war back home.

Conclusion

It is clear how, in Rick Altman’s words, “not onllge events, but the characters and
dialogue [of any given film] are susceptible to tbgic of multiple framing, both in
terms of textual strategies and in terms of specbcessing?®* Whether in script
development, promotion or reception, certain sceseguences and characters were
framed and re-framed in line with prominent dissasr circulating in the public
sphere. Stone made changes toRlagoonscript that complicated the film’s
engagement with public politics. Lines of dialoguere cut, extra scenes added,
which made the film’s ideological outlook more aguyus.Platoonwas

constructed to straddle liberal and conservatiegvsitoward Vietnam. At the same
time, a narrative stressing personal developmeaihagthe backdrop of Sixties
politics and culture was strengthened. In many wagdor’s search for personal
authenticity in the end served as the narratiwghich historical and political
concerns were mediated. It is very much a commgwoiathe Sixties; the

protagonist’s changing mindset is brought aboutisyexperiences of Vietnam, but

83 |saacsVietnam Shadowg. 47.
284 Rick Altman,Film/Genre(London: BFI, 2000), p. 136.
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also by his adopting principles associated withSheies counterculture and anti-
war movement and attempting to put these principlispractice.

Promotion and reception continued to frame andas the film from
different perspectives: as politically ambiguousaaepresentative story of Vietham
veterans and of the Sixties generation more brodtigtnam veterans read the film
against their own personal experiences, while athécs sawPlatoonas metaphor
for the social and political conflicts of the Sesgi The potential for multiple
perspectives such as these ensured the film’s pearhplace in public debate.
Platoonwas constructed and received so as to appeal axisgle that many
viewed as unbridgeable. Arnold Isaacs quotes andlietveteran as saying that
“[t]here’s a wall ten miles high and fifty milesrig between those of us who went

and those of us who didn’t®®

Perhaps for a brief moment at leddgtoonoffered
some people the hope that this wall could be destnedl. It brought people together
in communal reflection on the Sixties.

Inspiring masses of public debate and critical poplular acclaini>® Platoon
paved the way for an explosion of Vietham-set potidas over the next four years:
Full Metal Jacke{(1987),Hamburger Hill(1987),Good Morning Vietnanil1987),
Gardens of Stong987),The Hanoi Hilton(1987),84C MoPic(1989),Casualties of
War (1989), and Stone’s owBorn on the Fourth of Julg1989).Platoors success
at stimulating political commentary and op-ed etgiis also indicated that cinema
could play a very real part in public debates anSlixties, and on issues paramount
to the political framing of this era. One year aftee release of Stone’s Vietnam
picture, another young person’s coming-of-age éSixties was rendered across the
big screen. Liké°latoon it was constructed as a young protagonist’s ipalind
personal coming-of-age. Also lillatoon,it became a national craze; a public

phenomenon, but for very different reasons. That WasDirty Dancing

85 |saacsVietnam Shadowg. 47.
88 platoonwon the Best Picture, Best Director, Best Editing 8est Sound Oscars at the 1987
Academy Awards.
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Chapter Two
“There are a lot of things about me that aren’t wha you thought”: Dirty

Dancing and Women'’s Liberation

A police station on the outskirts of Chicago: tweragers sit on a couch in the
foyer. The young woman, dressed in frumpy beigdigan and navy blue trousers,
looks with disdain at the young man cracking hiadites loudly. He sports a
leather jacket and tight blue jeans, very muchréibel to her goody two-shoes.
“Drugs?” he enquires. “No thank you, I'm straighdéhe spits back. “No, are you in
here for drugs?” She is not. She is there to regpoihtruder that broke into her
house. The real cause of her irritation is, howewnet the trespassing, but her absent
brother, who is currently playing truant, and, veossill, getting away with it. Her
companion offers some words of advice: “You shdhldk less about your brother
and more about yourself.” This sympathetic statdrbegins to quell her rage.
Conflict quickly gives way to comity as the coupl@barks upon a discussion about
their emotions and relationship woes. In no timallathey are locked in a
passionate embrace. In the space of a few minthiesyoung woman has not only
found love, but also exits the police station hgweperienced a teenage epiphany,
the one that goes: spend less time worrying abihetr @eople and “just be
yourself.”

This saccharine-sweet moment appears in a filmféaatired two young
actors of particular relevance to this thesis, dh&heen and Jennifer Grey. The
sequence comes from 1986’s hit teerffecris Bueller's Day Off A brief respite
from the film’s central storyline (the comic escdps of its eponymous hero), the
police station scene affords Sheen and Grey barglytes of screen time in which
to act out their youthful debate on self-fulfilmeNt, for both actors, it can be seen
to serve as an uncanny harbinger of things to c&wé¢he timeFerris Bueller's Day
Off reached US cinemas in June 1986, Sheen was shaatmming-of-age story in
which he took centre stagetatoon the primary focus of Chapter Qrie January of
1987, Grey was hired to star in another Sixtiedesgure Dirty Dancing While
Sheen learns some tough life-lessons in Vietnamy Gas a similar experience in
the summer of 1963, the period in which her filnsé$.Dirty Dancingdepicts the
political and personal struggles of a young, whitéJdle-class woman. At a holiday
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resort in the Catskill Mountains, upstate New Yathe discovers what is depicted as
a phenomenon sweeping working-class American aututirty dancing. Under the
tutelage of Johnny (Patrick Swayze) she learnséieally suggestive dance moves
associated with this form of cultural expressiod,against a backdrop of early
Sixties politics and popular culture, Grey’s chaga¢Baby Houseman) finds
independence, sexual liberation and a life thpeirsonally authentic.

This chapter exploreBirty Dancings dual concerns with public politics and
personal authenticity. | argue that certain pditissues were cut or curtailed during
script development. Neverthele8srty Dancinginfuses its central protagonist’s
search for personal authenticity with a politicdiberal commentary on the Sixties
and, in particular, on the feminist movement. Thapter’'s focus on politics and
authenticity differs from other academic treatmegit®irty Dancing which often
locate the film within broader trends associatethwhigh concept” flmmaking. For
example, Stephen Prince’s weighty volume on 198tEnta makes several brief
references t®irty Dancings glossy, easily marketable style and to whatdessas
its thematic impoverishment. Prince plaBedy Dancingwithin a body of 1980s
“high concept musicals”, which, he suggests, “lédlremembered for their
marketing innovations, not their af€* Chris Jordan argues thairty Dancing
promotes traditional middle-class family valuesiling that any of the political
and/or feminist intentions of the film's makers aféaced through their use of
hackneyed tropes such as the cross-class love(thatyends happily) and the tale of
easily achieved social mobilif§® To my knowledge, David Shumway’s article on
Dirty Dancings soundtrack provides one of only a few dissentittgrpretations.
Focusing on the film’s incorporation of rock andl rausic into its narrative,
Shumway suggests thatrty Dancingbears traces of liberal them@s This chapter
builds on Shumway’s work, and argues thaty Dancingis far more than a
marketing hook or glib conservative nostalgia. Wlhistorical film studies have
provided a number of in depth examinations of ntaletred Sixties films — pictures

287 Stephen Princéd New Pot of Gold: Hollywood Under the Electronigifibow: History of the
American Cinema, Volume {Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000)309. See also R.
Serge Denisoff and George Plasketes, “Synergy 84 %ilm and Music; Formula for Success or
Industry Mythology?'Film History, vol. 4, no. 3 (1990), pp. 263-264.

88 Chris Jordanilovies and the Reagan Presidency: Success andsfistport, Conn and
London: Praeger, 2003)p. 111-118.

289 David Shumway, “Rock ‘n’ Roll Sound Tracks and #wduction of Nostalgia,Cinema Journal
vol. 38, no. 2 (Winter 1999), p. 45.
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on the Vietnam War, or on “great” men of the eoai,example — this chapter argues
thatDirty Dancingshares with these films an investment in offearggrious
commentary on Sixties political and social transfations, but articulates it in the
context of a female-youth-centred narrafive.

Comparing a 1985 draft script with the finishedjll argue thabDirty
Dancings references to prominent public events and issuek as the civil rights
movement and abortion rights are heavily curtagled/or presented in ways that
make possible multiple political readings. Howe\be politics of private
relationships and gender are strengthened. Thraugirative that emphasises
Baby’s search for authenticity, screenwriter ElegaBergstein provides a
commentary on generational and gender conflictsgmtein 1960s political activism.
In particular, Baby's gaining of authenticity isobight about by her applying
principles usually associated with the feminist emment to her personal lifé*

Accordingly, the chapter begins by locatibgty Dancings production
history, and the public persona of screenwriteafte Bergstein, within broader
debates on the legacy of the feminist movemetheh shifts to an examination of
the changes made [irty Dancings script during the years 1985-1987. Finally, |
examine the film’s promotion and reception, sugggsivhat contextual factors may

have influenced the predominant interpretive framiglsin which Dirty Dancing

20 gee, footnote 12 in the Introduction for a lisbobks and articles examining these films.

291 Arguing thatDirty Dancing engages with “feminism” requires clarification. lmaaware that the
“feminist movement” did not, and does not, congita unified ideological voice. Not all feminists
were/are always in agreement as to the most impioigaues in the struggle for women’s liberation.
Alice Echols notes the distinction between “libefiexhinists” such as Betty Friedan and her National
Organisation of Women (NOW), whose campaigns -eastl from the mid-1960s to early 1970s —
focused more on issues such as equality in the plack and “integrating women into the public
sphere”, and “radical feminists”, whose activisnh @et to challenge and reconfigure ingrained and
oppressive social structures: male, female relatigns and the family, for example. Even within the
two camps, as Ellen Willis’ discussion of radicairinism in New York makes clear, conflicts over
politics and strategy abounded. | do not attempinialyseDirty Dancingin reference to these various
political definitions. Rather, | am concerned withat seems to me to be a reasonably agreed upon
impact and success of the broader feminist movenfentSara Evans argues, “[w]hen liberals and
radicals included the personal within their deforis of the political, they reconfigured U.S. piokt
across the political spectrum.” | suggest thaty Dancing provides a running commentary on this
political reconfiguration. Baby’s personal life amer intellectual transformation are intrinsically
bound up with attempts to overcome unequal maleffemelationships within the family and, by
extension, within society more generally. See Alimhols,Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in
America, 1967-1978Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989)3; Sara Evans, “Beyond
Declension: Feminist Radicalism in the 1970s an80%9 in Van Gosse and Richard Moser (eds),
The World the 60s Mad@hiladelphia: Temple University Press, 2003), 31. Bllen Willis, “Radical
Feminism and Feminist Radicalism,” in Sohnya Sayfaglers Stephanson, Stanley Aronowitz and
Fredric Jameson (edghe 60s Without ApologiMinneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984),
pp. 91-118.
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was understood critically upon its original US thieal release. Whil®irty
Dancingcontained a range of important political and somakthstones, an
unwillingness, on the part of many public commesrstto view Baby’s personal
relationships as “Political” (i.e. nationally regentative) meant th&tirty Dancing
did not make the same impact on the public sphetead Oliver Stone’s Vietham

War drama.

Dirty Dancing in Production, 1980-1987.

Eleanor Bergstein has said that she conceivedasie bfDirty Dancingin 1980,
while her first film script)t's My Turn(1980) was being made into a fififf. At this
time, an intensified “backlash” against the fentimvement is said to have swept
America®®® Drawing upon a wealth of materials, Susan Falednohstrates how
this backlash could be seen in the media, in lilea in government legislation and
in academia. New Right groups of the late 1970seamty 1980s denounced
publicly abortion rights, equal pay in the workmaand women'’s liberated sexuality
under the rhetorically questionable banners of-lged, “pro-motherhood” and
“pro-chastity.” Organisations such as Stop ERAr@ug that wanted to stop the
passing of the proposed Equal Rights Amendmenthiwhbuld guarantee women
equality in the workplace and illegalise prejudi¢tedng on the basis of gender,
pregnancy and sexual preference), as well as thralMajority and the Heritage
Foundation railed against feminism as the causkeobreak-up up of the
“traditional” nuclear family and as a catalyst the apparent emergence of a
“permissive society.” For instance, in his 1980 badsten AmericaMoral Majority

leader Rev. Jerry Falwell proclaimed that “we msiahd against ... the feminist

292 Eleanor Bergstein, “Best of Times; Worst of TinéEhe Sunday TimeSeptember 21, 2008.
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts _agrdtertainment/film/article4772857.e@&ccessed
January 2009).

293 sysan FaludBacklash: The Undeclared War Against American Woghemv York: Crown
Publishers, 1991); Philip JenkiriBecade of Nightmares: The End of the Sixties aadvthking of
Eighties AmericdOxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 85-8&niel MarcusHappy Days
and Wonder Years: The Fifties and the Sixties int@oporary Cultural Politic§New Brunswick,

NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2004), pp. 39-43aB8u3ouglas, however, points out that a “backlash”
was present in journalistic and cultural repreg#oria of feminism from the early 1970s. She notes
the many critical responses to early publicatioisls. magazine and satires of the feminist
movement in shows such A8 in the Family Throughout the 1970s emerged a debate and donflic
over women'’s “proper place.” Douglaalhere the Girls Are: Growing Up Female with the Klas
Media(London: Penguin, 1995), pp. 193-219.

106



revolution, and the homosexual revolutidii*Falwell was at the forefront of a New
Right campaign that had been running since thel@i®s, whereby what others saw
as women'’s positive social, political, and persaahs achieved partly as a result
of the actions of feminists of the late 1960s aadyel970s, were attacked for
having destroyed familial relations and for haviagen women out of their
“natural” environment: the home.

The International Women'’s Year Conference, whicls Wald in Houston,
TX, in 1977 apparently acted as a springboard mnerous New Right activists to
emerge onto the national scefieln 1978, the chair of Stop ERA, Phyllis Schlafly,
denounced the Equal Rights Amendment and its stggas “a combination of
federal employees and radicals and lesbians what §8ebillion of our tax payers’
money.”® This rhetoric was to foreshadow the framing sty&® that were
implemented by the anti-feminist lobby across tB80k: they would bundle
together women'’s liberation with that other conséise bugbear, Lyndon Johnson’s
Great Society. Women's rights were equated witht@fakgovernment spending,
permissive sexuality and, in these commentatoesivsj “perverse” lifestyles. In
1981, economist George Gilder attacked the femmatement, claiming that its
success in propelling greater numbers of womenerezutive positions in the
workforce had damaged the national economy, malehasogy and the nuclear
family. Gilder's bookWealth and Povertya popular text amongst the Reagan
administration, claimed that “the equal-rights caigp discriminates in favor of
female credentials over male aggressiveness awel'dff Running throughout
Wealth and Povertis the suggestion that a man who cannot provide foassive
female — or, preferably, a middle-class housewife emasculated: he is, in short,
not a real man. A culture of affirmative action aekual equality, in Gilder’s logic,
and that of his peers, led not only to weak meralsd to an uncompetitive
marketplace, loose morality and sexual profliga€y.

It has even been argued that in the late 19704 880ds some feminist

writers turned their backs on the old ideals o&“thovement” in favour of a return

294 Quoted in MarcusHappy Daysp. 40.

29 Faludi,Backlash p. 252.

2% James Lardner and Neil Henry, “Over 40,000 ERAKRas March on Hill,"Washington Post
July 10, 1978, p. AL.

27 George GilderWealth and PovertfNew York: Basic Books, 1981), p. 137.

28 Gilder, Wealth pp. 259-260.
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to traditionally feminine stereotypes. For exampiel 979, Betty Friedan, author of
1963’s influential feminist tracthe Feminine Mystiquenned an article for the
New York Timethat would eventually serve as the basis for h&d18okThe
Second StagéWith the same mixture of shock and relief withieh the women’s
movement began in the 1960s,” wrote Friedan, “féstérat the end of the 1970’s
are moving to a new frontier: the famil§’® In The Second StagEriedan accused
radical feminists of the late 1960s and early 1960$aving focused
disproportionately on personal/sexual issues agxipense of public political
exigencies such as employment and child-care iiniis>°° Feminist writers such as
Faludi and Zillah Eisenstein certainly saw Friedann some way turning her back
on feminism; for both, she had greatly misrepres@nadical feminism and was a
symptom of the broader backlash taking place atttinie against feminists and
feminist sympathiser®*

Given these developments, it is perhaps unsurgritiat the movement was
also discussed as having had a rather negativectropahe private lives of women.
While the early 1980s began to see a change iodhint of public sphere debates
around the Vietham veteran — from threateningnalied psychotic to a valorised
national hero — feminism, as a complex and deb#tbettine, and those who had
gained from the successes of the feminist movemeare not treated with the same
reverence. “The health advice manuals inform: Higlwered career women are
stricken with unprecedented outbreaks of ‘stredsited disorders’, hair loss, bad
nerves, alcoholism”, wrote Faludi. “[W]Jomen are leamed by their own
liberation.”®*? Between 1983 and 1986, Faludi concluded that natimagazines ran
fifty three major articles on single women (anotdemographic associated with
changes brought about by the feminist movementjosi all of which were critical
of them. In the same period, there were only sevédes on single meft®
Elsewhere, Barbara Ehrenreich, Elizabeth Hess doigaGlacobs observed that a

general “backlash was brewing against what wasgyely called female

29 Betty Friedan, “Feminism Takes a New TurNgw York TimesNovember 18, 1979, p. SM10.
30 Friedan;The Second Stagkeondon: Abacus, [1981] 1983), pp. 43-58.

301 Faludi,Backlash pp. 351-358. Zillah R. Eisenstefieminism and Sexual Equality: Crisis in
Liberal America(New York: New York Monthly Review Press, 1984)195.

392 Faludi,Backlash pp. 1-2.

%93 Faludi,Backlash p. 97.
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‘promiscuity.”*** Mainstream media outlets were proposing causis lietween
males’ diminishing dominance in the bedroom andoiberdroom. In these accounts,
female promiscuity had destroyed old-fashionedamstiof love and romancéé>

Film and television also offered representatioas gnesented women as
damaged individuals due to their having gained pedelence and equality. In 1987,
the year oDirty Dancings release, Glenn Close played, in Faludi’'s vidwe, t
defining symbol of the conservative backlash. A# hegative stereotypes the
backlash had associated with women'’s independsheeargued, coalescedRratal
Attractionis villainous female stalker Alex Forrest (Glenro&#). Much like the mad
veteran cycle of the 1970s and early 1980s, an@dhadlel cycle of films about
woman-hating misfits, includingyes of Laura Mar$1978) andressed till
(1980), one sees unfolding across the late 19804.990s a cycle of ruthless — if
not necessarily mad — career womeatal Attraction Basic Instinc{1992), and
Disclosure(1994) being three of the biggest hi¥slonne Tasker suggests that films
such adisclosureat least aspire toward a liberal feminist represtgot of women
in the workplace. However, she notes that suchsfih@vertheless end up reworking
classicalfilm noir's dichotomy between the “sexually aggressif@hime fatale-
“now often cast as a career woman” — and a “petsdtunale protagonist. Fears of
male emasculation at the hands of powerful, indépenhwomen are therefore one of
this cycle’s defining characteristit®

Against this backdrop of conservative backld3inty Dancings scriptwriter
Eleanor Bergstein promoted herself and her filmatgsnpting to provide a liberal
counterattack. Her first screenplay was caltedMy Turn The film, which was in
development in 1978, focuses on a female mathesaitafessor and the struggles
she faces in balancing her job and her love lifergBtein informedNewsweekhat
she wrotdt’'s My Turnbecause “I have never seen a film which honestiysdeith
a contemporary woman trying to put her life togetti€’ Whether Bergstein had
seen pictures of this sort or not, there were geyta number of films attempting to
do something similar throughout the 1970s and tinéo1980s. For example, Karen

304 Barbara Ehrenreich, Elizabeth Hess and Gloriakla&e-Making Love: The Feminization of Sex
(New York: Doubleday, 1986), p. 162.

%95 Ehrenreictet al Re-making Lovepp. 167-171.

3% yyonne TasketWorking Girls: Gender and Sexuality in Popular Gime(London and New York:
Routledge, 1998), pp. 132-135.

397 Jack Knoll, “Little Fantasies NewsweekNovember 3, 1980, p. 90.
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Hollinger notes the existence of two strands ofWN&omen’s film” that emerged

in the 1970s: Firstly, there was the “independemtnan’s film”, in which a female
character attempted to negotiate work and perddeatithout the support of a long
term (male) spouse. Secondly, was the “femaledship film”, which examined the
politics or, more often than not, simply the psyloag, of all-female alliance®?
Hollinger argues that the independent woman's filas exemplified by such
pictures ad\lice Doesn’t Live Here Anymo(@974) andAn Unmarried Woman
(1978) and was, by the late 1970s, in decline, tijpainely. The female friendship
film, on the other hand, flourished from the la@¥@s onwards. Films such &glia
(1977),Girl Friends (1978),Nine to Five(1980),Desperately Seeking Sus@®85),
The Color Purplg1985)Outrageous Fortun€l987) andBeache$1987), suggests
Hollinger, were deliberate attempts on the pattiollywood to attract female
audiences. Hollinger is, to differing degrees, sicepabout the extent to which the
representation of women in these pictures can &e ag progressive. She concludes
that most Hollywood films may start with a potetiyigorogressive storyline, which
ends up being largely contained by conventionalstaf personal fulfilment at the
expensive of political commentat$’ However, in dealing with independent women
and female alliances the industry was neverthaegkoring “two issues initiated by
the growth of the women’s movement of this period”.

Within this context]t's My Turnmight be viewed as an example of the New
Woman'’s Film. Its focus on a professional womairisand the difficulties she
encounters as she seeks to balance career andnglgps locate Bergstein’s debut
film firmly within the independent woman’s sub-genwhich Hollinger argues to
have been in decline at this point in tirftss My Turnwas directed by Claudia
Weill, who previously had helmed a documentaryt@efeminist movement called
Year of the Womafl1973) and the aforemention&drlfriends, a film lauded on art
circuits for its realistic portrayal of female fnigships>** In many waysit's My
Turnbore several similarities to a spate of contempewas films includind’rivate

398 Karen HollingerIn the Company of Women: Contemporary Female FebipdFilms
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998)9.

%9 Hollinger, In the CompanyHollinger, “From Female Friends to Literary Lasti@he
Contemporary Woman'’s Film,” in Steve Neale (e@¢nre and Contemporary Hollywodldondon:
bfi, 2002), pp. 77-90, esp. 77-83.

319 Hollinger, In the Companyp. 2.

11 Hollinger, In the Companyp. 53.
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Benjamin Nine to Five(both 1980), and, somewhat latBrpadcast New§1987)
andWorking Girl (1988), that presented independent women attemfuinggotiate
a career and their place in a male dominated goétetusing on the political and
private concerns of a young womédirs My Turnwas Bergstein’s first attempt to
present feminist issues on the big-screen.

Bergstein had, however, already demonstrated aresitin depicting such
iIssues in her 1973 novAbdvancing Paul Newmasince the ideas expressed in this
novel are similar to those Dirty Dancing it is worth examining briefly Bergstein’s
first significant contribution to the feminist debaAdvancingPaul Newmariocuses
on two young women, Kitsy and Ila, and their expeces of events such as civil
rights marches, the assassination of John F. Kgniteel Beatles’ appearances on
the Ed Sullivan Show, the Vietnam War and the 1@@&8idential election. It is also
revels in the liberated sexualities of its two cahprotagonists. As Bergstein
explained in a 1974 interview, her novel was aerafit to show “how the events and
conditions of the sixties were intermingled in tives of [the] characters®*

Jumping backwards and forwards in time, the noeegiis by, is interspersed with,
and ends by, detailing Kitsy and lla’s activism,iethis undertaken on behalf of
anti-Vietham War Senator Eugene McCarthy as hengiteto win the Democratic
Party’s nomination for 1968'’s presidential election

In many ways, the year 1968 signals a symbolicteride Sixties in
Bergstein’s novel. Hopes and dreams have evapoaatéte young women'’s
political activism comes to nothing. Surprisingbyt perhaps because of the fact that
the narrative concludes in 1968jvancing Paul Newmamakes no explicit
reference to the women’s liberation moveni&nBergstein explained that her
female characters “are rejecting old roles, buy theve no vocabulary by which they
can understand they are doing 84.The two central young women develop a sense
of anger at injustices wreaked upon themselvesefisas those wreaked upon the
people for whom they campaign, but we do not knfatlvay subsequently joined the

feminist movementAdvancing Paul Newmadtoes, however, chart a similar

312\Wendy Martin, “Eleanor Bergstein, NovelistWomen'’s Studiesol. 2 (1974), p. 95.

313 According to Alice Echols, the movement did natllgbecome a mass phenomenon until the late
1960s and early 1970s. Alice Echols, “Nothing DistAbout It: Women'’s Liberation and Sixties
Radicalism,” in David Farber (edJhe Sixties: From Memory to Histof¢€hapel Hill: The

University of North Carolina Press, 1994), pp. 145+

314 Martin, “Eleanor Bergstein,” p. 96.
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psychological journey to that which Sara Evans esguas experienced by many of
the women involved in early 1960s activism. Thegpessive philosophies and
politics of the New Left informed these young worsgpolitical outlooks. However,
the rampant sexism that blighted many leftist orggtions led experienced female
campaigners to organise themselves and to fighthfsr own rights*® There is a
sense that the women Advancing Paul Newmamave been let down by their male
role models. Kitsy, for example, combines the agsation of Robert Kennedy in
1968, her husband’s death in Vietnam, and herioalship to her father in one

unbroken statement:

The pilot announcing that Robert Francis Kennedieid —
Louis [her husband] why did you die — Daddy hadlya#ot
wanted to live — stroking her hair that Christmasation, his
darling daughter, didn’t he want to live for h&f?

One sentence becomes a time machine. Various &meds coalesce within
the same statement, with the overriding theme bi€itay’s feelings of being let
down by men, whether they were political leadeusiands or fathers. A far cry
from Dirty Dancings rather more positive ending (discussed belowygBtein’s
suggestion that her characters are rejecting déd rout do not have the vocabulary
through which to “understand they are doing so”ldpuargue, be just as easily
applied to her later cinematic work. This novebalsdicated Bergstein’s investment
in exploring the era’s liberal politics, which remed a principal theme running
throughlt’s My TurnandDirty Dancing

It's My Turnsettles for a rather ambiguous and abrupt redatioih of
gender conflicts. Will love or career choices pikvgVe are left unsure whether the
central protagonist Kate (Jill Clayburgh) and hewrlove Ben (Michael Douglas)
will drop their old lives in order to be togeth&he only clue offered is a final
message from Ben that he is “trying to redirectflight”, which, in the context of
their relationship, suggests that he is giving igpotd life and will fly to Chicago to
be with Kate. While attempting to negotiate betwseocessful career and love life,

It's My Turncertainly does not suggest that Kate should relsigher independence

315 5ara M. EvanRersonal Politics: The Roots of Women’s Liberaiinthe Civil Rights Movement
and the New LeftNew York: Random House, 1979).
%16 Eleanor Bergsteirdvancing Paul NewmafiNew York: Popular Library, 1973), p. 314.

112



in order to follow the man of her dreams. If angthiit is Ben who has to make the
compromise.

Advancing Paul NewmaandIt's My Turnwere precursors tbDirty Dancing
Both texts appeared at a time of intense confliche public sphere over the role of
women.Dirty Dancing too, appeared when, according to Faludi, thencate and
television backlash against feminism was at it [igint>!’ Yet, it must also be
stressed that, throughout the 1980s, public opipals (and Faludi makes this
clear) consistently demonstrated that the majafityomen supported the women'’s
movement and looked positively upon the gains dt initiated>*® Furthermore, as
noted above, there was at least an attempt to twifemale audience with films
featuring strong female characters. One might sstgbat, with regard to 1980s
films, the American film industry was endeavourtogorovide politically
progressive representations of strong female ctersgavhich have, in retrospect,
been deemed flawed. A case in point is providet¥hysha Kinder. She describes
the production history dgorillas in the Mist(1988), a film based on the experiences
of scientist Diane Fossey and her attempts to grétem poachers an endangered
species of mountain gorilla. Director Michael Aptgaparently wanted to make the
film progressive by representing an independent aromiho gives up a relationship
in order to continue her political activism, andfbgusing on environmental issues.
Kinder notes how Apted also cast Sigourney Weavéhe title role for the very
reason that she already had demonstrated an aptdaugortraying strong female
characters in films likélien (1979) andAliens(1986). Nevertheless, Kinder argues
that by privileging white male authority — Fosseyired by a man — and in
relegating to secondary roles African charact@wjllas in the Mistultimately
promotes a patriarchal, conservative mess&t@ertainly, these criticisms are valid.
Yet, as Kinder points out, the intentions behind fiim’s production were very
different to the interpretation she makes of thegleted film.

On the one hand, theBjrty Dancingemerged into a public sphere where

negative coverage of feminism prevailed and amna tihat has been argued by some

317 Faludi,Backlash pp. 125, 112-168, 142.

318 For a survey of opinion polls of the 1970s andk98ee Leonie Huddy, Francis K. Neeley and
Marilyn R. Lafay, “Trends: Support for the Womeiwvement,”Public Opinion Quarterleyvol.

64, no. 3 (Autumn 2000), pp. 309-350.

319 Marsha Kinder, “Back to the Future in the 80s Vftithers and Sons, Supermen and Pee Wees,
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writers to have been defined by a re-masculinisaticAnglophone culture,
whereby, Sigourney Weaver’s roles notwithstandiaggh men and subservient
women tended to be promoted as cinematic idéaBut this was not a period
defined by conservative moralising alone. Hollywaeak at least attempting to
examine feminist issues. | would suggest iatty Dancingencapsulates these
tensions. One might view the film in light of AnteeKuhn’s argument regarding
women’s films of the late 1970s and 1980s (manyluth are noted above). Kuhn
suggests that these films basically displayed ipaliambiguity that permitted
“readings to be made which accord more or less syttators’ prior stances on
feminist issues®** An analysis oDirty Dancings script development suggests that
this appears to have been Bergstein’s intentioanGés made to the script open
Dirty Dancingto a variety of interpretations. At the same tim@arrative stressing
the protagonist’s acquisition of personal authéytemphasised a number of
positive contributions made by the Sixties feministvement. Again, however,
direct references to feminism are avoided,Boty Dancings action is set during a
period not associated with any large-scale femamst/ity. In many ways, the film’s
1963 backdrop provides a less controversial aneméhich to examine controversial
issues more readily associated with the late Sixtssues like abortion, sexual

freedoms, and gender roles.
Public Politics/Personal Authenticity: Dirty Dancing from Script to Screen

“The film couldn’t have been set a few months eardir later,” state®irty Dancing
screenwriter Eleanor Bergstein in an interview witaNew York Times'lt was the
summer of the Peace Corps and the summer of [Mautimer King’s] ‘I Have a
Dream’ speech.” She explained her rationale foirtgathe film’s action take place
entirely in the summer of 1963. According to thetevr it was something of a
historical turning point. “Because two months aftex movie is over J.F.K is

assassinated. Then the Beatles were on Ed Sullrathafter that it's radical

320 sysan Jeffordsdard Bodies: Hollywood Masculinity in the ReagarafXew Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Press, 1993).

321 Annette Kuhn, “Hollywood and New Women'’s Cinemia Charlotte Brunsden (edFijlms for
Women(London: BFI, 1986), p. 129.
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action”, she explainetf? Notably missing from the 1985 draft of the sctipis the
famous opening voiceover (one often cited in reggs¥in which Baby declares:
“That was the summer before President Kennedy Wwais Before the Beatles came;
that was the summer when everybody called me Babytalidn’'t occur to me to
mind”.

The emphasis placed on locating the film’'s actibthi time served a double
function. Politically, it distanced the film and itentral protagonist Baby (Jennifer
Grey) from any association with the more divisifrerfy a 1980s perspective) late
Sixties. Secondly, it followed in a long line ohdincially successful youth-centred
films set in the early 1960s that used pre-Kenresbassination America to explore
social transformation and coming-of-atje.

“Where were you in '627?” went the promotional taglito George Lucas’
1973 hit teenpi@dmerican Graffiti Set in 1962 (not 19633raffiti nevertheless
makes reference to Kennedy. One of the centrabchens, Curt (Richard Dreyfuss)
is portrayed as something of an idealist, whosardreas it is recounted to us by his
friend, is to shake President Kennedy’s hand. Ahmerican Graffitis action takes
place in one evening and focuses on the escapaftas @rotagonists: Curt, Steve
(Ron Howard), Toad (Charles Martin Smith), and J@Pawl Le Mat). The film’s
closing captions inform us of the four protagoniiiture Sixties experiences: one is
killed in a car crash in 1964; one goes missingigtnam; another has become an
insurance salesman; and one is now working astarnimi Canada (possibly in order
to avoid the draft).

With its collection of 1950s hits providing the switrack to a 1960s-set
story,American Graffitiis an early example of the confluence betweerl 8s
and early 1960s that takes place in much poliacal cultural commemoration of
this era, which generally encompasses some of #ikedollowing features:
evocation of John F. Kennedy, early rock and tb#, early civil rights movement,
issues pertaining to social class; youth schoolleisdre activities such as diners,

%22 samuel D. FreedmanDirty DancingRocks to an Innocent Beatyew York TimesAugust 16,

1987, p. B19.

323 Eleanor BergsteirDirty Dancing(September 1985), p. 1.

324 See for example Helen Knode, “Father Knows Besh 'Weekly September 4, 1987, p. 43; Julie
Salamon, “On Film: Borsch Belt Princess Hot to Chea Cha,"Wall Street JournalSeptember 3,
1987, p. 16.

325 The significance of the Kennedy assassinatiorutip debates on the Sixties is discussed in detail
in Chapter Three.
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proms, drag racing; and teenage or youthful charagpes including nerds, jocks,
greasers, prom queens. Above all, the period igestgd to stand at a historical
threshold. For good or for ill, things will nevenite be the same again. Major
commercial hits likeAnimal Hous€1978) and smaller productions suchlas
Wandererg1979) also incorporate references to Kennedy, anckroll and tales of
teenage rebellion into their plots. “We know nowlie Wandererdrailer declared,
“that the Fifties ended in 1963.” These two filnlsoaend with a look into the future.
In a parody oAmerican Graffitis conclusion Animal Housdlashes up a series of
comic captions informing us of its characters’ i&exties selves. Similarlylhe
Wanderersndicates the differing life trajectories many tsf characters take.
American Graffiti, Animal HousandThe Wanderertavish more attention
upon male than female characters. Other films ®fl®170s foregrounded the
experiences of women. One of the biggest hits ®fl®70s was the filmed version of
hit Broadway musicabrease(1978). Although ostensibly set in 1959, the fdam
be viewed as another example of the blurring ofolamies between the 1950s and
the early 1960s. It does, after all, feature canfiea Frankie Avalon and Annette
Funicello, stars of the early 196Bsach Partyfilms (1963, 1964, and 1965).
Greasés theme tune was also performed by Frankie Vailg-time vocalist of the
early 60s pop group the Four Seasons. The filmctiefis central protagonists,
Danny (John Travolta) and Sandy (Olivia Newton Jahrthe throes of teenage self-
discovery. Set against the backdrop of rock andmah-school proms and hot-rod
racing, both characters undergo a transformatidmendas Danny loses some of his
rough edges to become a more sensitive and atdndiyfriend, Sandy loses a little
of the prim-and-proper stuffiness associated withGidgetnamesaké® By the
time Dirty Dancingwas released, the early-Sixties-set teenpic haonbe@n
established part of American film industry outgtitms like the male-centrethe
Outsiderg(1983) and_osin 1t(1984) and the female-centrBéggy Sue Got Married
(1986) set all, or most, of their action at thradi It is little wonder that some
scholars have viewed such films as “fifties” rejprstions: all three seem intent on

expanding the 1950s boundary to encapsulate the ¥60s>*’

326 sandra Dee is a reference to the heroine oBilgetfilms (1959-1965).
327 See, for example, Paul Elitzik, “Coppola, Frariisd” in Gary Crowdus (ed.¥he Political
Companion to American FilifNew York: Lakeview Press, 1994), p. 90; Fredrimdaon,
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In Dirty Dancing 1963 is set up as a threshold; this is the yesrBaby
undergoes a life changing transformation. Whilefi85 draft of the script was set
in 1963, it did not announce this fact directlyy dad it frame the film as Baby
looking back in time. The addition of Baby's “Tha&as the summer before Kennedy
was shot” voiceover is significant because it migéey political conundrum
associated with Sixties commemoration. Is Baby ilegkack on this period of her
life as the end of a golden era (a conservativsioerof the Sixties)? Or, is she
suggesting it to be the beginning of a positivagfarmation (a liberal
interpretation)? In many ways, the film’s represg¢ion of issues such as race
relations and abortion is ambiguous enough to stdgeth readings. Baby’s
personal narrative, however, presents 1963 addheo$ a positive transformation.

In terms of race relations, much material was ounfearlier drafts of the
script. Two scenes present in the 1985 draft @ffeexploration of issues pertaining
to the early 1960s civil rights movement. The ffesitures Tito Suarez (played in the
film by Charles “Honi” Coles) and an unnamed blacknpeter. The trumpeter
totters nervously at the side of a swimming podfellerman’s holiday camp.
Kellerman'’s, a Catskills resort, will provide thetting for all of the film’s action. As
this scene suggests, the camp is supposed to ioatind of 1960s liberal northern
attitudes toward race. The trumpeter is from thetlsand is unsure whether to jump
into a pool full of white people. “It's not like & up here”, says Suarez. After much
dithering, the young man finally falls in and, be script direction states, “none of
the swimming guests bat an eyé®Later on we have another reference to racism in
the southern states. Camp owner Max Kellerman’s\sah(Lonny Price) informs
Suarez that he is to join a Freedom RideSuarez warns him of the dangers: “I
know you want me to say you're a hero, son ... [gat] don’t know what you're
doing.” After hearing Neil's response, he concludgeu stay up North here with
you grandpa, it's bad down there, more bad thankymw.”*° The removal of these
two scenes means that discussions of black-wHaéaes are far less prominent in

“Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” in John Beléal.),Movies and Mass Culturg.ondon:
Athlone, 1996), p. 190.

328 BergsteinDirty Dancing(1985), p. 25.

3Freedom rides began in 1961 when civil rights astwrode buses through the southern states in
order to test the implementation of laws forbiddésgregated buses. In the finished film, we also
hear very briefly that Neil is to join a FreedondRj but both the above noted scenes are removed.
330 BergsteinDirty Dancing(1985), p. 49.
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the finished film. While Chapter Four examines loiights debates in greater detalil,
this removal is significant because it expungestargially polarising image of
1960s racism. These scenes very clearly, and wittwuaplication, locate racism in
the South while serving to celebrate the more tgrténed” North. The civil rights
Sixties narrative, in which the South is constrdas the nation’s “opposite

other™3!

— a racist backwater in need of northern assistaitnay have been present
in public debate, but | would suggest that the €lenito cut these scenes may have
saved the film from alienating white southern andes tired of havingll of the
blame for America’s racist past laid at their dddowever, one must also view the
removal of these scenes as another example (S&mhal$o trimmedPlatooris
engagement with racism) of Hollywood filmmakers ingvsecond thoughts about
incorporating a racial sub-plot into their hist@alicepresentations. As later chapters
further illuminate, the absence of prominent Afrieamerican characters and the
erasure of African-American agency in politicausfgles of the Sixties is
conspicuous across the cinematic landscape dirties

If attitudes toward race are largely elidedimty Dancing issues pertaining
to public debates on the feminist movement are gedjdbut made somewhat
ambiguous in the process. A prominent sub pl®@inty Dancingis the illegal
abortion obtained by Penny (Cynthia Rhodes). Pelo@g not have the means to
finance the abortion and therefore must rely onyBahd Baby’s father's money. It
turns out that the GP is a con-man; he injures Ysariously and it is left to Baby’s
father, Dr. Jake Houseman (Jerry Orbach), to dmgrgoack to health. It is never
explicitly stated whether Penny goes through wighabortion to avoid economic
hardship or because she does not want to havédilldeof a man who clearly has no
intention of supporting her financially or emotidigaYet, the very fact that abortion
is viewed as the only sensible course of actionseasroversial in the 1980s. Of all
the topics related to women'’s liberation, abortigts was particularly contested
prior to, and at the time of, the film’s releas&oftion had been a political hot-
potato ever since its decriminalisation in 1978 ratheRoe vs. Wadeourt ruling

concluded in favour of legalising women'’s rightsheove an abortion (under certain

1 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Moveniand the Political Uses of the Padtife
Journal of American Historyol. 91, no. 42005), p. 1239.
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conditions). Groups such as National Right to keifieerged almost immediately as
vociferous public opponents to the ruliffg.

By the 1980s, however, the stakes had been rassachamber of militant
groups began to bomb abortion clinics, threatenate@nd attempt, often violently,
to dissuade women from having the operation. Ascydr Wilder notes, by “the
mid-1980s there had been a perceptible shift incdice tactics from the rule of
law to the reign of lawlessnes$¥Echoes of the Sixties were ever present in
discussions of what one critic has referred tocas hiew Vietnam *** Anti-abortion
protestors were often, whether positively or nagdyi, compared to their anti-war
predecessors. “On the surface,” wrote Linda WithixChicago Tribune
“antiabortion activity would seem to be just anotimea long series of protest
movements ... employed more recently by those oppistee Vietnam War®>°
The anti-abortion documentaifjhe Silent Screarfi984) claimed that a twelve
week-old foetus could “scream” in pain as it waerédd. President Ronald Reagan
ensured that every member of Congress receivegyagratis. “We now have films
that portray abortions with all the blood and gorerder to persuade through shock
and abhorrence”, noted one journalist. This styategs, however, “not that unusual:
Liberals did the same by showing the horrors otivden on television®®° Like
Vietnam, the issue of abortion seemed to be irreitairie, as pro-choice and pro-life
advocates battled each other over its moral antdqadlimport.

With regard tdDirty Dancings abortion sub-plot, Bergstein has said that her
intention was “to show a generation of girls whedgrown up posRoewhat could
happen without legal safeguardd”She apparently first inserted the abortion sub-
plot in 1985, because she was worried Bea¢ vs. Wadeas in danger of being
overturned®>® The sub-plot stands unchanged between 1985 arit] t@8igh

Bergstein has said that the film’s advertising s@og, a company that made pimple

332 Marcy J. Wilder, “The Rule of Law, the Rise of \éace and the Role of Morality: Reframing
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cream, wanted her to removéit. However, the way in which abortion is framed
does suggest an attempt to invite multiple politicgerpretations. On the one hand,
it might be read as highlighting the dangers yowogen faced at a time when it
was extremely difficult, if not, for the poor, donight impossible, to terminate a
pregnancy safely. But, its piRee v. Wadsetting also allows the film to present
abortion as a clandestine, “dirty” and dangerousg@dure. The blood, the
screaming, the near-death experience suffered byyRi#epicts abortion as life-
endangering. Readings of the film’s depiction obriilbon really seem to hinge on
whether one places abortion within its early 198sorical context (early 1960s
illegality means endangering lives) and therefaterprets it from a liberal
perspective. Or, conversely, reading it simply a@gpiction of abortion, a dangerous
procedure that can lead to tragic consequencemniervative reading). With regard
to the second reading it is, however, worth notirag there is no indication that
Penny is psychologically devastated in the wakieenfabortion. Indeed, after
recovering from its physical effects, she retumbér previous sprightly self. Her
rapid psychological recovery might, therefore, ®gi@ slight bias toward a pro-
choice position, which according to Bergstein astewas her intention. A liberal
take on feminist gains can be found to a greatgresein Baby’s personal narrative,
which incorporates two features central to thei€sxtlebate: the renegotiation of
gender and family roles.

Baby’s gaining of personal authenticity is prediéchbn her breaking away
from the intense grip that her father, Dr. Jake $¢émoan, holds on her political
beliefs and personal life. Dr. Houseman is the ylmlauthority figure for both the
Houseman family and, | would suggest, middle-ckas®rican society more
generally. When Baby begins to challenge and questis values, she also is
challenging what is represented in this film asader social and political norms
governing the behaviour of women in the early 19&asly lines spoken by Baby
and her father establish these two charactersegdntis moral core. Houseman
criticises the recent use of police dogs during# eghts protest in Birmingham,
Alabama. Baby follows this with a reference to “rkeitburning themselves in
protest” at South Vietnam’s American-backed Diegimes. Baby is very much her
father’s girl. She shares his politics, which ekshles her as a caring, politically

339 Clarke, “Just don’t Say the A Word.”
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aware young woman. However, his liberal politicewthstanding, Dr. Houseman
holds some deep-seated prejudices with respeavichis daughter should behave.
The first indication that Baby will break free framer father’s control occurs in a
scene that was added to the finished film. Notgures the 1985 draft, this new
sequence depicts the Houseman family’s first déesson. Dance leader Penny
encourages the more reticent guests to loosendipvaing to the music. Then she
shouts to the female guests: “when the music stokthe man of your dreams.”
The music stops and Baby looks toward her fatheo. [ate, Penny herself has
stepped in and stolen Houseman from his daughéenyPs “claiming” of
Houseman at this early stage is a harbinger of Bdivgral and metaphorical break
from her father.

The father/daughter break runs in tandem with Babiscovery that
Houseman'’s politics and those of his associatedewhemingly liberal, are in many
ways a facade. Camp owner Max Kellerman (Jack Wig¢stod his grandson Neil
also initially espouse a liberal political outlodk.the few brief mentions of racial
issues that remained in the finished film, we seledman dancing alongside Tito
Suarez and appealing to the audience to give hidogre a round of applause. We
hear very briefly that Neil is to join a civil righFreedom Ride in Mississippi at the
end of the summer. Both characters, on the othwsa,Heold disrespectful views
toward women. The character of Neil, in particwaas drastically altered between
1985 and 1987. In the 1985 draft, he was a momestaand less condescending
character, who starts off by attempting to end@asélf to the working class
entertainment staff, joining their after-work adirs, and participating in their
banter**® He even turns alibi for Baby when she conductaftair with Johnny***
Neil's transformation into the tyrannical and paising character that appears in the
finished film occurs only after he has been beateby one of the working-class
characters; he is thus given a reason (of sontdg)dooming a tough “little boss
man”, as he is terme? None of this mitigating content remains in thesien of
Dirty Dancingthat reached audiences, and Neil comes acrosw/hslky

unsympathetic character.

340 BergsteinDirty Dancing(1985), p. 58.
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In the finished film, Baby is privy to the remowa camp owner Max
Kellerman’s moral authority. She overhears him dedirag that his well-to-do
waiting staff romance the guest’s daughters, “dhendogs” as he bluntly puts it. At
the same time, he orders working-class Johnnyép ké “hands off” the female
guests. In the 1985 draft, Baby was not presenhgugellerman’s outburst and is
thus not provided with a rationale for wanting tedk from this kind of sexism and
middle-class snobber{? The finished film, however, has Baby peering friha
doorway (Figure 2.1). It is one of the first sceteallow events visually to unfold
from Baby’s point of view. This strategy is empldyi@ several subsequent scenes.
In Dirty Dancingthere is a fetishisation of the male body (Swayze) a
presentation, formally, from a female perspectithe actions of male characters
(Figure 2.2). The effect is to turn Laura Mulvewgation of the male “gaze” — man as
in possession of “the active power of the erotaklo- on its head, in much the same
way as Chuck Kleinhans argues to be the case waitleefemale coming-of-age
stories such aisittle Darlings (1980)3*4

343 |h;
Ibid., p. 5.
344 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Ciehin Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen (eds),
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Figure 2.1: Baby observes Max KellermarDimty Dancing
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Figure 2.2: Watching Swayze irty Dancing




Throughout the film, Baby becomes increasingly anarher father and his
associates’ unwillingness to put abstract egaditardeas into practice. In many
ways, the sneering, snobbish and thoroughly imnuoit¢ge-boy waiter Robbie
(Max Cantor), and the patronising, hideously avisrcNeil serve as ironic
representatives of the kinds of children Dr. Houaeisigeneration are actually
raising. Fawned over by Houseman for the majoritihe film, Robbie’s selfish
credentials are cemented early in the film. Sihée Robbie who has impregnated
Penny in the first place, Baby demands that heigeathe funds for her abortion.
Robbie’s reply: “Some people count, and some ped@iet.” He then produces a
book and encourages Baby to “read it.” The bookyis Rand’sThe Fountainhead
(1943). This book’s celebration of unbridled indivalism and ruthlessness stands as
the polar opposite to Baby’'s attempts to synthgseseonal development and
compassionate, egalitarian politics. Robbie’s “askwhat your waiter can do for
you, but what you can do for your waiter” philosgps the kind of selfish solipsistic
attitude toward life that Baby has been taughgjeat. On the other hand, Neil is
another caricature. He is a negative representafittime New Left man — he is to go
on a Freedom Ride after all — whose political cotiwns are bound up with rather
archaic views on masculinity. His insistence oregssy publicly his authority over
the camp’s employees and over Baby provide a saathdictment of the hypocrisy
existing not just amongst older liberals, but anstragnew generation of politically
active young men who still equated “invigoratedzeihship with masculinity,
viewing it as a triumph over effeminacy’® As noted above, part of the reason for
the feminist movement’s break from the 1960s Nett Wwas the sexism that existed
in organisations such as the SDS and SN @®obbie and Neil thus provide two
negative stereotypes: the heartless individuatidtthe hypocritical activist.

Amongst the film’s women, too, is a pantheon ofateg, undesirable stock
characters. There is Baby'’s sister Lisa (Jane Bm)ckvho is beautiful, vain and
cannot countenance love as anything more thanhavpgtto marriage, security and
social status. Then there is the girls’ mother, jbté& Houseman (Kelly Bishop), the
“typical” housewife: domesticated, loyal to her hasd and devoted to her children.

Her binary opposite is found in the form of ViviBnessman (Miranda Garrison), the

345 Doug RossinowThe Politics of Authenticity: Liberalism, Christiaynand the New Left In
America(New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), p. 17.
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cheating, childless shrew. A number of script clesngarticularly with respect to
Vivian — who was going to be presented in a morepathetic light (the 1985 draft
paints her initially as a bubbly, affable and aiti&iend of Marjorie¥*’ — suggest
that female characters were simplified greatly miyiscript development. They
became less complete individuals than stock reptaees, intended merely to act
as foils to Baby and the process of personal deweémt through which she goes.
Authenticity, as Peterson reminds us, is a stdieattas much by what it isotas

by what it is: “Issues of authenticity most ofteante into play when authenticity has
been put in doubt™® These female characters provide the caricaturénhinity
that Baby must reject to become authentic herself.

Reject them she does. Baby avoids falling into @tpe pitfalls to which the
film suggests other women have become susceptitdenplete domestication,
loveless marriages, privileging financial gain ol@re, acquiescence to male sexual
aggression. If these are the inauthentic represeesadrom whom Baby is
distinguished, her search for personal authentsgBs her enter a world that is
represented as being far removed from her comfiestatiddle-class existence.

It is an “adventure” into the world of the workimtass that provides Baby's
authentic awakening (much as it did Taylor’s rébirtPlatoon. In Dirty Dancing
the working-class world is not a military platodiut a cultural underground defined
by expressive dancing and rock and roll music. ifif@rtance of music to the film
is immense. Bergstein has said that before shewead written the script, a
collection of songs had been select&dn the 1985 draft we already get a clear
impression of the political and social import thia¢ screenwriter placed on the use
of music. In this draft, virtually every scene xampanied by an evocative mood-
setting pop song of the early 1960s. Precise l¢stioaccuracy does not seem to
have been a concern; Bergstein mentions songsvidratreleased after 1963. Rather
the music fulfils a symbolic function. There is wigergstein refers to as “Clean
Teen”, songs like “Goin to the Chapel” (The Dixiags, 1964) that emphasise the
safe, middle-class girlhood enjoyed initially byd§eaand her sister Lis&° This

347 BergsteinDirty Dancing(1985), pp. 8, 78.
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musical style is equated with repression, decorndj averall, emotionlessness.
Then there is “Johnny’s Music,” the raw, soulfuleds of songs like “Do You Love
Me” (The Contours, 1962) and “Wild Thing” (The Wines, 1965>* Bergstein
associated this music with vitality and liberation.

Baby, as it has been argued with regard to mamatgss of the 1950s and
early 1960s, seeks authenticity by identifying withsical styles that originated in
black and working-class cultures. As George Lipsdtes, in “a culture that
recommended obedience to all authority and laukdedotrganization man,’ they
[white middle-class teenagers] sought autonomy tiemoand authentic connection
to others in the cultures of the working cla¥.And, furthermore, by “pursuing
black music, working-class whites explored forbiddgound as did middle-class
whites pursuing working-class musit* Such a concern is immediately illuminated
in Dirty Dancings opening credit sequence. Not mentioned in tt@sX#aft, but
present in the finished film, is an opening seqeehat features a sepia-tinted slow-
motion montage of dirty dancers. The backing missi&frican-American girl group
the Ronettes’ “Be My Baby.” Susan Douglas argues tim the early 1960s, pop
music became the one area of popular culture ichvhdolescent female voices
could be clearly heard™ Articulating female desires and anxieties in anfere
direct manner than was common at the time, grougs as The Ronettes, The
Shirelles and The Chiffrons helped teenage girtsotoe to terms with their own
hopes, desires and sexuafity.

The eventual inclusion of this opening sequenceethee sets up an
important aspect dbirty Dancing’s historical representation: popular music as
liberator. Shumway argues that the music useddriilitm “evokes the subversive or
transgressive experience with which rock ‘n’ rodsvassociated™ It is the musical
equivalent of the dancing itself, offering Babyestape from the confines placed

upon her by social institutions: the family, andyrengenerally, middle-class mores.
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In many ways, the soul tracks playedimty Dancingserve as the other side of the
more literal (at least vocally) rebellion of thevireed early 1960s American folk
music scene. Singers such as Joan Baez, Phil @uths, young Bob Dylan, were at
this time challenging overtly the political establiment and the American
government’s foreign policy through the lyrics béir songs. Their musical styles
and performances were, however, missing the visketaand in-your-face sexual
aggression of Johnny’s soul music. Baby is alreagyossession of the outward-
looking liberal politics of these folk singers; theul music facilitates her turn
inward. Music acts as a non-diegetic commentarBainy’s personal development.
Her romantic relationship with Johnny is accompdig various songs. For
example, when she enters the entertainment staféisters for the first time, she is
greeted by a blast of “Do You Love Me.” She begiaacing with Johnny, and the
accompanying screen direction states, “a new Babyging born before our eye$”
Alongside the dance and the music is Baby'’s ratatigp with Johnny. Baby
is drawn to Johnny for the same reasons she isndi@soul music: excitement and
sex. In one sense, Johnny’s emotionalism and lysigddity bear similarities to the
male protagonist of another 1980s Sixties fiBapy, It's Yoy1983). Taking place
over the years 1966-196Baby It's Yowchronicles the life and loves of a Jewish
teenager Jill Rosen (Rosanna Arquette). Whilegtt-school she meets a working-
class rebel by the name of Albert “Sheik” Capadil@incent Spano). Sheik is an
embodiment of everything Jill's middle-class uplgritg has taught her to avoid: fast
cars, sex, drinking, disrespecting parents andnigllkack to teachers. Yet Jill,
naturally, is drawn to Sheik because of his rebediness — Jill, like Baby, is fond of
gleefully telling her boyfriend that he is “crazyAs the years go by, however, it
becomes clear that Sheik cannot keep up with taagihg times. Jill becomes a
fully fledged hippie; Sheik clings to his hopelessams of following in Frank
Sinatra’s footsteps and singing in Florida clubsisTilm ends on a bitter-sweet
note: a last dance to Sinatra’s “Stranger’s inNight” and a mutual realisation that
their relationship is about to end. Baby and Jolrelationship follows a similar
narrative arc. It begins with the promise of trarsgion and freedom, but — like
Baby, It's You- questions whether this relationship has the piadeio last beyond a

summer fling.

%7 BergsteinDirty Dancing(1985), p. 23.
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As she moves further away from her father, Baby esaloser to Johnny.
Immediately after she admits that she is invohadantically with Johnny, Baby
confronts her father and demands that he face bystoypocrisy. “You told me you
wanted me to change the world”, she says to hirmduhe climax of their
argument. “But you meant by becoming a lawyer oe@nomist and marrying
someone from Harvard.” Houseman had wanted to mBald in his own image;
she was to change the world, but not herself. Aumthermore, she was certainly not
to question his authority. In direct contrast to Bouseman, who seems intent on
maintaining authority over his daughter, Johnngsoas and words suggest that he,
Johnny, is invested in Baby’s personal maturati@r.much of the film, it is Baby
who takes the lead in the relationship. Johnny teagh her the dance steps, but she
instigates the romance. The estimation in whicmdgtholds Baby rises throughout
the film. His referring to “Frances” as opposedBaby” Houseman during the final
scene acts as a symbolic assertion that Baby basgrp, has become her own
woman. Bergstein tellingly cut a line of dialoguegent in the 1985 draft, which
would have weakened this narrative greatly. Threg &ppears after the couple’s first
sexual encounter. Baby informs him that her realen&s Frances. In the 1985 draft,
Johnny replies, “Frances?...That's a real growmaipe. But you're still Baby to
me.”*® The final part of this statement was eventually tts quite patronising,
establishing Johnny’s authority — “you’re still Babinstead, the finished film
presents a final scene in which Johnny deliveespeactful salute to the emotional
and educational impact of their relationship.

Dirty Dancings final scene witnesses both the consummationadiy
personal narrative and her reunion with her fatimedirect challenge to conservative
culture wars rhetorid)irty Dancingannounces the politicisation of personal life to
have been a positive consequence of the Sixtidsy Ba longer simply parrots her
father’s political rhetoric but instead revealslitsitations and stands up to his
hypocrisy. Her sabbatical from middle-class soceety, by extension, the
oppressive expectations placed upon “good” midtisscfemale behaviour and
sexuality highlight the development of her own peed, ethical and political code.
Furthermore, her disruption of the family unit andependent behaviour did not
signal a destruction of the family — far from iheSis welcomed back into the family;

%8 BergsteinDirty Dancing(1985), p. 83.
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“you looked wonderful out there”, her father infaher after the final dance. By the
film’s conclusion, Baby is thoroughly transformédke Platooris Taylor, she is
elevated to the status of teacher. Johnny annoumezes have “taught me a lot
about the kind of person | want to be.” Baby'’s fidance acts as a catalyst for many
of the other middle-class characters to loosennapj@in in the revelries (a symbolic
national loosening up, perhaps). Following Babgad, previously staid and stolid
men and women come together in a collective exmesd social and sexual
freedom.

Scholars such as Chris Jordan (noted in the chaténroduction) have read
Dirty Dancings conclusion as exemplifying a theme associated thie Classical
Hollywood musical: that of easily achieved socialhifity, if not a complete erasure
of class concern¥® The working class characters are welcomed intalleidlass
society as symbolised rhetorically by Dr. Housemmapology to Johnny: “When
I’'m wrong, | say I'm wrong”. | would, however, sugsf that the film’s conclusion
betrays a little more complexity than this readatigws. Dr. Houseman’s apology to
Johnny is hardly a welcome into his family. Theemains no suggestion that
Johnny and Baby’s relationship will be anything entitan a summer fling. Quite
how much social mobility is depicted in this scé&nquestionable. Have Johnny, or
any of the other working-class characters, bemeffittom this rapturous interlude, or
will things return to normal once the music stopk@ room — although shared by
working-class and middle-class characters — rensgsegated. Most of the dance
couples are of the same class and, as the occhapearance of an African-
American couple attests, race. Segregation per3isesend credits are suggestive in
this respect (again this scene is not mention¢dari985 draft). A 1980s song,
“Yes”, by Merry Clayton booms over another slow mptsepia-tinted montage of
dirty dancers. The song may be upbeat, but theesegmind us that the party is a
distant memory. The Sixties may have offered sorambers of society the
opportunity for personal liberation, but, withobetaccompanying change in
American society, the era’s impact on 1980s Anzeisancomplete. Jon Lewis

suggests that youth-centred films of the 1970s1&80s often concluded with the

#%Richard Dyer, “Entertainment and Utopi&ffovieno. 24 (Spring 1977). Reprinted in Stephen
Cohan,Hollywood Musicals: The Film Readérondon and New York: Routledge, 2002), p. 23.
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“restoration of the adult authority informed ratliean radicalized by youti¥® This
would seem to be a pertinent appraisaDoty Dancing Dr. Houseman'’s rule of law
Is not re-asserted at the film’s conclusion. Ratheris forced to adapt to his
daughter’s new found independence. The questiavhether one reads this as a

"361or as a call for a

conservative rediscovery of “traditional forms oflaority
continued struggle with regard to gender, racedask relations is, | argue, very
much left to the viewer. In public response®iay Dancing however, there was a

tendency to deny the film a place in such debatethe past and future of America.

“Have the Time of Your Life”: Promotion and Reception

Dirty Dancingwas in many ways Blatoonfor women. Its representation of issues
central to debates on the feminist movement anthitsative stressing a young
protagonist’s authentic experience of the Sixtiésred plenty of subject matter for
a political debateDirty Dancingdid not, however, become a catalyst for public
remembrance in the way thakatoonhad done. While Chris Taylor’s relationship
with sergeants Barnes and Elias was suggestedéh pmmmentary to be a
metaphor for Sixties political conflicts, Baby'datonships to her father and other
characters iirty Dancingwere not in the public sphere imbued with the same
“importance.” Some promotion materials, and a gdea of the film’s critical
reception was, | argue, influenced by broader $addsaourses in which women'’s
Sixties experiences and feminist issues were, \loeinayed at all, treated as less-
significant subjects of commemoration than the Maet War. While in interviews,
Bergstein attempted to promote the film as a seremgagement with politics, other
promotional materials such as posters and tradlettgally sought to minimise the
potential for a political reading. In the er2irty Dancingwas framed for the most
part as an apolitical, “good time,” movie, albeiieonvhich was discussed as having
had a great impact on women.

Dirty Dancings promotional poster (Figure 2.3) did not incluatey evidence
of the film’s political or historical content. leatured Swayze and Grey dancing

against a plain white background. This backgroumdiges no suggestion of the

39 jon LewisThe Road to Romance and Ruin: Teen Films and Yeuwitare (New York: Routledge,
1992), p. 3.
%1 bid.
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film’s Sixties setting. Much like the poster of tbther female-centred film set
predominantly in the early 19608eggy Sue Got Marrie@Figure 2.4)Dirty
Dancings poster gives the impression that the film’s @ctis less historically
specific than dream-like. Foregrounding the cergratagonists against an
excessively bright and empty landscape, both pestgggest these films to be less
about real issues and important events than atessbpal wish-fulfilment and
individual dreams or desires. This is emphasisdainty Dancings tagline: “Have
the Time of Your Life.” Note here the difference=tlween this an@latooris “The
First Casualty of War is Innocence.” The lattermpates Stone’s film as a
commentary on matters universal. It is a grandaptetsical statement on the impact
of war.Dirty Dancings tagline, on the other hand, aims for the persdrteough
this film too is concerned with lost innocence, twmention events of the Sixties
that were discussed as having an immense impaghwarican society, it does not
attempt to encourage anything other than pergaeature. It is simply a call to
have a good time. Such a statement fitted neatibyarbroader current in 1980s
American culture in which representations of femeteancipation frequently
removed the political from the personal.

Susan Douglas argues that the 1980s saw numeteuséd on the part of
the advertising industry to court the “liberatedmam.” Adverts for cosmetics,
clothes and exercise equipment tipped their hatsedeminist movement while at
the same time erasing its political agency. “Worsditteration metamorphosed into
female narcissism”, argues Douglas, “as politicalaepts and goals like liberation
and equality were collapsed into distinctly perdppevate desires*? Individuality
and self-empowerment were reduced to improvingoappearance and having a
good time. This, of course, was achieved througtsemption. From Cybil Shepard
advertising Loreal hair dye with the statement “iworth it” to numerous adverts
featuring women “reclining on beds of satin sheetsoaking in bubble baths”,
these combinations of copy and image convey “ceteptontrol’, empowerment

and self-fulfilment — all by way of purchasing pawé®

%2 DouglasWhere the Girls Argp. 246.
%3 |bid., pp. 245, 251.
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Figure 2.3Dirty Dancings promotional poster.
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While arguing that this became more pronouncetienl©90s, Yvonne
Tasker and Dianne Negra note the emergence ird@@slof discourses that they
attribute to a post-feminist culture in which thaifical concerns of the feminist
movement were circumvented. “Postfeminist cultueejue Tasker and Negra,
“works in part to incorporate, assume, or natueafigpects of feminism; crucially it
also works to commodify feminism via the figurevadman as empowered
consumer.®* With its focus on personal pleasubgrty Dancings tagline “Have
the Time of Your Life” might be seen as reflectiagcultural climate in which
feminism had been hijacked by big business andneamualised as a form of
narcissistic self-indulgence. In many ways thenpister began to frame the film as
solely commercial entertainment, and not worthgerious debate. There is no sense
at all thatDirty Dancingis likely to inspire discussion let alone conflfatla
Platoon. Rather, its poster implies that Baby is not gagrpolitical or even
emotional maturity. She is simply having the “tiofeher life.”

Such an approach irty Dancings political content was complicated in
other promotional materials, which attempted taafthe film’s political and
historical valueDirty Dancings production notes spent several pages outliriieg t
film’s historical background. The early 1960s sahe*widening gap between
generations, the revising of political, sexual amdn emotional lines.” They then go
on to explain how the dance style known as “didpang” broke from traditional
forms of dance and how it “seemed to foreshadoevaworld.” It therefore
“chronicles social dancing’s place in this turnpmnt time as experienced by one
17-year-old-girl.®*®> One pre-release interview with Bergstein noted tie film’s
fictional setting, “Kellerman’s, the fictive Catdlki hotel that provides the setting for
the new filmDirty Dancing is meant to be more than the sum of its partg ... |

1356 The screenwriter

stands as a metaphor for America in the summe®63’
emphasised the importance of the year 1963 adaiba threshold, arguing that the
film’s ending is “in its way not so different th&wob Dylan singing ‘The Times

They Are a-Changing.®*” As with Stone anélatoon,Bergstein promoted aspects

%4yvonne Tasker and Diane Neghaterrogating Post-Feminism: Gender and the Paditif
Popular Culture(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 20072.p
%5 Dirty Dancingproduction notes, pp. 8-9. (Available at Margaretiitk Library, Los Angeles).
223 Freedman, Dirty DancingRocks to an Innocent Beat,” p. B19.

Ibid.
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of her own life story as a means of bolsteringdi@ims toDirty Dancings
historical truth. In &New York Timemterview she informed a journalist that many
of the incidents and characters from the film wessed on her own recollections of
visiting summer camps in the Catskills Mountainga®ung gir®®

Yet, it would seem that, on the wholgirty Dancingwas not deemed to be
of any real political merit. David Sterritt ithe Christian Science Monitealled the
film “a dud.” For Sterritt, bits of “good actingeanot enough to overcome the bogus
elements at the center of the story ... or the owsked melodrama that grows from
them.”®® Roger Ebert thought that “this might have beeeeedt movie if it had
allowed itself to be about anything” and referenBédy Dancings “Idiot Plot”.3"°
Ebert had not noticed the rather hackneyed tropesept inPlatoonis plot. He had
celebrated Stone’s film for the very reason ®latoonwas “not legend, not
metaphor, not message” and that there was “nowbrefiapped plot** It seems
thatPlatoon which, in Ebert’s view was not about anything figiting, did not
need to strive to provide a message. Bergsteinfaones of recent American
history, on the other hand, needed to “be aboumgtbing].” Ebert, like a number of
other critics, did not think thdirty Dancinghad sufficient substance. David Denby
of New Yorkmagazine thoughdirty Dancing“sweet and rich and a bit runny
around the edges$” Denby argues that the film effaces any kind oftjmail
comment because it is so melodram&ti©ther film critics felt that the film should
never have strived for social commentary in thet flace. For example, Julie
Salamon of th&Vall Street Journasuggested that the “movie is at its weakest when
it elaborates on its ‘serious’ theme — that thehatvon in dancing will soon spread
to every facet of society’” There was not the same synthesising of politesiés

and personal experience as there had been in rewEWNatoon Whereas Chris

%8 Freedman, Dirty Dancing” p. B19.

%9 David Sterritt, Dirty Dancing A Second Look at a Big Box-Office HitChristian Science
Monitor, November 19, 1987, p. 24.

370 Roger Ebert, Dirty Dancing” Chicago Sun-Time#ugust 21, 1987,
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2009).

371 Roger Ebert, Platoon” Chicago Sun-Time®ecember 30, 1986,
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(Accessed May 2009).
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374 Julie Salamon, “Borsch Belt Princess,” p. 16. 8lse Vincent Canby,Dirty Dancing A Catskills
Romance in 1963,The New York Time#&ugust 21, 1987, p. C3.

136



Taylor’s story could stand in as nationally repreagve, Baby Houseman'’s story
was separated from any kind of broader Americareegpce.

This separation dDirty Dancingfrom politics was facilitated by way of
word choices used to describe the film. Words sagctmelodrama” — “overcooked
melodrama” as Sterritt (noted above) put it — aswle'etness” were common
currency. The reviewers would seem to have bedmeinéed by the post-1970s
understanding of melodrama, and, what Steve Nesderibes as its “gender-
specific appeal or address to womaf"Neale shows that recent understandings of
the term melodrama, when it became associated plymath films made mainly
for female audiences, took shape in the 1970sr Rrithe 1970s, use of the word in
film industry discourse and critical reviews oftgppeared in materials discussing
male audience action-centred films including wbn$i, gangster pictures, and, what
now are generally calleiims noir. Melodrama was a word used rarely in reviews of
Platoon yet Stone’s film, with its “Manichean structuresand its dedication to
thrills and suspense”, meshed well with conventitias were associated with the
term in 1940s, 1950s and 1960s discussions of @fiemutput’® Yet, in reviews
of Dirty Dancingthe term melodrama was used as a pejorativeynasy af
highlighting the film’s lack of “realism”, its appéto female viewers, and, by
extension, its failure to meet the criteria of feas” contribution to political debate.
The term melodrama was accompanied with semantitfalininine” adjectives like

usweetu?ﬂ? 1379

and “coy”3"® It is particularly telling that phrases like “wistilfilment
and “wet dreant®° also appeared in these reviews, for it speakisetarianner in
which many reviewers dismissed its political repreation. Referring to thidew
York Timesnterview with Bergstein (noted above), Denby re@li“That theTimes
should treat this female wet dream ... as an eveptaibund cultural significance
completes the fantasy.” He concludes: “To womerség, you may enjoRirty
Dancing but you'll hate yourself in the morning® Dirty Dancing in these terms,

was not a politicised portrayal of female emancegrgtbut an appeal to women'’s

37> steve NealeGenre and HollywoodLondon: BFI, 2000), p. 181.
378 pid., p. 202.
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individual sexual desires and their narcissistltisgerest (much in the vein of the
above noted commentary on 1980s advertisementskdawhere is the negative
version of authenticity levelled at former Sixta@Esnizens (discussed in the
introduction to this thesis) in which politics apdlitical activism were evacuated
from the search for personal authenticity.

Not all reviews were, however, quite so negativeuaBirty Dancings
attempts to engage with history and politics. DaMisen ofNewsweekvrote that
“Eleanor Bergstein understands the crucial paiit eoal roll played in priming a
generation of middle-class kids for the social aexual revolution ahead.” At the
same time, Ansen believed that the film “flirtsdbghout with cliches, and some of
the more melodramatic plot devices creak at thegof®? Helen Knode of..A.
Weeklynoted that the “film’s historical accuracy is lesgportant ... than the value
of dirty dancing as a powerfully physical metapfrAmerica’s subconscious, for
social and psychic tensions struggling to the sarfa the early ‘60s>* Certainly,
as was far more prominent in the cas@latooris reception, some reviewers found
a metaphorical potency irty Dancing “The film makers use dirty dancing as a
hint of what is almost palpably around the cormethie America of 1963,” wrote
Sheila Benson in thieos Angeles Time#round the corner was “change of a radical,
sweeping, all-pervasive naturé”Benson was one of the foremost critics to
promote the film as an attempt at least to grapjile serious historical issué®’ In
an article in which she reflected upon her own badym childhood, the writer
Alice McDermott noted approvingly th&@lirty Dancingwas “among the few current
films that treat their [teenage] subjects with s@asousness>® Other (usually
female) critics too found in the film social corece and at least an attempt at
political commentary. Molly Haskell wrote MoguethatDirty Dancing“is a

conventional film in its Borscht Belt setting, etthisatire, and feel good ending, but
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with a deliciously subversive coré®® Haskell argued that, although the film
eventually ends with a rather staid gesture towardormity and reconciliation, the
earlier representation of Baby’'s “unleashed segyiak in itself a “declaration of
independence®®® That Haskell could dismiss the ending as forcetiamtrived, yet
still find some kind of progressive possibilitytime film’s political representation
suggests one possible way in which other vieweng ma&e understood the film.

Writing with respect to television programmes, GgoLipsitz argues:

for any given viewer the ruptures opened by thensimght
carry as much impact as the narrative resolutioas.long as
ruptures and closures accompany each other witbatian

texts, at least the possibility of oppositionaldiegs remains
389

alive.
The scenes and lines of dialogue recalled by viewie those upon which they
place special significance, are thus liable to geainVhileDirty Dancings ending
may have been considered contrived and excesdiltelyian, it does not mean that
the subversive potential in other scenes and segsemas completely denigrated or
erased.

While Platoonwas frequently reported to have served as a Kicdtbartic
function for Vietnam veterans and for other comratars and to have helped them
come to terms with their Sixties experiend@sty Dancings impact on female
viewers was not discussed in such terms. With dsgtar audience respongarty
Dancing in some promotion and reception materials, waséd as a pathway to
ecstasy, wish-fulfilment, but, once again, compjebereft of political value.

“The heat is in the music, the music sets you dag)¢he dancing sets her
free” wentDirty Dancings trailer’'s tagline. Featuring early 1960s hitsthg
Ronettes’ and the Contours, the use of old sondshenappeal to “you” followed by
“her” (Baby), suggests that some viewers, womepairicular, might identify with
the experiences of the film’s central protagonlsst as Baby found authenticity
through dance, so too, implies the trailer, camveis. This direct address to

audiences was continued in other forms of promoti@me more so than in the

37 Molly Haskell, “What's New/What's Coming¥ogue August, 1987 [no page: available as a
clipping at the Margaret Herrick Library, Los Angs].
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promotional music video that accompanied the relefshe film’s hit single “I've
Had the Time of My Life” (1987). For those familiaith 1960s and 70s music, the
vocalists might have been recognisable. They waradr Righteous Brother Bill
Medley and solo artist and sometime Leonard Colaekibg singer Jennifer
Warnes. Inter-cutting between Medley and WarnesBaii/ and Johnny, the video
draws rather explicit parallels between the foufqreners. It virtually declares the
actors to be the singers’ younger selves. ScenBalnf and Johnny dancing
together intersperse the singers’ less vigorousaveen shufflings. A shot-reverse-
shot of Medley and Warnes looking into one anotheyes is followed by Baby and
Johnny kissing; as Warnes leans her head bacHit@da particularly passionate
harmony we cut to Baby leaning back and clutchoigndiy in a passionate embrace.
Such parallels continue throughout the video toetktent that Medley and Warnes
would seem to be acting out their own (imaginedlestence. The escapades of
Dirty Dancings main characters become a canvas upon whichirigers project a
loving nostalgia for the times of their youth (§&@gures 2.5 and 2.6). Self discovery
and sexual awakening is linked explicitly to daaocé music.
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Figure 2.5: Bill Medley and Jennifer Warnes sindilige Had the Time of My
Life” (the lighting is, unfortunately, this dim ievery scene featuring the two
singers).

Figure 2.6: Baby and Johnny in the “Time of My Lifedeo.
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Some reviewers picked up @irty Dancings potential to appeal to women
across the generational divide. Sheila Benson sigdéehe film offered audiences
the opportunity to participate in Baby’'s narratofeself-discovery. “The dirty
dancers are young”, wrote Benson “their audien@s amt have to be young to
share their elation.” And, because “half the filldances have to be learned by a
faintly klutzy amateur, we learn with her, and fieal burst of joy is ours t00®*°
She is seemingly suggesting that Baby's cominggef-@an be experienced by other
women vicariously. As the protagonist finally contgewith her inner feelings, so
too does the audience. There were also repodsiofy dancing craze sweeping the
country with women and men alike signing up tone@aby and Johnny’s dance
routines. In &New Yorkemarticle that featured the film’s director, Emiledalino,
announcing that he was attracted to the film’spgdyecause of the “chance to show
that dancing can transform people’s lives,” we li#dhe hundreds of new students
of all ages attending dirty dancing lessons in ¢ftig>%*

Other commentators associated the film with extremetionalism. “Drop
into a shopping-mall multiplex and listen”, annoadbdlewsweek‘there are pockets
of people reciting the lines along with the actofé.The article was on théirty
Dancingaddiction” that they reported to have taken a lefldAmerican women. One
audience member, who apparently had seen theviianty five times, was
described as being in a state of “Dirty Denial.”oMmer was quoted as stating: “I see
the movie instead of eating”; yet another audianeenber apparently commented
that the film was “the first girls’ porno ever mad&® Such comments bear a
similarity to Denby’s (noted above), “you might eppirty Dancing but you'll
hate yourself in the morning.” The film was treassdinstant gratification, of little
long-term importance. Such word choices as “adatifi“denial” and “porno,”
suggest that a kind of extreme emotional attachnifembt hysteria, surrounded the
film’s releaseDirty Dancings impact on women, as discussed in this articks
shatter their self-control. These were not the sngeeports of a film helping

people to come to terms with political and persatialggles, but the ravings of
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viewers steered by their uncontrollable libidosisTYewsweelarticle also suggests
thatDirty Dancingdid not appeal solely to teenagers, but to oldenen as well.
The woman in a state of “dirty denial” was 45 yeals others were described as
young professionals: writers, finance managersTétey were all associated with a
kind of extended adolescence, a release of hornemeay usually associated with
teenage girls. While I do not wish to evacuateftimefrom a film to which many
people do seem to have reacted positively, it table that this was considered the
only “newsworthy” element dDirty Dancings public impact. WhereaBlatoon
acted as a canvas on which sober reflections oBigties and on growing up at this
time were written largeDirty Dancingwas reported to be having an infantilising
effect on womenPlatooris coverage spoke of a long-lasting, emotionaliapeutic
relationship between film and view@irty Dancing on the other hand, was
reported to be the cinematic equivalent of a oggHrstand.

Is it any wonder, then, th&@irty Dancingwas largely viewed as apolitical,
juvenile fare? Even the controversial abortion pldi-was dismissed as a
distraction. When reviewers referenced this subjtietas usually in a very brief
sentence. “Penny conveniently gets pregnant seatihéave an abortion and
therefore be unable to perform at a neighbourisgntg& wrote Julie Salamon in the
Wall Street Journai® Vincent Canby also devoted one sentence to “dyrqaite
awful subplot about Penny’s abortion, financed pney that Baby has borrowed
from her conventionally liberal doctor-fathé® Generally, no one was willing to
discuss the abortion, and rarely discussed anyeofilim’s other political issues.

Indeed, it would not be until several years aftginitial reception that the
abortion sub-plot, and other political issues attited byDirty Dancing rose to
prominence in journalistic discourse. In 1998A Todayoted that the film was in
many ways subversive; it “[broke] the rules.” Theample this publication provided:
it doesn’t punish “a character for getting an ilegbortion.**® The same article
refers to screenwriter Eleanor Bergstein’s claina teminist activists such as

Gloria Steinem approved 8firty Dancings political outlook®®’ As the numerous
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31, 1987, p. 8.

3% Susan WloszczynaPirty Dancing Can it Still Generate Steam®@SA TodayAugust 15, 1997,
7D.

%97 Wloszczyna, Dirty Dancing” p. 7D.
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blogs and articles appearing in newspapers andemirecent years attest, a
generation afteDirty Dancings initial release, the film is more easily viewasl
political 3*® Far from the summer fling-like transience thaieesers (noted above)
ascribed tdirty Dancingduring its theatrical release, the film contintesesonate

with generation after generation of film viewers.

Conclusion

Dirty Dancingwas produced and received within political andwralt debates
where feminism was the subject of conflict, coragsth and reconfiguration. By
way of certain creative decisions and script changereenwriter Eleanor Bergstein
either curtailed or made politically ambiguous thpresentation of controversial
issues such as abortion and race relations, whileessame time strengthening the
protagonist’s gaining of personal authenticity. atieg the film’s action in 1963
also avoided associating Baby with the late Sixiaescal feminist movement. It
followed a long line of commercially successfulnegentations that positioned
coming-of-age narratives against a backdrop ofl18t0s and early 1960s
iconography drawn from the repository of populdture. At the same time, Baby’s
personal narrative was infused with a political dmsion. She gains personal
authenticity by challenging middle-class moral cotteat put unfair pressures on
young women. By the end of the film, Baby has stopdo the hypocrisy of her
father and his associates — who spout liberalips)ibut do not apply them to their
own lives — and has liberated herself, intelledyuahd spiritually. This blend of
politics and personal life, | have argued, hadpbintial to participate in public
debates on the legacy of the Sixties.

What is clear is that critics and commentatorseatikose, on the whole, to
ignoreDirty Dancings political implications. It was not viewed, as s\R&latoon as
an important player in “coming to terms” with thi®s. Rather, it was discussed
as a cultural artefact that may have touched thethef millions of women, but did
not deserve serious political attention. An unwilness to treat Baby’s

transformation as anything but a wish-fulfilmentlaas fodder for personal/sexual

3% See for example the numerous blogs on the filthelezebelvebsite:www.jezebel.comClarke,
“Just Don’t Say the A-word”; Bergstein, “Best ofiiés, Worst of Times.”
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desires meant tha&tirty Dancingwas marginalised in the public sphere. Whereas
Platooris reception spoke of catharsiBiyty Dancings spoke of hysteria. A film

that charted a woman’s authentic experience oStkies was received as mindless,
largely apolitical piece of clichéd, melodramatit ifs pejorative sense)
entertainment. This reading, | have argued, wdsented by broader debates in the
public sphere in which feminism frequently founskif either being attacked
outright as a negative social phenomenon, or be&irgpnfigured, to recall Tasker
and Negra’'s words, as a form of “empowered [congignp”

Politically ambiguous and emotionally resondditty Dancingwas the most
commercially successful female-centred Sixties blinthe period 1986-94. Looking
back upon 1963 America, it mediated issues thaaeead central to public debate in
the 1980s. According to Bergstein, it depictedsadnical watershed, an “innocent”
time just before America descended into radicabacPre-Kennedy assassination
innocence was, as the following chapter shows nanoon preoccupation in public
debate throughout the 1980s and 90s. A problematmative of recent history to say
the very least, it would be one which rose increglgito the fore in film-related
debates when Oliver Stone’s first presidential flRK reached cinemas in 1991.
JFK began from wher®irty Dancingleft off. The Kennedy assassination acts as the
film’s key site of Sixties remembrance and, furthere, as the catalyst for another

Sixties protagonist to gain personal authenticity.
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Chapter Three
Bad Sixties/ Good SixtiesJFK and the Sixties Generation

December 1988: two years have passed since treseetdPlatoon Ellen Ray of
Sheridan Square Press, a small publishing commaaydd in New York City, hands
Oliver Stone a copy of her company’s latest pulittca The bookOn the Trail of

the Assassingl988), was New Orleans District Attorney Jim @Gan'’s first-person
account of his 1960s investigation into the killmigPresident John F. Kennedy, and
subsequent attempts to secure a criminal conviclibree days later, Stone
informed the publisher that he wished to optionlibek with a view to adapting
Garrison’s story for the big screé®.

October 1989: Stone begins work on a screenplagrfother cinematic
biography. This one, on the life and times of 19&&k and roll star Jim Morrison,
is entitled “The Doors*® By year’s end Stone had completed a draft sdtippens
with a “Wife and Husband” expressing their dismagha death of President John F.
Kennedy: “Oh God. Oh God. Not the President fori€tisr Sake.” According to
script directions, the camera would then turn tson Jim Morrison himself.
Concurrently, a single line of dialogue appearshtig Next?#%

Who's next? It seems that, at this stage of theesurriting process, Stone
intended to provide a direct connection betweesiBeat Kennedy and Jim
Morrison, as if the former’s assassination was swmea prophecy of the latter’s
impending demise. This scene was eventually cat ffbe Doorg1991), yet the
assassination’s symbolic status as a catalystedfttinbulent Sixties” — turbulent for
certain individuals and turbulent for America imgeal — re-emerged in and around
Stone’s next filmJFK (1991). An exploration of events surrounding thesmtent’s
murder in Dallas’ Dealey Plaza on November 22 1968 entered a public debate
concerning the assassination’s political ramifmasi for 1990s America.

This chapter examines the construction and reaepfigpublic politics and
personal authenticity in and aroudieK. In the view of historians and film scholars

such as Robert Rosenstone, Hayden White and RBbegbyne JFK’s formal and

39 Gary Crowdus, “Getting the Facts Straigi@jheastevol. 19, no. 1 (1992), p. 28.

4% james Riordar§tone: Stone: The Controversies, Excesses, anoiixpf a Radical Filmmaker
(London: Aurum Press, 1996), pp. 310-311.

01 Oliver StoneThe DoorgOctober 1989), p. 1.
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stylistic features, such as the mixing of documsnfaotage and staged re-
enactments, as well as its fragmented narrativer afradical challenge to
traditional historical discourse. These scholagaiarthat, rather than portraying
history as a linear narrative of progre#sK foregrounds ambiguity and questions
the notion of a singular historical trutff. Other academic examinations criticise
JFK’s historical content and its stereotypical repnéston of women, gays and
African-Americans.”® Janet Staiger and Barbie Zelizer have exploredilthés
reception, noting the controversy the film engeedeand the strategies that Stone
mobilised to defend himself against the tidal-watenedia criticism to which he
was subjected

While this work informs my analysis 6FK, | employ different methods of
analysis and implement a distinct critical framekvdirstly, rather than focusing on
a single moment idFK’s life cycle, | follow the film from production ktory to
critical reception and reveal the diverse ways Imch the film was shaped and
understood by various arbiters during its productaad release. Secondly, utilising
the public politics/personal authenticity approatbws me to identify two highly
politicised Sixties narratives present within thenf In its representation of public
politics and personal authenticili#K mediates both a “bad Sixties” narrative, which
states that American society was impacted neggtiaeghe wake of the Kennedy
assassination, and a “good Sixties” whereby pasasssnation America experiences,

for many people, a positive intellectual awakenam@ersonal coming-of-age.

02 Robert BurgoyneThe Hollywood Historical Filn{Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), pp. 125-144;
Rosenstoneyisions of the Past: The Challenge of Film to Qded of History(Cambridge, MA:

Harvard University Press, 1995), pp. 120-131; Rstme, “Oliver Stone as Historian,” in Robert
Brent Toplin (ed.)Qliver Stone’s USA: Film, History and Controve(&ansas: Kansas University
Press, 2000), pp. 26-39; Hayden White, “The ModgBrent,” in Vivian Sobchack (ed-Jhe
Persistence of History: Cinema, Television andNtaelernist Even{London: Routledge, 1996), pp.
17-38.

403 peter KnightConspiracy Culture: From the Kennedy Assassinatiotine X FilegLondon:
Routledge, 2000), pp. 102-105; Michael Rogi;K: The Movie,” American Historical Revie®7,

no. 2 (April, 1992), pp. 500-505; Marita SturkeRgenactment, Fantasy, and the Paranoia of History:
Oliver Stone’s DocudramasHiistory and Theoryol. 36, no. 4 (December, 1997), pp. 64-79.

404 william Benoit and Dawn Nill, “Oliver Stone’s Defiee of JFK,”"Communication Quarterly

vol.46, no. 2 (Spring, 1998), pp. 127-43; Janeigsta “Cinematic Shots: The Narration of Violence,”
in StaigerPerverse Spectators: The Practices of Film Recafghieew York and London: New York
University Press, 2000), pp. 210-228; Barbie Zelig®vering the Body: The Kennedy Assassination,
the Media, and the Shaping of Collective Men{@ficago and London: The University of Chicago
Press, 1992), pp. 201-214.
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The chapter begins by locatidgK’s adaptation from novel (Garrison3n
the Trail of the Assassing script, within broader public debates on Kehnand
the impact of his assassination on American soeietyAmericans’ psychologié®
Liberal and conservative commemoration of JFK guar was — but for minor
variations — virtually interchangeable, as commiamsaon both sides of the political
spectrum agreed that, following the assassinafiarerica descended into a period
of turbulence and underwent a profound transformnattxamining script content
and comparing it to the finished film, | argue tB&K’s script was tailored in line
with this popular “descent into chaos” narrativerégnwriters Stone and Zachary
Sklar associated this narrative with a range @&riband conservative signifief€.

While Stone and Sklar painted the assassinatiamysct on America in
politically diverse terms, they infused centraltagonist Jim Garrison’s (Kevin
Costner’s) gaining of personal authenticity withadiernative interpretation of the
Sixties. Again, examining draft scripts and thadfived film, | argue that Garrison’s
intellectual development is premised on his questm of the moral authority of a
whole range of elites: the government, the militémysiness and the media. He
awakens to the institutional and systemic failyglegjuing the highest levels of
American politics and culture. This “loss of ignoca” (as opposed to the “loss of
innocence often used to categorise the assassination’sétmpaAmerical®’ is
JFK’s “good Sixties.” Though Garrison himself was fesgix-years-old when he
began his investigation, | argue that his persoaaiative, as reconstructed by Stone
and Sklar, was intended to resonate with a geerafiyoung men and women that
had grown up in the Sixties and was associatedgyliith a similar search for
authenticity.

The chapter’s final section examin#K’s promotion and reception. | argue

that much public discussion of the film was inflaed heavily by contemporaneous

405 While JFK is, according to the film’s credits, primarily basen two booksQn the Trail of the
Assassingand Jim Marrs’ compendium of conspiracy theoflesssfire: ThePlot that Killed

Kennedy| focus on Garrison’s novel as it provides the central narrative and key characters.
See Jim Garrisor®n the Trail of the Assassifisondon: Penguin [1988] 1992); Jim Marrs,
Crossfire: The Plot that Killed KennedMew York: Carroll and Graf, 1989).

4% This chapter’s script analysis relies primarilyamundated, but published, version of the shooting
script. There are a number of significant diffeembetween the published script and the finished
film. See Oliver Stone and Zachary SklakK: The Book of the FilrfNew York: Applause Books,
1992), pp. 1-185. Additional information comes framunpublished script dated January 1991 and
from correspondences | had with co-screenwriteh@ac Sklar.

407 Marita SturkenTangled Memories: The Vietnam War, the AIDS Epidemd the Politics of
RememberingBerkeley: The University of California Press, 1997. 28.
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understandings of the word “conspiracy” and thetp@sor negative attributes that
were being ascribed to so-called “conspiracy thesof’® Examining a range of
newspaper and magazine articles, | demonstratedfeences to conspiracy theory
allowed competing commentators to attack and terdkthe Sixties from a variety
of political perspectives and to promote or disiréee politics and philosophies of
various groups and individuals: New Left radic@dsirnalists, Jim Garrison, Oliver

Stone, and even President Kennedy himself.
Lost Innocence/Lost Ignorance: Kennedy Commemoratio and the Sixties

When, in 1987, Jim Garrison presented Sheridanr8dqRi@ss’s editor Zachary Sklar
with the first draft ofOn the Trail of the Assassirthe book was not told in the first-
person. Rather, it was written in the style of lacdarly monograph and attempted to
elucidate Garrison’s theory as to who killed Kenne@&arrison suggested that the
assassination was a conspiracy between the CIA)&wmilitary, the FBI, Cuban
exiles and right-wing militias. According to Sklavho later would write the first
draft of theJFK script, the editor’s initial reply was: “[t]heresslot of great stuff in
here, but you've left out the most important pdryaur own story.” He went on to
suggest to Garrison that “if you can show the ti@mnsation of consciousness that
you went through ... you'll have accomplished a geshtcational procesé® Sklar
was appealing for a less detached and more intistatg, one that would focus as
much upon Garrison’s personal development as iudah the warp and woof of
assassination research. Garrison rewrote the otbks vein, inserting commentary
on his own life and state of mind during the yearhis investigation.

The decision to rewritAssassingrom a personal perspective was apt, given
broader discursive shifts which, by the 1980s, pargonal stories compete with,
and often trump detached examinations as thernegiéi, authoritative chronicle of
Kennedy's death. Barbie Zelizer notes the growttheé1980s of media retellings of

%8 The term “conspiracy theory” is a loaded one, mrdiscussed in greater detail during my
examination ofFK’s reception. For the time being | borrow MichaelrBun’s succinct definition of
a conspiracy theory as “the belief that an orgaitmamade up of individuals or groups was or is
acting covertly to achieve some malevolent endrkBa, A Culture of Conspiracy: Apocalyptic
Visions in Contemporary Ameri¢Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University ofifdania
Press, 2003), p. 3.

%9 Crowdus, “Getting the Facts Straight,” p. 29.
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the assassination. Significant to these retellimgs the prominent cultural status
placed on personal testimony. “Newspapers fillethwiyewitness articles under
titles like ‘Many Remember the Scene as It Was’ nd]a... ‘You Had to Be There
to Know the Pain™ were, argues Zelizer, part dfa80s culture of Kennedy
commemoration in which diverse groups and indivisitmattled it out not only over
the political meaning of the assassination but alse who had the right to tell the
“real” story of the events of November '6%. Therefore, by including his own
reminiscence, Garrison’s book became part of tarsgnalised Kennedy debate.

For numerous public figures, JFK was both a natibeeo and an
inspiration. Generally, the president’s death wiasutssed as having been a
monumental rupture in American history; a “lossafional innocence” for a
country that would, in its aftermath, descend tht® upheavals and transformations
of the Sixties'™! Public commentators asserted the assassinatimvebeen a
prelude to a Sixties declension narrative, oneedievith catastrophe after
catastrophe: the Vietham War, the assassinatioR®bért Kennedy and Martin
Luther King, the revelations of government andlligence agency corruption, the
Watergate scandal of 1974, and President Richardmé forced resignation — all
the hellish trappings of what Tom Shactman calted“tlecade of shock$*®
Indeed, Thomas Brown notes that, although manypiigsts had, since the late
1960s, challenged the “Camelot” version of JFKasdency as a golden era,
public sentiment remained “placidly unaffected”dunch revisionisn*?

Furthermore, and importantly, by the 1980s, paditis on the Left and the
Right were laying claim to the president’s leg&tyBrown argues that President
Kennedy crossed the political divide precisely hseshis years as commander and
chief were so contradictory:

For conservatives and neoconservatives, therenaédy the hard-line cold
warrior, tax cutter, and advocate of national gikoe; for leftists, there is Kennedy
the insipient populist radical; for liberals Kengetie high-minded statesman; and

410 7elizer,Covering the Bodyp. 125.

“1 Sturken Tangled Memoriesp. 28.

“12Tom Shactmarecade of Shocks: Dallas to Watergate, 1963-1®& York: Simon and
Schuster, 1983). See also Peter Knighie Kennedy Assassinati(dinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2007), p. 5; Daniel Marctappy Days and Wonder Years: The Fifties and tRBeSiin
Contemporary Cultural PoliticNew Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 20@4)127.

“3 Thomas BrownJFK: History of an ImagéLondon: I.B Tauris and Co Ltd, 1988), p. 100.
“14Brown, JFK, p. 106-7.
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for neoliberals, the tough and ‘realistic’ poliaai whose prime virtue seems to have
been simply that he was a Democrat who won elesfion

Ronald Reagan consistently invoked Kennedy in 8&0%. As Von Bothmer
notes, celebrating John F. Kennedy’s tenure wasaldn Reagan’s Sixties
narrative. The early 1960s were remembered aagiiditne a Democratic
government did the right thing for America. Reagaxed rhapsodic over
Kennedy's tough anti-communism and tax cutting. iy and his successor
Lyndon Baines Johnson were cited as binary opmodfiennedy was the “good
sixties” of conservative values and policies, whitdnnson was the “bad sixties” of
big government, “unfair” welfare systems and weadeign policy*'°® For Reagan,
Kennedy was the last “Republican” Democrat; aftdf’3 death the Democrats
suffered their own declension narrative.

A tussle over JFK’s legacy ensued throughout tf80&9vith Republicans
and Democrats both staking claim to Kennedy asobtigeir own. The same year
that Stone optioned Garrison’s book (1988), botmberat presidential and
Republican vice-presidential candidates, Michadtdkis and Dan Quayle, were
reciting their Kennedy credentials, to, it mustshé, little avail''’ Kennedy was a
universal hero, it seemed. Large scale memoriaisealain leader were held on the
20" and 28 anniversaries of his assassination in 1983 an@ i&pectively. In
1983,Newsweelprinted an opinion poll that found JFK to be thestpopular
president in history. Furthermore, sixty-six petogivespondents believed that, had
Kennedy lived, “more money and effort” would haweeh put into helping the poor
and disadvantaged; forty percent said that Ameviaald not have had a full scale
war in Vietnam (compared with 37 percent that heid ges). Overall, sixty-five
percent of respondents reported themselves avingjithat “American society
would have been much different if John Kennedy maicheen assassinated®

Much like the Vietnam War, the Kennedy assassinatias being discussed as

“15Brown, JFK, pp. 105-106.

“1®Bernard Von BothmeFraming the Sixties: The Use and Abuse of a Defmie Ronald Reagan
to George W. BusfAmherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 204/0)46-69.

47 E J. Dionne Jr., “Dukakis Takes the Fore In thad_af Kennedy,'New York TimesJune 16,
1988, p. D25; Michael T. Kaufman, “J.F.K., Then ahow,” New York TimedNovember 20, 1988,
p. E1; Douglas Martin, “Defining Today By LookingaBk and Far AheadNew York Times
November 19, 1988, p. 29; Anon (Editorial), “GeoRyesh’s Candidate New York TimesOctober,
7,1988, p. A34.

“18 peter Goldman, “Kennedy RememberddeéwsweekiNovember 28, 1983, p. 64.
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having had a horrendous impact upon the natiothésame time, however, another
assassination story circulated through public ceEnhis story, while still

stressing the assassination’s traumatic impacgntesiess suggested that, for some
Americans, Kennedy’s death had ushered in poliacal personal coming-of-age. It
was a narrative intrinsically associated with tivdi&s generation.

“The idyll of the fifties did not end for baby bo@ms on December 31,
1959”, wrote Landon Jones in his 1980 b&ireat ExpectationsThe time for
innocence for this generation, in its own mind,emdn November 22, 1963'°
Jones cites a slightly older commentator, jourhdksf Greenfield (b. 1943) as
stating: “[w]hat our parents learnt in a war, omistruggle for survival, we learned
that November.” According to Greenfield, “no onesvgafe; if not John Kennedy,

then definitely not any of ug®

The comparisons between World War I, the
Depression and the Kennedy assassination captureld ai the symbolic import

that was being placed by some commentators onvirgsof November 1963.
Greenfield’s comment spoke to a widely circulatedlg narrative associated with
the assassination in which Kennedy’'s murder adr@dst as the requisite
“hardship,” or enduring challenge that signifiedemeration’s transition from
childhood to adulthood. It was the Sixties generdsi baptism of fire. Ever in tune
with the ebb and flow of public debate, baby-boopww-star Billy Joel (b. 1949),
whose song “Goodnight Saigon” was mentioned in @rapne, appeared on a 1988
CBS news broadcast and aired his views on the sinatien: “we were never really
kids after that. Life just wasn’'t Mickey Mouse, koand roll and shiny cars. It was
different, everything was different after th4t”Or, as Tom Hayden eulogised in his
Sixties memoir, the “tragic consciousness of thées generation began here, and
would continue to grow* It should be noted that both of these commentaiamse
from white, middle-class backgrounds, and that plist-assassination memorial
narrative was created and disseminated primarilhbywhite middle classes. Issues

such as institutionalised racism and governmernttgared segregation — “two

4% andon Y. JonesGreat Expectations: America and the Baby Boom Gaiter(New York:
Coward, McCann and Geoghegan, 1980), p. 65.

2% pid., p. 66.

421 Quoted in MarcusHappy Daysp. 127.

422 Tom HaydenReunion: A MemoitNew York: Random House, 1988), pp. 114-115.
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nations separate and unequal” — rarely appeartéetge Kennedy-inspired Sixties
recollections.

Unlike the national “loss of innocence” narrativei{ed above), the Sixties
generation often suggested the assassination tlédvo a “loss of ignorance.” In
these personal accounts the Kennedy assassinatidedthe beginnings of an
entire generation’s political and spiritual “quédtodd Gitlin speaks to the infusing
of JFK with authenticity. Kennedy was “the wandeséio dies trying to help the
uncomprehending” — an outsider, a rebel, even. Agextension, Kennedy,
according to Gitlin, at least, was an inspirationyfoung New Leftists to take up a
countercultural patf?® In experiencing the assassination, the Sixtiegiggion may
have lost their childhoods, but they had been shake action*** Such a narrative
also served to promote and legitimate this germratistories in the public sphere.
Sturken notes that “survivors of traumatic histarievents are often awarded moral
authority” and, therefore, “their testimony carrtes weight of cultural value*®
The Kennedy assassination was therefore citedtastibe Sixties generation’s
doorway into adulthood and an event that estaldishe legitimacy and credence of
this generation’s Sixties story. “Contrary to contrenal wisdom, it is not
glamorous to be a baby boomer,” began a 1988 aitidheNew York Times
continuing thus: “the assassination of Presidemirteely assured us that the only
thing we could count on was that life would makens™*?® The Sixties generation
had suffered, and were now returning to the pudpitere as, to recall Sturken’s
comment with regard to Vietnam veterans, “figurefsjvisdom and truth®*’

At the same time as the Sixties generation wermpting their assassination
histories in the public sphere, Oliver Stone’s diag as a generational spokesman
was on the rise. “The sixties defined Stone,” wistephen Talbot dflother Jones
in early 1991: “[H]is movies provide an insider’srfrait of that era: war, protest,
sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll.” And, furthermore, tveas there, an eyewitness, a
participant, and, as an insider who now has the wpportunity to tell his stories —

our generation’s stories, our movement's storfé&Certainly, for Talbot, Stone had

42 Todd Gitlin, The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rédew York: Bantam Books, 1987), p. 34.
424 Brown, JFK, p. 75.

2> Sturken, “Reenactment,” p. 68.

26 Meryl Ain, “Baby Boomers Need a Brealfew York TimesSeptember 25, 1988, p. LI32.

2" Sturken;Tangled Memoriesp. 86.

428 Stephen Talbot, “Sixties Something/fother Jonesvol. 16, no. 2 (March/April, 1991), p. 46.

153



transcended the Vietnam veteran status with whéctvdis associated during
Platooris release, and was instead an all encompassirnig$storyteller. The
filmmaker’s back catalogue had grown siftatoonand now included two other
representations of Sixties politics and populaturet another Vietham picturBorn
on the Fourth of July1989) and the biopic of Jim Morrisohhe DoorsIn one pre-
release interview foBorn on the Fourth of Juhyitone informed th&lew York Times
that the protagonist, Ron Kovic’s, story was venycimalso representative of his
own and of Vietnam veterans in general. “Coming bamas a second war”, he said,
“[i]t slammed so many of us right in the back oé theck.*?° Born on the Fourttof
July's star Tom Cruise provided direct parallels betw&&ne and Kovic. Cruise
claimed thaBorn on the Fourth of Julywas also “his [Stone’s] life story, his
Coming Home **° During The Doots releaselJSA Todayjuoted one commentator
as stating that “whether he likes it or not, Stbae become a de facto historian for a
generation whose ideas and views are increasihgiyesi by movies and TV
Stone was promoted as at once a Sixties spokesmiagsaa Sixties historian.
Stone’s status as Sixties spokesman and histo@amvwomoted similarly,
but contested strongly during the production ameép&on ofJFK, for, while Stone’s
generation — the Sixties generation — were onepgabiempting to establish
themselves as legitimate assassination chroni@#érers also felt that they were in
possession of the “real” assassination historybigazelizer and Peter Knight
demonstrate that the assassination was retrosplctiaimed by various older
journalists to have had a profound impact uporr then lives. Famous broadcasters
and scribes that covered the actual event suctaaRather (b. 1931), Tom Wicker
(b. 1926) and Walter Cronkite (b. 1916) continueglay a prominent role in
Kennedy commemoration well into the 1980s and 198@snkite’s emotional
reaction to Kennedy’s death, Wicker’s ability tartsform the day’s events into
eloquent prose under difficult conditions (he writte story at the airport), and
Rather’s status as the first reporter to broadoasts of the shooting, have become

ingrained in journalistic folklore. Such storiegdleed these three journalists as

429 paul Chutkow, “The Private War of Tom Cruisblgw York Timed)ecember 17, 1989, p. H1.

430 Trip Gabriel, “Cruise at the CrossroadBglling StoneJanuary 11, 1990, p. 46.

43! Deirdre Donahue, “Opening Doors on the Morrisogéred,”USA TodayFebruary 22, 1991, p.
6D. See also Paul Chutkow, “Oliver Stone dm@& Doors Obsession Meets the Obsessddé New
York TimesFebruary 24, 1991, p. H1.
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legitimate assassination chronicl&$The story of the assassination was also a
broader (positive) story of journalistic diligengeder intense emotional strain.
Those that (like the Vietham veteran) “were thesetight to claim their
representations as the legitimate and authoritaieeunts of November '63° That
both the Sixties generation and these older joistsalvould seek to claim the
assassination as “their” event is significant férewJFK was released theatrically
there was in some cases a kind of generationatakarg place between journalists
such as Wicker and younger Sixties generation camet@'s over the meaning of
the assassination and, by extension, the meanitige @ixties.

Two strands of debate were central to public disicusof the Kennedy
Assasination during the 1990s. First there was#sassination as national loss of
innocence — America descends into the turbulertteSixSecond, there was a
personal loss of ignorance — the beginnings otiengy of self discovery, a gaining
of wisdom. Screenwriters Stone and Sklar, | argdapted Garrison’s novel and
developed the script in such a way as to flif into a meditation on the
assassination’s national impact, while at the same stressing its personal
resonance for the Sixties generation, who, accgritirmany accounts, came-of-age

when shots were fired on Dealey Plaza.

Innocence Lost: Adaptation and Script Development]1988-1991

JFK’s historical representation shared many simikesitvith the national “loss of
innocence” narrative, noted aboBnth Marita Sturken and Robert Burgoyne
suggest that the film represents America’s natiomaavelling in the assassination’s
wake?** Burgoyne argues thafK’s explicit reflection upon “time” and its
vulnerability to manipulation, not to mention thienfs fragmented narrative and
multiple points-of-view, serve to create a sensdis¢ontinuity and loss. These
thematic and formal features communicate “the ngessiaat the national narrative

has come unravelled, that the shots in Dealey Plaza produced a caesura in the

432 7elizer,Covering the Bodypp. 143-150.
433 Knight, The Kennedy Assassinatiqn 17.
434 Sturken, “Oliver Stone’s Docudramas,” pp. 71-72.
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narrative of nation**® Certain creative decisions made during script kereent
indicate that Stone and Sklar were attempting wderthis reading. A descent into
chaos narrative had already appeared in basicifofBarrison’s memoir, andFK'’s
source textOn the Trail of the AssassinSarrison concludes his memoir by stating
that “[wlith the passage of time, we can see trgudng results of President
Kennedy's assassination.” America “is still recomgrfrom its tragic nine-year
adventure in Vietham. The C.I.A. continues to run foreign policy without any
real control by either Congress or the Presid&fitHiere the Vietham War and
governmental corruption are claimed to have praiid with greater strength after
JFK’s murder. Stone and Sklar added other verléhasual signifiers to this
perspective on post-assassination America.

After Stone had optioned Garrison’s memoir, he ds¥dar to produce a
draft script. Stone wanted Sklar to write a sarpivhich we “see the actual
assassination in Dealey Plaza at the beginningn dafar, and again near the end,
each time from different viewpoints and with motarity.”**’ The frequent
incorporation into the film’s narrative of Abrahatapruder’s footage of the
Kennedy assassination (the only footage which #ygtrecorded the fatal head shot),
was designed to recall other films that had pogdagvents from multiple
perspectives such &ashomor{1950) andZ (1969)**® From early in the production
process, it is clear that Stone envisiodE# as offering a multifarious view on the
assassination, one which framed and re-framedvéet érom a variety of
perspectives. In retrospect, cultural theorist Hany@White interpreted this narrative
strategy as an attempt to challenge traditionalkt@w) historical discourse. White
contends that many major events of the twentietiucg cannot be represented
wholly or adequately by way of traditional lineastiorical narratives and by
complete adherence to “fact.” There are, he suggtxi many conflicting
perspectives. White prais@BK for revealing the subjective nature of
historiography, presenting multiple perspectiveshensame event and questioning

43> Robert BurgoyneFilm Nation: Hollywood Looks at U.S. Histogilinneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1997), p. 94, pp. 94-96.

43 Garrison Assassinspp. 295-296.

43 Sklar correspondence with author.

8 |bid.
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any neat distinction between “truth on the one side myth, ideology, illusion and
lie on the other**

The combining of staged re-enactments with constdatences to the
documentary record (the Zapruder footage) was pldwery early in the production
of JFK, allowing Stone eventually, in White’s view, toatlenge orthodox forms of
history telling. The frequent return to the Zapnufitetage is also significant
because it mobilises what, by the mid-1970s, hadine established in public
memory as the most iconic imagery associated \weghassassination. Prior to its
screening on the television program@eod Night Americin 1975, the American
public had only ever seen the Zapruder footagesasias of still photographs.
Shortly after the assassination, the media conglat@dime-Life bought the rights
to the footage and published stillslifie magazine. Time-Life did not, however,
allow the public to view the actual film, keepindacked away until 1975. In 1975,
the rights to the home movie were sold back taZdygruder family. Soon it was
being quoted and referenced in everything from demtaries, short films to pieces
of video art**° The footage is so intrinsically associated with #ssassination that
some people have even publicly mis-remembered wegdhfor the first time in
November 1963*' As Burgoyne puts it, “we ‘remember’ seeing thefidaler] film
when we ‘remember’ our experience of the assassm&t*

Snippets of the Zapruder footage are used throughe( although the most
brutal moment (the head shot) is not revealed timdifilm’s end. The unfolding of
JFK’s Sixties narrative thus runs in tandem with thadgal revelation of the horrors
of the Zapruder footage. The footage often appafdes particularly shocking
revelations. For example, it flashes into one ofriSan’s nightmares just after he
has come to the conclusion that the government’'s&aCommission investigation
into the assassination (the official 1964 investayg was superficial if not
deliberately misleading (see Figures 3.1 and B4jing the film’s climactic
courtroom denouement, the head-shot that kills iédgns finally screened
diegetically and thus, by extension, for viewergleiK. This moment is repeated

several times, to gasps within the courtroom. #dsompanied by Garrison’s chant-

439\White, “The Modernist Event,” pp. 18-19.
449 Sturken;Tangled Memoriespp. 27-33.
“1pid., pp. 29, 31.
442 Burgoyne Film Nation p. 106.
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like summation “back and to the left, back andh® left.” Burgoyne argues that the
interweaving of documentary footage into stagednmaetments and speculative
fiction means that “the meaning of the documentdtared™*® In this case, the
Zapruder film becomes more than a documentary atadithe assassination; it is

used inJFK as a metaphor for what this film claims to be Aro&s unravelling in

the Sixties.

Figure 3.1: The Zapruder footageJiRK.

43 Robert Burgoyne, “Memory, History and Digital Ineg in Contemporary Film,” in Paul Grainge
(ed.),Memory and Popular FilnfManchester: Manchester University Press, 2003)3B.
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In later drafts of thdFK script, a range of political and cultural phenomen
are added to the film’s representation of Sixtieslide. Without a full breakdown of
who wrote what, | rely upon my own correspondenig ®klar, published
interviews with Sklar and Stone, two draft scriptgl the completed film itself.
Available in the draft scripts, and almost verbaitinthe finished film, is a
conversation between Garrison and Senator Russed [played in the film by
Walter Matthau). We are told by caption that thyears have passed since the
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assassination. Garrison sits next to Long on atflig Washington. The country is
“screwed up”, opines Long: “all these hippies rumgaround on drugs ... Values
have gone to hell, Jim”. There is also a referg¢ndating “off more than we can
chew” in Vietnam. Garrison replies that “I sometsribink things have gone
downhill since John Kennedy was killef*Garrison’s memoir did not include
these lines of dialogue. In the book we are sinpplyy to Long’s comment that
“[t]here’s no way in the world that one man coul/d shot up Jack Kennedy that
way.”** Long’s link between the assassination and the tevculture is Stone and

Sklar’s creatiorf?

® JFK’s script compresses the idea that not only théndia War,
but also other upheavals of the Sixties were thelref the assassination. As well as
references to the counterculture, there is memtidtennedy’s civil rights policies.
In the finished film there appears staged footdgeldack woman informing a
television reporter that “he [Kennedy] did so mdichcoloured people.” As we will
see in the following chapter, the notion that ttieggle for African-American
equality reached its pinnacle in 1963 and subsdtueissipated was a symptom of
conservative discourse, which hoped to separag@ad” civil rights of the early
1960s from “bad”, late 1960s civil rights struggles

As JFK progresses we are provided with further evidence ainservative
“bad sixties” emerging in post-assassination Angrithe one prominent character
coded as a hippie, Garrison’s acquaintance Deamefrgd(John Candy), is depicted
as a corrupt co-conspirator in the Kennedy assatssm In the 1991 draft of the
script Andrews is introduced as “framed by hugeblglasses” and “talks in the
Louisiana hippie argot of the 50'8** Andrews may be an older character — a Fifties
beatnik type — yet his appearance in the film’s¢{1@®66 period imbues Andrews
with a Sixties countercultural resonance. In thésfied film, his hippie demeanour
is even shown to be a fraud. We are treated tashlflack of Andrews consorting
with another conspirator, Clay Shaw (Tommy Lee 3pnidere he loses his hippie
dialect and speaks as if desperately attemptimgaster a well-to-do, “King’s
English”, as Andrews himself puts it. Andrews stad this film’s lone hippie

representative and therefore provides a represemtait the hippie counterculture as

444 Oliver Stone and Zachary SkldEK (January 1991), p. 19FK (shooting script), p. 25.
4> Garrison Assassinsp. 13.

44 pid., p. 13.

447 Stone and SkladFK (shooting script), p. 62.
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immoral, corrupt and, above all, fraudulent. Ortha parlance of this thesis,
Andrews and, perhaps hippies in general, are ieatith

For all his associations with Sixties politics anudture, Stone does seem to
have an ambivalent view toward the hippie countéroer WhilePlatooris Elias
was imbued with some positive qualities associatéia hippies, Stone’s Jim
Morrison biopic,The Doorswould seem to paint a rather damning picture o$¢ho
that bought into the Woodstock ethos wholesale.filims hero-worship of
Morrison notwithstandingl’he Doorsdemonises the Sixties counterculture, turning
its alternative lifestyles into bizarre sataniciaits, icons such as Andy Warhol and
Nico into airheaded weaklings or sex objects. Thibe only one of Stone’s Sixties
films that does not synthesise its central protai@gaining of personal
authenticity with a call for social activism. Indde’s apocalyptic vision, the “poet”
Morrison is physically and emotionally corrupteddaeventually destroyed, by the
counterculture’s excesses.The Doors Stone envisions a negative search for
authenticity (one criticised by Adorno and discusigethe introduction) in which
people did not set out to commit significant acsi@n change society, but to retreat
from society and, eventually, to destroy themselirethis sensdFK followed on
from The Doors$in arguing that the counterculture was not jusaqe and love, and
did have a dark side beneath its flowery veneer.

It has also been noted thHiK's Sixties narrative verges in one sense on an
extreme conservative, if not right-wing, interpteta of history. If hippies are one
target of the film’s loss-of-innocence narrativepther rises to prominence as
Garrison’s investigation develops: gay men. Sktat &tone apparently differed over
whether to include the scenes that depict a numwibiiie conspirators acting out
sexual fantasies and discussing their sexualithar3élt that these added scenes
were unnecessary and, in fact, were “gratuitdtfsYet Stone prevailed and these
scenes made it into the finished film. “Homosexaeic displaces politics iBFK”,
argues Michael Rogif JFK’s representation of lost innocence, in Rogin’swies
the revelation of a nefarious homosexual undergtaumose conspirators plotted the

murder of America’s 38 president® Clay Shaw, David Ferrie (Joe Pesci) and

448 Sklar correspondence.

449 Michael Rogin, “Body and Soul MurdelEK,” in Marjorie Garber (ed.)Media Spectacle@New
York and London: Routledge, 1993), p. 10.

450 Rogin, “Body and Soul,” pp. 10-17.
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Willy O’Keefe (Kevin Bacon) are all representedie film as quasi-fascist political
activists. During an interview with Garrison, O’Keeverbally expresses the political
convictions of this sinister cadre. He is asked Wways willing to testify against his
co-conspirators and implicate them in the plotitodennedy. O’Keefe says it is
because JFK stole the presidential election in 19$@on was going to be one of
the great presidents, until Kennedy wrecked thiswg”, he informs Garrison. Next
he announces that because of Kennedy, there aygehsi wanting their damn rights”
and “why do you think we’ve got all this crime ndf@ one speech O’Keefe links
homosexuality to right-wing and racist views. Imbs of this representatiodi-K

very much would seem to be presenting a natiorahtiee of decline in which gay
men brought down Kennedy and, by implication, Areeril do, however, disagree
with Rogin that the entire film is premised on tharderous plotting of a gay cabal.
The representation of gay men is certainly a probte feature of this film, and
rightly has been subjected to criticism. B&K’s villains are not all coded as gay,
nor are homosexuals portrayed as the main threatnerica.

In what might be seen as a more liberal accouthie@BSixties, an out-of-
control militaristic culture is suggested to haestloyed American society. In 1989,
Sklar created the first version of a scene basealletter sent by former military
advisor Fletcher Prouty to Garris6t.The letter recounted Garrison’s meeting with
an informant who in the film is called “X” (Donalsutherland). Lamenting
corruption at the highest levels, X refers to “stmreg ugly” emerging from within
the government and the military after Kennedy’stllede suggests that CIA-run
“Black Ops” were involved in the assassination, #rat Kennedy was killed
because he was not willing to intensify Americatitary presence in Vietham.
Garrison asks in disbelief if the assassination rigaly down to the president’s
attempts to question the military establishmenttandy to “change” society. X
responds in the affirmative. Sklar deliberatelyoalted this scene’s action to
Washington D.C. so as to provide it with certaimbglic connotation$>? Setting
the scene in the Washington Mall provides an adiidra narrative of national history
to that present in X’s conspiratorial rhetoric. oyne highlights how this sequence

begins at the Lincoln Memorial and concludes atnéely’s grave. He suggests that

451 Sklar correspondence.
2 bid.
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these monuments conjure a “different narrativeadfom”, one associated with a
positive, communal reflection on America’s pasthistory of the “people®3In
my view, it supports a reading of the Kennedy assasion as a historical
watershed. Garrison and X’s walk from Lincoln (Mamt to Kennedy (tomb)
might be viewed as a march through American histérgm Lincoln to Kennedy
there is an unbroken march of benevolent leadatgahlic servants. Yet, as
Garrison and X’s conversation indicates, this pasiharrative of government
leaders ends in 1963 with Kennedy's assassination.

In one scene that appears towards the ed&kf even the assassinations of
Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy are suggestdtave been the result of the
same dark forces that brought to an abrupt engrégsdent’s life. As Garrison
prepares a drink in his family kitchen a suddersbaf gunfire is heard coming from
the television. Robert Kennedy is dead. This ikféd by the same military drum
beat that accompanied JFK’s assassination dursglth’'s opening montage, thus
providing an aural link between the perpetratortheftwo crimes. “They killed him
... they killed Robert Kennedy”, Garrison informs hige Liz (Sissy Spacek). “You
were right”, she replies, at last coming arountléohusband’s belief in
governmental corruption. This is the late Sixtiesadter narrative coming to a head,
as it does in Todd Gitlin’s autobiography (notedha Introduction) in 1968

In many ways then]FK invites an interpretation of the Sixties that is in
keeping with the declension narrative of populanmagy. The Kennedy
assassination unleashes chaos, leads to disilasioinand despair. The early Sixties
is the last period of hope and optimism. It is eaiave that could resonate with
liberal and conservative voices alike. Liberalsldalaim that America went
downhill because of an out-of-control culture ofitarism. JFK also presents the
conservative view that America unravelled undentiegght of hippy protests and
free love. An alternative Sixties narrative, howeenerges if one focuses on Jim
Garrison’s personal story. In many ways, it revetbe standard “descent into
chaos” trajectory and actually locates the “badesX in the early 1960s, and the
“good sixties” post-1963. By reading the film asearch for personal authenticity an

entirely different story of the Sixties emerges.

453 Burgoyne Film Nation pp. 100-101.
54 Todd Gitlin, The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rédew York: Bantam Books, 1987), p. 381.
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In Search of Authenticity: JFK’s “Good Sixties”.

Garrison’s encounter with X ends at Kennedy’s gr&Vveh the “eternal flame”
burning in the backgroundFK makes it rather clear that Kennedy’s flame has not
ignited the passions of subsequent governmentslivanyleaders; they are not heirs
to Kennedy’s values and ideals. Again, Burgoynevigies an interesting
interpretation of this composition. Referring te tisual connection made between
Kennedy’s tomb and African-American children playmear the tomb, Burgoyne
argues that the keepers of Kennedy'’s flame arditherican people. It is an
example of what he calls “history from across”, veigy national history is retold
from the perspective of the disenfranchised, a®spg to that of the powers that be.
It is America’s positive, democratic histoly’. Building on Burgoyne’s argument, |
contend that this positive history is extended laywf Garrison’s personal
narrative. In the Washington scene, Garrisoneasdlty placed next to Kennedy's
flame just before X implores him to continue wiils mvestigation to uncover the
“truth.” Throughout the film, Garrison is present@@taphorically as an heir to
Kennedy. Garrison adopts what the film suggestetBennedy’s anti-establishment
attitude as he seeks, like Kennedy, to challengeippbgovernment and corrupt
military institutions.

Reading the film as Garrison’s gaining of wisdoelf-knowledge and a
mature political outlook requires a reversalBK’s Sixties narrative. Indeed, there
are sufficient visual and verbal cues presentanitin to indicate thaiFK'’s “bad
sixties” could very easily be located in the Kenyneda (the early 1960s) and a
(though certainly still traumatic) “good sixtiesf sorts emerges in post-Kennedy-
assassination America. On this count, it is waoirgt bf all considering Stone’s
previous Sixties films, for the filmmaker had neattempted to present the early
1960s as a golden era. As noted in Chapter Blagponcritiques a culture of
conformity, militaristic zeal and moral oppressiess. This film does not explicitly
reference Kennedy or the early 1960s as symbolibisf but such themes are
indicative of those usually applied to the pre-18638. Stone’s second Vietnam film,
Born on the Fourth of Jujyexplicitly associates the early 1960s and evém Jo
Kennedy with a negative, oppressive, conformistesgpc

%5 Burgoyne Film Nation p. 101.
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Born on the Fourth of July opening act focuses on central protagonist Ron
Kovic’'s (Tom Cruise’s) home town of Massapequa, g.ésland. The town
portrayed is one defined by a culture of militarigroung boys pretend to be John
Wayne, there are lavish parades in which war vetetake centre stage, parents
instil rabid anti-communist and pro-military senéin into their children and, at the
centre of it all, John F. Kennedy appears on tsienicalling upon his fellow
Americans to ask “not what your country can doyfou, but what you can do for
your country.**® As Robert Rosenstone argues, Kennedy functionswbiat
differently inBorn on the Fourth of Julthan he does idFK. In the former, the
president promotes a negative masculine idealppssed to the latter in which he is
presented as a positive symbol of chaft§&ennedy inBorn on the Fourttof July
sends young men off to die in Vietnam; KennedyHkiK attempts to bring them
home.

JFK’s opening act shares a number of similaritieBaon on the Fourth of
July. The film begins with documentary footage. Presidawight D. Eisenhower
forewarns of the dangers of a “military industgalmplex,” a triangular relationship
between the state, the military and private industhich sought, for political and
financial reasons, to keep America in a perpetizaé of war. This warning is taken
from the final speech Eisenhower delivered befaréelt office in January 1961. As
Eisenhower speaks, a sequence of clips and phptogcd military training,
production and advertising begins. From shots ctbfées producing airplanes and
missiles to smiling faces of two soldiers on wiwatks like an advertising billboard
to a wedding held at a church to a family eatinycaic by a river, this mini-
sequence provides a running commentary on Eisentwofears that this nefarious
concatenation of business, war and politics hd®emnomic, political, even
spiritual influence upon every city, every cousteey statehouse of the federal
government.” Cutting between images of the war stides and seemingly
innocuous events such as weddings and picnicsgesthe first ominous signs of
widespread infiltration. Note also Eisenhower’sicemf words. This is not just a

political, but a “spiritual” infiltration. One migrsay thatlFK is again attempting to

4% Jack E. Davis, “New Left, Revisionist, In-Your-FaHlistory,” in Toplin (ed.)Qliver Stone’s USA
pp. 139-142.
>’ Rosenstone, “Oliver Stone as Historian,” p. 37.
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evoke the conformist, militaristic society refertedoy Taylor inPlatoonand
portrayed visually irBorn on the Fourth of July

In JFK, Kennedy is represented as a challenge to thasatd, oppressive
society. In the film’s opening scene, a voiceovexldres that Kennedy is a symbol
of the “new freedom of the 1960s.” In the finisHiah, the president is associated
visually with the civil rights movement. In threaigk cuts we are greeted by an
image of Martin Luther King, followed by an imagekennedy, then Nation of
Islam spokesman Malcolm X. Allying Kennedy with Biing as well as, even more
controversially, Malcolm X (see Chapter Four), segjg Kennedy to have been an
anti-establishment figure. Stone and company,érsttript and in the film itself,
imbue the slain president with a kind of countemall chic. In this opening
montage, Kennedy is clearly not presiding over gioz kingdom. Subsequent
images of sinister military activity and capitakstterprise build further toward a
negative image of the early 1960s. This periogisrred to in the script as “those
tense times”, suggesting that the screenwriterge wet really thinking of the period
as one of innocence for Ameri¢&.In the finished film, the sound of a military-like
drumbeat becomes more and more prominent on thelgack. As the montage
sequence reaches footage of the assassinatiadrutmebeat is over-powering; it is
an aural reminder of the culture tlI&K argues Kennedy to have stood against, and
which eventually killed the president — a militanyechanistic, inauthentic America,
an America that, ifflatoon was associated with Sergeant BarnegHK, it is well
and truly brought home. Kennedy’s death is a victwrthe machine over the
human. And yet, as the film fades out from the ld@dtone hero to the face of
Garrison, the man that will become the film’s hehwre is the suggestion that
someone else will take up the slain president’sttealennedy’s death instigates
Jim Garrison’s political and spiritual rebirth.

On the Trail of the Assassihad already offered an indication of Garrison’s
personal journey. Chapter One of Garrison’s meimsantitled “The Serenity of
Ignorance” and, like the film, introduces Garristting in his office about to hear
that Kennedy has been shot. We read that Garrisarbarn with “patriotism in [his]

blood”**° When, shortly after the assassination he findsifsissuspect, David

458 Stone and SkladFK (shooting script), p. 1.
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Ferrie, Garrison is convinced of the integrity loé t7B1 and of their investigative
abilities. Over the years, Garrison had “acquireewverence for the law**
Furthermore, he “could not imagine then that theegoment ever would deceive the
citizens of this country®* Immediately, one can see how such sentimentssiter
with the kinds of stories told by the Sixties geatem (noted above). Although
Garrison (b. 1921) was many years older than ti®d, his story had a cross-
generational resonance. It referred to a similardieening” to institutional
corruption post-1963.

During script development and (as examined laterng the film’'s
promotion, one can see an attempt, on the partoofeSand Sklar, to frame Garrison
as a mainstream figure, not an extremist and cdytaot a paranoid lunatic or a
crackpot (accusations levelled against him in ©80%)*°? Generally, as Peter
Knight notes, “critics of the lone gunman versioara/relegated to the world of the
tabloids and small press ‘crackpot’ publicationgjluthe emergence of revelations
about the covert and illegal operations of thelligience community in connection
with Watergate [in 1974]%? In the late 1970s, however, the belief that mbeat
one person had been involved in the assassindtidoho F. Kennedy gained a
greater degree of credence. A new array of boolsspublished, which suggested
possible conspiracies behind JFK’s murtféin 1978, the House Select Committee
on Assassinations, a task force charged with résating the findings of the Warren
Commission, concluded that it was possible thakethad in fact been a conspiracy
behind Kennedy’'s murder involving the mafia. Tetéon documentaries and
docudramas such a$e Trial of Lee Harvey Oswa(d977),0n Trial: Lee Harvey
Oswald(1986),The Men who Killed Kenned¥988) investigated possible
conspirators involved in his killing. A featurerfilcalledFlashpoint(1984), which
was set in the 1980s and which suggested FBI ievoént in the Kennedy
assassination, was released as were novels simtmadelLillo’s, Libra (1988), a
fictional account of the assassination. By the ¥980diverse array of speculative

histories of the assassination had appeared wlnicihany Americans, stood as

%0 Garrison Assassinsp. 8.

41 pid., p. 11.

%2 Jim MarrsCrossfire: The Plot That Killed Kenne@)ew York: Carroll and Graf, 1989), pp. 505-
506.

463 Knight, Conspiracy Culturep. 88.
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genuine attempts to uncover the truth behind Keyisddlling. *°®> By the 1980s, it
was therefore easier for Garrison to avoid beirsgpeiated with an extremist fringe.
Garrison’s growing belief that military, CIA and F8peratives were
involved in Kennedy’s killing is not representedJifK as delusional, but as
perspicacious. “My eyes have opened”, he informssahife Liz during an argument
halfway through the film. Chastising Liz’s willingss to ignore state corruption in
favour of a quiet life, Garrison rages: “I hadfa lioo, you know ... But you can’t
just bury your head in the sand”. His speech th&rg a similar direction to Chris

Taylor’s attack on the “world” of his parents (ndt@ Chapter One):

It's not just about you — and your well-being ammaiytwo
cars and your kitchen and your TV and your ‘I'mtjfise
honey.” While our kids grow up in a shit-hole addi... My
life is fucked Liz, and yours is too.

With this speech Garrison, like Taylor, highligkte authentic/inauthentic
dichotomy. INJFK, those with vision are those who are willing teddt from a
consumerist, conformist culture and stand up tcstate. When confronted with
Garrison’s conspiracy theory, Liz tells him thaésbdoesn’t want to see”. She
prefers to remain in the dark. Up urlitK, Stone’s Sixties films had tended to either
be absent of female characters or present woman espediment to the hero’s
gaining of authenticity. As noted in Chapter OR&tooris Chris Taylor embarks on
his personal journey under the tutelage of twodgISergeants Barnes and Elias. It
is also notable th&orn on the Fourth of Julyeems unwilling to grant women any
stake in the protagonist’s positive personal dgualent. For example, Kovic’s
mother is the anti-communist, gung-ho Fifties reprgative, who is implicitly
blamed for her son’s physical and psychologicdings. For Burgoyne, this film
ends up reaffirming traditional gender roles, sstjgg that Kovic'’s political
activism has “rescued” the nation from the thrdaroasculation (signified by both
Kovic’s impotency and his overpowering moth&)In The Doors Morrison’s
girlfriend Pamela Courson (Meg Ryan) self-consdyasnounces herself to be an

%> Opinion polls suggest that large numbers of tHalipielieved that more than one person was
involved in Kennedy’s murder. Knightonspiracy Culturgp. 81.
%6 Burgoyne Film Nation pp. 57-87
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“ornament”. And if there is certainly a touch ofc@sm in Courson’s statement, her
major role throughout the film does seem to behi@stise Morrison for his sexual,
drink and drug-related misdemeanours. Appearirigorrison’s dreams and
hallucinations, a Native American shaman becomesdbk-star’s spiritual guide.

In JFK another father figure — in this case Kennedy —imespghe central
protagonist’s political action and personal transfation. Sklar notes that several
early drafts ofIFK included a scene in which Garrison visited his rantll wanted
the audience to know where Jim got his own toughiesid Sklar, “the ability to
stand up to authority®®’ This scene never appeared in the finished filmiend
omission means that once again the central proistgerguided solely by a male
role model (as was the case in bBtatoonandDirty Dancing. The absence of any
prominent female charactersJRK (Garrison’s wife Liz and an investigator called
Susie [Laurie Metcalf] have relatively minor rolesgans that the Kennedy-era and
Kennedy’s assassination are explored from an eixellysmale perspectivé® In a
sense, as the film progresses, Garrison “becomesh&dy (0JFK'’s idealised
image of Kennedy). During early drafts of the sc8fone apparently wanted to
intensify this connection, with John Kennedy’s ghaggpearing at Garrison’s side
right after Robert Kennedy’s death is annount@dvhile this scene was eventually
discarded prior to shooting, there is neverthellespersistent suggestion that the
District Attorney is the inheritor of Kennedy’s uas. At the beginning of the film,
Garrison sits in a restaurant as news reportsecfsisassination attempt are
broadcast. “Come on Jack, pull through”, he sayslenawaiting further news. The
use of a familiar nickname suggests a certain extyrbetween the two characters. It
Is almost as if Garrison is addressing a family tnemThe two men are linked
visually early in the film. While Garrison works lais desk, his son Jasper is seen
playing at the bottom of the frame, thus providangubtle reference to a famous
photograph of JFK and his son in the Oval officg(Fe 3.3).

87 Sklar correspondence. A version of this scene asda the January 1991 draft. Garrison’s
mother discusses her own life story and struggid€epression era America. She then informs her
son that “they [Garrison’s critics] won't beat yohild.” Stone and SklagFK (January 1991), pp.
116-117.

%8 |t is telling that the film makes no referencehie tlleged impact that Jackie Kennedy had upon
women'’s politics, fashions and aspirations in thdye1960s. It would take another filhove Field
(1992), one of the few female-centred Hollywoodti® features, to redress this imbalance (this film
is discussed briefly in the Conclusion).

489 Sklar correspondence.
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Figure 3.3:JFK’s Jim Garrison at work; Kennedy at work.

JFK depicts Garrison and the president as being ofaimnmind-sets. As
Garrison learns more about the assassination, diad® turn against the
government, the CIA and the military. Providingggtd re-enactments and
references to presidential memaBK suggests that Kennedy also turned against
these institutions. The president was, as X putike Caesar, surrounded by
enemies.” Learning of Kennedy’s views — at leaghay are characterized JirK —
toward the CIA and the Vietnam War, affects Gamipoofoundly. These are the
eye-opening moments in the protagonist’s persoaahtive. Garrison’s attitude

170



toward the state changes from a conservative h&dibenign authority to a radical
critique of its political and moral standing in phecause he discovers that Kennedy
was of the same mind. “Authenticity”, wrote the sggntialist thinker Jean Paul
Sartre, “consists in having a true and lucid camssness of the situation, in
assuming the responsibilities and risks that ibines, in accepting it in pride or
humiliation, sometimes in horror and haté>This might almost be seen to define
Garrison’s journey from ignorance to authenticig slowly begins to gain a “lucid
consciousness” of the corruption residing withatstinstitutions. The media
ridicules him for his beliefs and, yet, by the finconcluding scene, Garrison forces
others to confront the horrors lurking in the detpecesses of the government and
the military.

Garrison’s courtroom summation at the film’s comsatun cements personal
experiences as authentic. Like Taylor frehatoonandDirty Dancing’s Baby, he is
promoted to the status of inspiration and “tea¢hurning toward the jury he
announces “I'd hate to be in your shoes today.rllas if commenting on his own
personal development, while also making a statemhantmirrored those made by
numerous members of the Sixties generation (ndiedeg, Garrison delivers the

following words:

Going back to when we were children, | think mdst®in
this courtroom thought that justice came into being
automatically, that virtue was its own reward, &mat good
would triumph over evil. But as we get older we wrihis
justisn’t true ... Individual human beings have teate
justice and this is not easy because truth oftesgnts a
threat to power and we have to fight power oftegraat risk
to ourselves ... The truth is the most important #alie have
because if the truth does not endure, if the Govent
murders truth ... then this is no longer the couhtmas born
in.

With this statement Garrison highlights the needtie individual to develop
his or her own ethical code and to challenge satrattures that seek to conceal
wrongdoing and oppress others. The early partetgeech (“when we were

children ..."”) recalls the Sixties generation’s pabicollections of its experiences

470 Jean-Paul Sartrénti-Semite and JegNew York: Schocken Books, 1965), p. 90.
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of pre-assassination America. Garrison too, thaldkr, has metaphorically grown
up in the assassination’s wake. His call for othetise jury — to follow him is
reminiscent of the didactic conclusions to bBtatoonandDirty Dancing Here is
another filmic protagonist calling on viewers tayage in a political and personal
journey. He repeats the word “truth” several titfesughout the speech. Itis a
quality found not by swallowing the official linbut by standing up and challenging
those in power. Finally, Garrison turns to face¢hmera and, by extension, the
cinema audience, and announces “it’'s up to youis $tatement is all the more
resonant because he has not succeeded in secuwamyiation. Conspiracy suspect
Clay Shaw is found not guilty. The book is closed@arrison’s failed attempts to
prosecute Kennedy’s “real” killers, and it is ledtsomeone amongst the 1990s film
audience to take up his mantle.

The finished film therefore ends, on an upbeat motle Garrison as
inspiration. In earlier drafts JfFK’s script, there was going to be an additional
scene. The original ending was to feature Garrssahhis Washington informant X
meeting once again to discuss Garrison’s faileehgtts to convict Clay Shaw.
Garrison’s trial and the 1960s are over. NeithemiG@an nor X betray any signs of
hope for the future. “Just think what happenedits tountry ... to the world ...
because of that murder”, says Garrison. “Vietnauial conflict, breakdown of law,
drugs, thought control” — the District Attorney cda little but lick his wounds and
lament his country’s downward spiral since Novenibar’* The final sequence of
the shooting script is an imaginary scenario —tbiaé eventually appeared midway
through the finished film — in which President LymdJohnson informs military top
brass that he is “committed to Vietham” and dedddeist get me elected, and I'll
give you your damn war**?

JFK’s eventual concluding lines are markedly differigatn this draft of the
script. As the District Attorney leaves the courike he is accosted by journalists.
“Are you [Garrison] going to resign?” one asks. fH®", says Garrison, “I'm going
to run again, and I'm going to win”. The journadishen turn to Clay Shaw and ask:
“do you think Garrison will be back?” Whether ortr@@arrison would personally “be

back” is academic by this stage in the film, for@&®n has already called upon

"1 Stone and SkladFK (shooting script), p. 183.
2 |bid.
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others to follow in his footsteps: “It's up to y6his is JFK’s positive Sixties
narrative JFK thus ends with a celebration of Garrison’s inteéllatand spiritual
development as opposed to a reference to the Sixtéscent into chaos” narrative.
Garrison was inheritor of whdfK claims to be Kennedy’s political and moral

values. The President’s flame has not been exshe@di, just passed on.
Through the Looking Glass: Promotion and Reception

In the spring of 1991, as Oliver Stone was diregtirs recreation of John F.
Kennedy's presidential motorcade into Dallas’ Dgdtaza, he may have been
unaware that an ambush was about to take placeré&Tik a point at which
intellectual myopia becomes morally repugnant” |laieszl theDallas Morning News
on May 14 1991“Stone’s new movie proves he has passed that ptiha few
days later, George Lardner Jr.Tdfe Washington Pogteighed in with his
conclusion that “Oliver Stone’s version of the Kedg assassination exploits the
edge of paranoia’® Vehemently chastising the director’s choice of Barrison as
the movie’s hero, these articlegre the first of many to attadiEK. Or, perhaps
ambushis a more appropriate description, for, at thisfpdhe film had not even
been released and the only available material Wweakad draft of the script.

Barbie Zelizer and Janet Staiger argue that the@eagrsy surroundingFK
during its production and release was informed ddyaties on cultural legitimacy:
who had the right to lay claim to the “real” assaggon story? Zelizer suggests that
it was Stone’s questioning of the professionalgritg of other public chroniclers of
the assassination — independent critics, histoaadsespecially mainstream
journalists — that led to the large number of &$aan the film. In essence, contends
Zelizer, media coverage dFK exemplified the “ongoing contest for authorization
existing within 1990s Kennedy remembrafi€&Staiger similarly claims that the

battle overJFK was a question of “who is appropriately authoriedll in the

473 Jon Margolis, “Dallas in WonderlandYallas Morning NewsMay 14, 1991. Reprinted in Oliver
Stone and Zachary Sklalf-K: The Book of the FilrfNew York: Applause Books, 1992), pp. 190-
191.

47 George Lardner Jr., “On the Set: Dallas in Woratet|” The Washington Podvjay 19, 1991, in
Stone and SkladFK, p. 191.

475 Zelizer,Covering the Bodyp. 213.
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[assassination] narrativé®® She takes to task Hayden White, who, as notedeabov
had argued that its formal experimentation had nd&dkea radical and innovative
representation of history. Staiger argues that nfigmycritics and public
commentators were well-schooled in the techniqiis®-@alled “postmodern”
metahistories (the mixing of documentary footage staged re-enactment was, for
example, a long established technique in film amde television programmes) and
therefore able fully to grasp the intricacies)BK’s multiple perspectives and
fragmented narrative. Nor was the film’s case fopaspiracy particularly disputed,;
even journalists who attacked the film’s adheretodde historical record conceded
that there was strong evidence that more than ersp was involved in the plot to
kill Kennedy. There was, however, a general feat 8tone’s film would impede a
search for the truth by becoming the new authoristbrical account’’ The
examination of the critical reception &K presented below also focuses on
questions of cultural authority. | suggest that matJFK’s positive and negative
criticism was informed by a broader debate on tigigal validity of what Peter
Knight calls “conspiracy thinking” and its relatigimp to Sixties politics and
culture?’® In reviews and articles aIfK, the semantic framing of such terms as
“conspiracy theory” and “paranoia”, was used asag of attacking or celebrating
the Sixties and of promoting or discrediting vasaroups and individuals.

The term “conspiracy theory” is a loaded one, aml @s Knight points out,
be used simply to denigrate or dismiss someonéeisespective on an eveHt.
However, Knight also suggests that views towardspoacy theories have
undergone significant reconfiguration since the [E@60s. Conspiracy thinking, in
the early 1960s dismissed, by prominent intelldstaach as Richard Hofstadter as
the extremist beliefs of (usually right-wing) idegues, became, by the late 1960s,
popular currency for both the political Left, Rigrid, especially after the full
revelations of the Watergate scandal in 1974, timerican public more generaff§?
“For Hofstadter and other commentators”, writesdfj “the typical American

conspiracy theorist is a right-wing misfit who mecapable of sophisticated political

47® Staiger, “Cinematic Shots,” p. 225.
4" bid., p. 225.
478 Knight, Conspiracy Culture
4 pid., p. 11.
89 pid., p. 10; Philip Jenkindecade of Nightmares: The End of the Sixties aadvtaking of
Eighties AmericdOxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 51-383-291.
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thought.”®! This, however, in, Knight's view, is not alway®tbase. Knight
suggests that many involved in the 1960s New Lsftlua conspiracy framework
within which to understand institutional racismxisen and governmental
corruption.

With conspiracy theories emerging on the left andh® right and gaining
popularity with the American public, Knight suggestat, in the late twentieth
century, it has been impossible to dismiss conepitiaeory as the exclusive
province of dangerous extremists. Indeed, Knighisaers conspiracy thinking as
having both positive and negative potential: ondhe hand it can be “dangerous
and deluded”, while, on the other hand, it can breegessary and even a creative
response to the rapidly changing condition of Aeesince the 19608% These
two perspectives on conspiracy defi#&’s reception. Admirers (usually, but not
always, members of the Sixties generation) todt&€las a wake-up call — a positive
challenge to a corrupt state whose nefarious éietsvnot only led to Kennedy’s
death but to the war in Vietnam. Detractors (usylit not always, older members
of the political and journalistic elite), fram@&K as a paranoid distortion. To its
detractors,JFK was evidence of a negative Sixties legacy: the sti@aming of
paranoia. Stone and anyone who participated ihikisrical reconstruction were, by
extension, uninformed and delusional.

JFK’s promotional poster (figure 3.3) seems to hawenlsesigned in such a
way as to highlight the film’s political significar. Images and text tap into various
strands of the assassination debate. Of partiooli@ is the torn American flag,
which serves as a backdrop to the words “Presidenhedy shot to death by
assassin [in] Dallas”. Visually, the poster evoltes “descent into chaos” narrative
associated with the assassination. With imagear@they staged re-enactments?) of
the Zapruder video situated hazily at the top effibster, the overall effect is to
suggest that the assassination tore America in Apffearing in 1991, the torn flag
acted as an apt symbol of the claim that, suddémhgrican identity and American
values were no longer stable or agreed upon. Mgd@tious political and cultural
commentators (noted in the introduction), suchneaels conveniently forgot the

fact that, as the introduction noted, similar debdtad been in circulation long

“81 Knight, Conspiracy Culturep. 32.
82 |bid., p. 8.
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before the 1990s and, indeed, before the 19604.Kidranedy had presided over a
country divided along racial lines, not to mentsgnountry under the sway of
pervasive class and gender inequalities, was alsmerged beneath rabid attacks on
America’s descent into chaos. This poster can be as a visual manifestation of
such culture war rhetoric. To the leftd#K'’s poster is an image of the film’s star,
Kevin Costner. It was a shrewd decision to castrii&sn the role of Jim Garrison,
for, not only had he just starred in the commelgsiliccessful historical epic,
Dances With Wolved.990), but he also boasted a public image whathdctake the
edge off the radical crackpot associations witholvlsome in the media had tarred
Garrison. Costner, as Janet Staiger notes, wasrkitmgocialize with Republican
President George Bush $F.This actor was not associated with any form of
radicalism, nor really with political protest; lpsevious high-profile roles iiithe
Untouchableg1988),Field of Dreamg1989), andances With Wolvesaw him
portraying a kind of statesman or everyman. Costmerblic persona in many ways
legitimised Garrison as an American hero. It wasy/d¢a place next to Costner the
statement: “He will risk his life, the lives of hiamily, everything he holds dear for
the one thing he holds sacred ... the truth.” Kevaist@er, not Jim Garrison would
introduce cinema goers to the truth behind the €dgrassassination. Beneath the
image of Costner was the film’s title, on eithetesof which appear two more
statements. Just above the title are the wordsOAwver Stone Film” and just below
it is the tagline “The Story that won’t Go Awayii this poster, then, Stone is
positioned personally within the public debate lom &ssassination, or “the story that
won’'t go away.” As attacks on the film increased, frersonal credentials would
come increasingly under scrutiny.

Throughout the summer of 1991 a media sparring magtween Stone and
various journalists took place. The journalistssing gained access to an early 1991
draft of JFK's script, attacked the film’s historical repress#ign. In an article
published in May of 1991The Washington PdstGeorge Lardner Jr. highlighted
the presence of scenes and sequences from thedeatlgcript that he knew to be
inaccurate. Zelizer cites Lardner’s article asfitet of many written by long-

standing re-tellers of the assassination who wieothtered by the unexpected

“83 Staiger, “Cinematic Shots,” p. 222.
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presence of a filmmaker in their mid48*Lardner had covered Garrison’s
investigation and the Clay Shaw trial during théa€ He had also met and
interviewed a number of Garrison’s colleagues argpscts including assistant DA
Pershing Gervais and conspiracy suspect Davide=&rriUsing words such as
“absurdities,” “palpable untruths” and “paranoia’his article, Lardner presented
Stone andFK as deranged in their attempts to report on thesassatior’>® These
criticisms of Stone were balanced out with Lardsewn systematic rebuffs of
JFK’s history.

X
A q

KEVIN COSTNER

 (LTR STO0T ray

JFK

The Stary That Hont Go Away

Figure 3.4.JFK’s promotional poster.

484 Zelizer,Covering the Bodyp. 202.
83| ardner, “Dallas,” p. 192-193.
88| ardner, “Dallas,” p. 198.
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While Lardner’s article does not connd€K to a broader Sixties narrative, it
began to frame the terms within which negativerprietations ofIFK were
discussed: Stone as paranoiac; Stone’s detracoadianal, balanced and
authoritative. Believers in the conspiracy theomygounded byiFK were thus
linked to conspiracy theory’s negative connotatjores as having “severed
important ties with a realistic and accurate viéthe world.”®” Like the mad
Vietnam veterans, and the ruthless, emotionallypbed feminists of Chapters One
and Two, Stone was framed here as deluded andndiscted from society. In this
account, he was inauthentic.

Stone responded to Lardner’s attack directly by wfagn article that was
printed in theWashington Podivo weeks later. “Let me explain why we are making
this film”, began Stone. “The murder of Presideenikedy was a seminal event for
me and for millions of Americans ... It put an abrept to a period of innocence
and idealism*® Here the filmmaker mobilised the Sixties generatiarrative, in
which Kennedy’s death signified a coming-of-agfeK, in this article, is a metaphor
for “doubts, suspicions and unanswered questionet the events of November
19638 Importantly, Stone concludes his article by comtingrthat he “can only
hope the free thinkers in the world, those witragenda, will recognize our movie
as an emotional experience that speaks a higharttran the Lardners of the world
will ever know.”° This reference to “free thinkers” suggests theraktive, more
positive, countercultural, view on conspiracy. Guracy, here is, recalling Knight's
words, a “creative” response to contemporary msieind society. For Stone, non-
conformists, those not influenced by outside foreesuld readJFK as a challenge
to “official” history. Believing in conspiracy, aocding to this article, was the
pathway to personal authenticity: “a protest agjaine blind, mechanical
acceptance of an externally imposed code of valtiés.

Stone’s and Lardner’s views diK’s conspiracy provide the discursive
framework within which discussion of the film’s $ies representation operated.

87 Barkun,Culture of Conspiracyp. 9.

88 Oliver Stone, “Stone’dFK: A Higher Truth?"Washington Postlune 2, 1991. In Stone and Sklar,
JFK, p. 199.

89 Stone, “Stone’gFK,” p. 199.

49 pid., p. 202.

491 Jacob Golombin Search of Authenticity: From Kierkegaard to Caniuondon: Routledge,

1995), p. 11.
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JFK’s conspiracy was either deluded paranoia (Lardmecpuntercultural free-
thinking (Stone). Shortly after Stoné/#ashington Posrticle, Timemagazine
countered with another attack on the film. Referio Stone’s “dark hints of a
conspiracy to discredit his movieTimes Richard Zoglin replied: “And who said
the '60s were over.” Zoglin went on to describe @arrison as a “wide-eyed
conspiracy buff” and as someone who was “neardhefit fringe of conspiracy
theorists"*°? Druggy phrases like “wide-eyed” and “far out” aery clearly
supposed to associate Garrison, StoneJ&#dwith the a negative interpretation of
the counterculture and, furthermore, implies that$ixties were an era of dangerous
paranoia verging on lunacy. Subsequent articleseaddd this negative version of
the Sixties and develop it to a far greater extéam Wicker continued the “far out”
theme, lambastingFK as “paranoid and fantasti¢”® In aWashington Pogeview,
George Will declared Stone to be “another propagafdzen in the 1960s ...
combining moral arrogance with historical ignoraiddne director was “a specimen
of 1960s arrested development, the result of tieabsorption encouraged by all the
rubbish written about his generation being so urgntentedly moral, idealistic,
caring etc.*** Will usedJFK as a springboard from which to mount an attackhen t
Sixties generation as a whole. According to Wik Sixties Generation was morally
suspect and a threat to American society. Stonlaisias the product of a rotten
generation, whose gift to America was not ideal&srd ethics, but self-indulgence
and paranoia. Evoking Richard Hofstadter, Danig¢ti€aMoynihan titled his
dismissal ofIFK “The Paranoid Style”. He thought the film to beesxample of
extremist paranoia and, comparing it to a left-wiadical publication of the Sixties
said that certain scenes were “straight out of Ratspn a slow week in the '608%

If left-wing and countercultural paranoia was oreeyvin which critics
attacked Stone, then the associatiodr with right-wing politics was also

common amongst other commentators. Former Warrem@ssion consultant

92 Richard Zoglin, “More Shots in Dealey Plaz&jtne June 10, 1991, in Stone and SkIHK, pp.
205, 206.

493 Tom Wicker, “DoesIFK Conspire Against Reasoriyew York TimesDecember 15, 1991, in
Stone and SklagFK, p. 248. See also Anthony LewigFK,” The New York Timedanuary 9, 1992,
in Stone and SklagFK, pp. 387-389.

494 George F. Will, 9FK: Paranoid History,Washington PosDecember 26, 1991, p. A23. Also
syndicated in th&t. Petersburg Time®ecember 26, 1991, p. 16A.

9% Daniel Patrick Moynihan, “The Paranoid Stylgyashington PosDecember 29, 1991, in Stone
and SklarJFK, p. 331.
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David Belin linked Stone not to youthful politicattivism, but to right-wing
paranoia and propaganda of the 1960s. Thus “[wiraight extremists tried to
persuade a majority of Americans in the 1960s #i#ir ‘impeach Earl Warren’
billboards, Hollywood has been able to achievéné1990s in the impeachment of
the integrity of a great chief justic?®Similarly, Arthur Schlesinger Jr. associated
JFK with another less-than-complimentary figure frorstbry suggesting that
“conspiracy theory idFK is reckless, paranoid, really despicable fantasy,
reminiscent of the wilder accusations of Joe Mci@att®’ Schlesinger’s and Belin’s
comments indicate an attempt to assocl&t€ with right-wing politics. The film, in
these commentators’ views, was evidence that kghdr extremism had crept into
mainstream society. The same yealdfls's release, was published right-wing
fundamentalist preacher Pat Robertson’s bblo& New World Ordef1991). As
Knight points out, books such as this, with thesextions that the world is going to
be taken over by a shady global cabal of businemsg&Vall Street bankers, share
similarities with criticisms of government and irsdliial corruption emanating from
the political left?®® In many ways, Belin and Schlesinger were usifl as a
starting point from which to consider a Sixtiesrative rarely examined in popular
accounts of the Sixties, and certainly ignored dwyservative commentators. This is
the rise, not of the left-wing “sixties gang”, mftright-wing politics. What they
viewed as the film’s paranoid slant on Americartdngwas tantamount to
McCarthy-like thinking having infiltrated mainstm@aAmerica. The film, for these
commentators, signified the rise of the politicajtR.

In opposition to these attacks, promotional maleaad other reviews and
commentaries attempted to construct an alternatioee benign, Sixties narrative
aroundJFK. The film’s production notes began by charting tnBanoted above to
be the narrative of the Sixties generation. “On &ber 22, 1963, the United States
of America was to be forever changed as a natiolmnacence was shatteretf”
Stone refers to Kennedy as “like the Godfather gfgeneration.*° Here Kennedy

was granted the status of role model and inspimtai@nnedy’s murder “marked the

4% David Belin, “JFK Lies Don’t Belong in School,5t. Petersburg TimeMarch 10, 1992, 9A.
497 Arthur Schlesinger Jr.JEK: Truth and Fiction,'Wall Street JournalJanuary 10, 1992, p. A8.
See also Anon, “Oliver StoneX¥-K,” Washington Timesanuary 10, 1992, p. F2.

498 Knight, Conspiracy Culturepp. 37-43.

9 JFK Production Notes, p. 1. (Available at the BFI laby, London), p. 1.

0 bid, p. 6.
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end of a dream ... that’s the reason | particularg wlunged into betrayal and war
— race war, Vietnam, Watergate. The whole laundtyof problems that have
bedevilled America since his deatffHere the promotion would seem to be
attempting to avoid controversy, alignidgK with the popular and uncontroversial
idea that the assassination had brought about@nfeénnocence. The production
notes also gestured toward a version of the latgeSidefined by a personal search
for “truth” and justice. “To Academy Award winnedi@r Stone, the question [as to
who killed Kennedy] was not who? — but why??Thus the assassination is
promoted as marking the point at which Stone bégauestion the moral authority
of the “establishment.” Note here that the filmmék@romoted personal narrative is
re-moulded to fit his latest cinematic productiburing Platooris promotion
(discussed in Chapter One) it was the Vietnam \Wairhad made a profound
emotional and intellectual impact on Stone. In fdaringPlatooris promotion

Stone claimed to have remained a conservative stgypd Barry Goldwater up

until 1964. In these production notes, the filmnrakife story was rewritten; now it
is JFK’s murder that led to Stone’s search for geas authenticity.

In promotional materials Stone constructed whatraight term a relay
narrative in which Kennedy’s values and idealismrsgd Jim Garrison to embark
upon a search for “truth,” which, in turn, fuell&tbne and his generation’s own
personal quests. ThroughdHlK's release, the flmmaker constructed his own
personality as what one commentator, with his tengaced firmly in his cheek,
referred to as “this doughty hero, this David te Establishment’s Goliati®* This
form of promotion was bolstered further throughrfefe attempts to link himself to
Garrison’s investigation in the 1960s. In varioettdrs to, and articles published in,
the mainstream press, Stone argued that Garrisbalba been ill-treated by the
media. Defending Garrison’s reputation, as WilliBenoit and Dawn Nill point out,
served indirectly to bolster the director's owntbigal representatioft. Like
Garrison, Stone and his film were lone beaconpkhn a mass-media landscape
controlled by yes-men in the service of “them” e fovernment, military, state

institutions. The lines spoken by the District Attey during the final courtroom

*%1 JFK Production Notes, p. 6.

92 |pid., p. 4.

%3 Richard Cohen, “Oliver’s Twist,Washington Postlanuary 19, 1992, p. W5.
%94 Benoit and Nill, “Oliver Stone’s Defence 8FK,” pp. 137, 134-35.
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scene were echoed by Stone in a letter he wrdteetdew York Timesf | am
subverting faith in our institutions”, mused Stoflenust wonder along with Jim
Garrison: Is a government worth preserving whdiestto the people ... | say let
justice be done though the heavens f&l.Garrison becomes Kennedy, Stone
becomes Kennedy — the narrative of struggle coasinln this way, a positive
narrative of Sixties anti-establishment sentimeratssociated withFK.

JFK was promoted as a form of political activism. Oitra Critic wrote that
he received press materials from the studio tr@mided Gallup-poll results which
showed that “only sixteen per cent of the Ameripanple now believe that Oswald
acted alone; seventy three per cent endorse thethig ‘others were involved®®
Eric Hamburg, a government employee, who had,doresyears, campaigned for
the release of all withheld documents pertainintheoKennedy assassination,
recalled a meeting he had had with Stone in e®911Stone informed Hamburg
that “Warner Brothers was putting together a ‘RreeFiles’ campaign in support of
the film, and that buttons with this inscription wd be handed out in the theaters
where this film was showing® Certainly, these badges were reported to have been
handed out at various press meetings and convertiiorhich Stone was invitéd®

While many ofJFK’s most vehement critics were older journalists and
commentators, positive articles on the film’s reggr@ation were often written by
members of the Sixties generat®ATheir understanding of conspiracy — as it
applied toJFK — was not a condemnation, but a belief that time Wilas informed by
the progressive philosophies of the countercultafgting in theLos Angeles Times
Tom Hayden contended that, since many films hagepldoose with the historical
record, attacks odFK were “really over the meaning of the 19668 Hayden

associated the film with Sixties “radicalism”, “iosary heroes” and “civil rights

% Oliver Stone, “Via the Director’s ViewfinderNew York TimeDecember 22, 1991, p. H4.

% Terrence Rafferty, “The Current Cinemafie New Yorkeranuary 13, 1992, p. 73. The
production notes contain such a poll. SE& Production Notes, p. 11.

*” Eric Hamburg,JFK, Nixon, Oliver Stone and Me: An Idealist's Joey from Capitol Hill to
Hollywood Hell(New York: Public Affairs, 2002), p. 37.

% Michael Isikoff, “SeekinglFK’s Missing Brain, Secret FilesWashington Postlanuary 21, 1992,
p. Al7.

% The writer Norman Mailer’s (b. 1923) positive rewi jumped out at me as a notable exception.
However, his association with the New Left througtihe 1960s and publication of such books as
The Armies of the Nigli1968) does suggest he has affinity with the Séxgjeneration. See Mailer,
“Footfalls in the Crypt,"Vanity Fair, February, 1992, idFK, pp. 438-448.

1% Tom Hayden, “Shadows on the American Storybotkg Angeles Timedanuary 8, 1992, in
Stone and SklagFK, p. 386.
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marches®* Stone himself is an “incarnation of the 1960stetttening to bring
back Sixties radicalismi? Like Stone, Hayden mobilises the Sixties genen&tio
loss-of-ignorance narrative. The assassinationuktb believe that American
democracy was not what it claimed to be ... it wagsiem threatened by invisible
elites”>** Here Stone’s andFK’s “paranoia” is presented as a positive attriblrte.
fact, Hayden claimed that “we need more hauntetsgban comfortable sleepers in
this country”. For this reason, Stone has answiredcry of the 1960s>** Hayden
argues that the journalists who had attackeld were the deluded parties. These
journalists “cling to a fairy tale notion of demacy”; they are, in other words,
lacking wisdom and awareness: they are, accordihtpyden, inauthentic. Fellow
New Left activist Todd Gitlin compared Stone’s fibm“Ballad of a Thin Man”
(1965), a song written and performed by anotheti€ixebel, Bob Dylan, that is
generally assumed to have been intended as ak atigbe media. “Something is
severely wrong,” wrote Gitlin in reference to medanpliance with a corrupt state,
“and like Dylan’s [song character] Mr. Jones, thedia don’t know what it is™*°
While the media slept in blissful ignorance, Starlaimed Gitlin, was awakening
America to what really was happening.

JFK, in these accounts, was a call for political actiyi®ne which was
answered in some quarters. Completing symboli¢h#yrelay narrative that Stone
andJFK had initiated, some younger viewers drew upon GanrandJFK as
inspirations for a continued search for justicee@torida high-school student wrote
that “if JFK makes us realize anything, it is that now is theetfor truth, the time to
know what is real and what is fiction”. She con@ddvith yet another reiteration of
Garrison’s “let justice be done though the heavaliisvalediction>'® Other young
people presented similar interpretations. “I gubas hippie guy was right”, one was

reported as saying, “[n]ever trust anybody oventyti®*’ In these commentsFK

1 Hayden, “Shadows,” p. 386.

2 pid.

>3 bid.

> bid., p. 387.

*15Todd Gitlin, “The Stoning of Oliver,3an Francisco ExamineFebraury 16, 1992, in Stone and
Sklar,JFK, p. 457. See also Carl Oglesby, “The Conspiracgt Won't Go Away,”Playboy
February 1992, in Stone and SKI3HFK, pp. 425-437.

*1® Donna Rossi,JFK Review was Off the Mark,5t. Petersburg Timedan 10, 1992, p. 15.

1" Michael Specter, “Explosive Imagery &K Igniting Debate in AudiencesNew York Times
December 23, 1991, p. Al. See also John Hanc, &atadSeek the Truth in the JFK Cadégwsday
December 26, 1991, in Stone and SKI&kK, pp. 316-318.
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was identified with a late Sixties challenge tabishment authority. These kinds of
responses extended the film’s promotional narratikiereby Stone’s film had
impacted America’s youth by encouraging them tdlehge preconceived ideas and
official accounts of history.

Some reception materials also endeavoured to gR€at the vanguard of a
campaign to free government and intelligence agéitesy/pertaining to the Kennedy
assassination. In January 1993, Dallas City Coundiéred the release of 2,500
items related to the assassination. The councilwtamhad campaigned for their
release, Domingo Garcia, claimed that he “soughtdiease of all the city’s files on
the assassination after seeing the mawi€”.>*® In August that year, the National
Archives opened to the public over 90,000 page&slAfreports, presidential papers,
photographs and investigation documents. Nlees York Timeeeported that it “was
reaction to and revulsion toward ... the 1991 maWK directed by Oliver Stone ...
that prompted Congress to order the files opendayt®*® Like 1988’sThe Thin
Blue Ling a feature-length documentary concerning the widragnviction of
Randall Dale Adams for the murder of a police @ifjavhich led to Adams’
conviction being overturnedFK thus became one of a select group of films that
inspired directly some form of social action or gagvment legislation.

At a time when public assassination debate wasuah mbout writing
oneself into history as it was a case of debatwegoblitical and historical “facts,”
one might say that a diverse array of commentaiseslJFK to promote their own
personal agendas. Hayden, the Sixties New Leftiattannounced the film a
throwback to his generation’s radical politics. 8singer, the historian, attacked the
film’s history and, then, as if to re-assert thédity of his profession, informed
readers that “[h]istory will survive®® In their reviews and commentaries, both sides
of the conflict were reflecting upon the mainstréagrof conspiracy thinking since
the late 1960s, and whether conspiracy theories d@ngerous delusions or positive
critiques of the establishment. For many older cemtators,JFK was about

cynicism, paranoia and the rise of dangerous exsrarrfor Gitlin, Hayden and

> Thomas C. Hayes, “Trivia (and Answers?) in J.Filé$” New York Timesrebruary 1, 1992, 7.
*19 Tim Weiner, “Papers on Kennedy Assassination arseldled, and '63 is Revisitedyew York
Times August 24, 1993, Al.

20 gchlesinger, JFK,” p. 396.
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company, the film exemplified the spirit of enquamd thinking outside-of-the-box

intrinsically associated with positive Sixties agm.

Conclusion

Perhaps Garrison (Costner) sumsJ&g’s production and receptidrest when,
during the film he informs his colleagues that tleg about to go “through the
looking glass ... black is white and white is blacktiis comment is made as the
sheer scale of the conspiracy behind Kennedy'shdeditecoming apparent.
Suddenly everything is mixed-up; everything is dip@osite of what it seemed to be.
Such incoherence certainly defin®eK’s political representation. The film was
constructed so that every signifier that mightaattithe attention of liberals (the rise
of governmental corruption, for instance) was cetad with its conservative double
(immoral hippies running riot in the assassinatonake). “Everyone’s flipping
sides”, says David Ferrie (Joe Pesci) midway thinahe film, “it's fun and games,
man.” INnJFK’s representation of public politics, a similar kand forth takes place
between liberal and conservative views on the &xtNevertheless, Stone and Sklar
also imbued Garrison’s personal narrative with sitpe version of the Sixties.
Garrison’s gaining of personal authenticity comé&mwhe questions convention and
stands up to the establishment. It is a political spiritual awakening, and,
furthermore, a call to bring back the anti-estdtsient mentality associated with
members of the Sixties generation. In this wHyK presented a liberal version of
Sixties politics and culture.
The chapter’s promotion and reception study haserghat much
discussion ofIFK was informed by contemporaneous views toward doarsp
theory and its value as a form of political thindgifPromotional materials frequently
presented Stone as heir to the counterculturabgadnd spirit of enquiry thaEK
had associated with President Kennedy and Jim $&axrin this senséFK’s
representation of conspiracy was declared to lreelyt attack on a government and
media that had withheld the truth of the assassimdor nearly thirty years.
Commentators such as Tom Hayden and Todd Gitlexpn¢tedJFK in line with
this promotional campaign, and added tHa was a positive reawakening of the
kinds of political protests and anti-authoritargtitudes associated with the Sixties
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New Left. However, older journalists and commerntatike Tom Wicker, David
Belin and Arthur Schlesinger refram@BK as evidence of a negative Sixties legacy:
the mainstreaming of extremist, paranoid, view#&arerican politics and culture. In
some of these accound¥;K was a dangerous attack on truth and rationality and
recalled racist and anti-communist demagogueseol #50s and 1960s.

Yet, regardless of the criticisms to whi@RK was subjected, the film
established Stone’s position as a prominent pplakesperson on recent American
history. Invites to debate history with historiaarsl prominent commentators such
as Norman Mailer and Arthur Schlesinger Jr. quidkljowed this film’s releasé®
The mass of journalistic attention that greelE#& was replicated during the pre-
production and release of his 1995 biopic of PegsidRichard NixonNixon In this
film, Stone’s view toward the Sixties finds partady vivid expression in a brief
speech. The full implications of the Watergate siedmvill soon be revealed and a
vanquished Nixon prepares to give his resignatpmesh. He passes a portrait of
Kennedy in the White House and addresses it: “Whewn [the public] look at you
they see what they want to be” he says. “When kbely at me they see what they
are.” In a 1997 interview witRineastenagazine, the flmmaker consecrated this
interpretation of Sixties America, stating thatvins “looking for a very difficult
pattern in our history ... What | see from 1963, viiinnedy’s murder at high noon
in Dallas, to 1974, with Nixon’s removal, is a pait.”°** Stone promoted his films
and himself as both thorns in the side of a corfppst-Nixon America”, and a
wake-up call. It was time for other Americans tbdw whereJFK’s John F.
Kennedy and Jim GarrisoR]atooris Chris Taylor,Born on the Fourth of July
Ron Kovic and, of course Oliver Stone’s Oliver Stdrad dared to tread. Speaking
in 1996, the filmmaker declared that “my moviesdaaflected the way | feel. What
| think is authentic.®*® In one way or anothePlatoon Born on the Fourth of July
JFK and his next Vietnam pictutdéeaven and Eartli1993) all suggested that social
activism led to spiritual maturation and, by extenspersonal authenticity.

In retrospect, films liké’latoonandJFK have become subjects for

commemoration unto themselv&atoonhas its own “28 anniversary edition”

*21 Jeremy Gerard, “Stone Holds Own in GothafiK Debate,”Variety, March 3, 1992, p. 5.

22 Mark C. Carnes, “Past imperfect: History accordimghe movies,Cineastevol. 22, no. 4
(March 1997), p. 35.

2 Quoted in Chris SalewicBliver Stone: The Making of His Moviélsondon: Orion, 1999), p. 9.
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DVD, which features a documentary of Vietnam vatsreevisiting this film in

much the same way as veterans had “revisited” ¥matduringPlatooris theatrical
releaseJFK has to date received four DVD reissues. The |al€st; Ultimate
Collector' s Edition(2008) locates the film within an enormous collectof visual

and textual documents examining the life and tiofedR®resident John F. Kennedy. It
is as ifJFK itself has become part of Kennedy-history. “Theldnas been passed to
a new generation of Americans” JFK famously annedrduring his inaugural
speech of 1961. On DVD, it would seem tBBK and Oliver Stone are bearers of
this torch.

Subjected to masses of commentary and huge amaiuerisicism, JFK
indicated that public debates and conflicts ovelfyshaod’s representation of the
Sixties were, if anything, becoming more pronoun&idne’s promotion of Jim
Garrison as an authentic Sixties representativeyale model for America’s youth
was, in the views of many of the commentators nateml/e, a controversial
decision. If this was Hollywood pushing the limitisen what would such
commentators think, when, later the next yearga-pirofile Sixties film presented a
classroom full of children standing up and, onebg, uttering the provocative

lines: “I'm Malcolm X"?
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Chapter Four

“Out of the Prison of Your Mind”; Framing Malcolm X

“When | was growing up”, wrote flmmaker Spike Leel1991, “one of my favorite
shows on television wasHE FBI'.°** Lee continued his appraisal of the long-
running 1960s and 1970s programme, with commeitsntlay now sound familiar.
The young Spike Lee cheered DHE F.B.l's protagonists as they “outmaneuvered
crooks, Communists, thieves, murderers, to uphaitht justice and the American
way.”? Having grown a little older, however, Lee decidét so flattering a
portrayal of state operatives was simply untruechi®@e to the conclusion that “[w]e
all live in a wicked country where the governmeamn @nd will do anything to keep
people in check®®

Published as an introduction to a book about FBVesllance of civil rights
leader Malcolm X during the 1950s and 1960s, Letasements pre-empted by one
year the US theatrical release of his eponymoutigdtbiopic Malcolm X(1992).
These statements were, however, an early attempheopart of the filmmaker to
situate himself within wider discursive practicessaciated with Sixties
commemoration. In what might be seen as a reworéfritpe politicised invectives
surrounding Oliver Stone’dFK, Lee’s introduction reached a crescendo with his
claim that “the FBI, CIA and the police departmestsund this country ... are all in
cahoots” and “played a part in the assassinatiddatolm X.”?’ As became clear
throughoutMalcolm Xs production and release, Malcolm X was as mudiera to
Lee as JFK was to Oliver Stone; the civil rightader's assassination could,
according to Lee, be viewed similarly as havingedf the lid on a corrupt and
murderous national body politic. LikéFK, Lee’s biopic of the life and times of
Malcolm X provided a filmic portrayal of politicalctivism and personal maturation
designed to intervene in public debates on thei€SixtYet, unlike Stone’s film,
Malcolm Xwas a rare thing in mid-to-late-1980s/early-199@dlyvood: a Sixties
representation made by, and based on, an Africagrisan figure.

24 3pike Lee, “Introduction,” in Clayborne Carséalcolm X: The FBI FilgNew York: One World
Books, [1991] 1995), p. xi.

%2 |bid.

52 | bid.

27 bid.
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This chapter explores how the filMalcolm Xwas produced, received and
promoted in the context of what can be describedh ageritable minefield of
conflicting interpretations of Malcolm X’s polititand cultural legacies. To date
academic studies have gone some way to unravelliegcomplex networks of
written, visual and aural texts that played a parshaping Malcolm X’s image in
public memory and have, to some extent, illuminatexdinfluence that these texts
exerted on Spike Lee’s film. For example, MichaelcEDyson, Ed Guerrero and
Thomas Doherty have examinbthlcolm Xs adaptation of, and the film’s dialogue
with, diverse cultural artefacts such &se Autobiography of Malcolm KL965),
which was a cooperation between Malcolm X and wrtex Haley and 1990s rap
musicians’ appropriation of Malcolm ¥ | build on these studies by providing an
analysis of the social and cultural backdrop to pineduction ofMalcolm X an
analysis of the shifts in content and themes betwaed 991 draft script and the
finished film and, finally, an examination é&flalcolm Xs promotion and critical
reception in the context of public remembranceha&f African American freedom
struggle. This chapter does not set out to questioether Lee has done justice to
Malcolm X’s political and personal history, or atkegh accurately the original source
text, The Autobiography of Malcolm.)Several, often extremely critical, analyses
have already been written on these subj&CtRather, this chapter illuminates the
ways in which broader discursive currents concemath commemorating the
African American freedom struggle served to frame t re-frameéMalcolm Xfrom
production, to the film’s promotion and reception.

| begin by charting the ways in which Spike Leeisblic persona as civil
rights spokesman was constructed during the 19&0s1890s, arguing that the
filmmaker used his elevated cultural standing talleimge, and to invite others to
reflect upon, prominent memories associated with Alfrican American freedom

struggle.An analysis of script development follows. Two sms provided the initial

% Thomas Doherty, “Malcolm X: In Print, On ScreeBjbgraphy vol. 23, no. 1 (Winter 2000), pp.
29-48; Michael Eric Dysoriylaking Malcolm: The Myth and Meaning of Malcoln{M¥ew York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 129-1Bd GuerrerrofFraming Blackness: The African
American Image in FilngPhiladelphia: Temple University Press, 1993),9¥%-204.

2 gee, for example, Claybourne Carson, “Malcolm ¥y'Mark C. CarnesPast Imperfect: History
According to the Movief.ondon: Cassell, 1996), pp. 278-283; bell hodkstlaw Culture: Resisting
Representation€New York and London: Routledge [1994] 2008), pR0-1L92; Manning Marable,
Living Black History: How Reimagining the Africama@rican Past Can Remake America’s Racial
Future (New York: Basic Books, 2006), pp. 144-145, 154-155
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basis for Lee’s flmThe Autobiography of Malcolmahd a 1971 draft script written
by James Baldwin and Arnold P&if.The latter has proven impossible to obtain, but
| do draw on interviews, biographies and a docuargnMalcolm X(1972), which

is based on the Baldwin-Perl script. | argue theg borrowed a number of the visual
and narrative techniques present in these textde @hthe same time incorporating
a range of visual and aural signifiers that hadnbieecirculation in early 1990s
America. Then, | compare an April 1991 draft scwith the finished film. Focusing
on how formal and narrative changes impacted uplaicolm Xs themes, my
reading shows that, whereas some political contexg down played, the central
protagonist’'s gaining of personal authenticity beeaincreasingly prominent.
Moving further, as it is put in the film, “out ohé prison of [his] mind”, Malcolm
X’s gaining of personal authenticity runs hand @and with his ever-expanding
political career. In the figure of Malcolm X thidnh offers a liberal synthesis of
early-1960s- and, more controversially (from a lo@@rspective) late-1960s- and
1970s- black political activism.

Finally, I examineMalcolm Xs promotion and reception. | argue that, in an
attempt to appeal to diverse audiences, promotidheofilm and of the film’s key
personnel — Spike Lee and star Denzel Washingt@mphasisedvialcolm Xs
multi-political address. Reception materials intkctghat, whileMalcolm Xwas in
production, the mainstream media provided a foramwhich large numbers of
African-Americans discussed the filand its relevance to broader debates on the
Sixties legacy.Malcolm X did not, however, receive large quantities of i
commentary and op-ed discussion after its thedt@bease. | argue that, at a time of
heightened public debates and conflicts over Ana@riace relations, the widespread
media framing oMalcolm Xas a “special interest”, black-themed, picturelacebhn
initial flurry of features and articles. Howevench pigeon-holing, | argue, also

meant that the film's broader resonance as a signif artefact of Sixties

%30 Absent from this list is, of course, James Baldsvplay based on the life of Malcolm Xne Day
When | Was Logt1972). While it is very likely that Lee had reduisttext before writing his script, |
have been unable to find any statements (on theopaee or anyone else) that suggese Day
When | Was Losterved as a source for the film. Baldwin’s statistikéé of his and Perl’s finished
script would surely indicate that his later atterapa stage play drastically differed from the mate
he produced in Hollywood. For this reason, | doinotude discussion ddne Day When | Was Lost
in my chapter.
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commemoration was either played-down or simply dsed by many

(predominantly white) critics and commentators.
A Civil Rights Sixties

During the release obo the Right Thing Spike Lee’s 1989 film about racial
tensions in New York, journalists asked why, at tih@’s end, the director had
placed side-by-side quotations attributed to twah& African-American freedom
struggle’s most famous leaders: Martin Luther Kidg, and Malcolm X3! “The
guotes complete the thread of Malcolm and Martat tias been woven throughout

the film”, Lee replied, adding:

In certain times, both philosophies can be appabgribut in
this day and age ... I'm leaning more toward the
philosophies of Malcolm X. Non violence and all ttisauff
had its time, and there are times when it's spibrapriate,
but when you’re being hit upside the head with gkprl
don’t think young black America is just going torruthe
other cheek and say “Thank you Jestis.”

These comments provided a straightforward dichotdmyween Dr. King and
Malcolm X. The former is presented as a rather ipaspliant individual, whose
reaction to racism is simply to “turn the other ekie the latter — these comments
imply rather than directly affirm — is active, aggsive and open to using violence as
a means of achieving racial equality. Lee’s distorc between Dr. King and
Malcolm X would undergo some revision when he begamproduceMalcolm X

(discussed below). However, his comments speakdader political and cultural

*¥Do the Right Thing closing credits contain the following quotaticattributed to Martin Luther
King and Malcolm X respectively. King: “Violence asway of achieving racial justice is both
impractical and immoral. It is impractical becaitss a descending spiral ending in destruction for
all...Violence ends by defeating itself. It creatésebness in the survivors and brutality in the
destroyers.” Malcolm: “| think there are plentygifod people in America, but there are also plehty o
bad people in America and the bad ones are thewdneseem to have all the power and be in these
positions to block things that you and | need ... gad | have to preserve the right to do what is
necessary to bring an end to that situation, addésn’t mean that | advocate violence, but at the
same time | am not against using violence in sefédse. | don't even call it violence when it'sfsel
defense, | call it intelligence.”

*3David Handelhelm, “Insight to RiotRolling StoneJuly 13, 1987, p. 104.
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debates on the African American freedom strugglevimich the two leaders were
presented as binary opposites.

Around the figures of Malcolm X and Martin Luthering emerged
conflicting stories of the Sixties. Both storiesenf meant a simplification, if not a
distortion, of each man’s political outlook. Spikee’s comments therefore reflected
a culture in which Dr. King was associated — uguadisitively, but, as in the case of
Lee’s reference, sometimes negatively — with an adraarly-1960s civil rights
activism which, by the 1980s, had been institutiged as part of America’s
positive heritage (most obviously with the estdbtient of Martin Luther King Day
as a national holiday in 1986) and which was celigltt by black and white
commentators alike. Memories of Malcolm X, on thikeo hand, often came laden
with countercultural overtones. While Malcolm X’sohic image was, at times,
commodifed by business interests (a subject disdubslow) it was also mobilised
frequently by African-American commentators to cdicgie established memories
of black political activism of the Sixties. Memasieof Malcolm X commonly
associated this figure with later, more controx@rsactivism of the late 1960s and
early 1970s and therefore had the power potenttallgubvert the dominant good
sixties/bad sixties memorial narrative of the fre@adstruggle.

As a number of scholars have pointed out, in pulbkgnory, Martin Luther
King is often frozen in time at the moment at whiehdelivered his famous 1963 “I
have a dream” speecff For example, Edward P. Morgan notes the outposrafg
discussion over “King’s Dream” in 1983, the twettti@nniversary of 1963’s march
on Washington. The civil rights leader and thelaights movement were frequently
represented in the form of apolitical sound-bitas] were used simply to express, as
Morgan quotes fronTime magazine, the “distance the United States haslkeave
toward an integrated society>® Dr. King's status in much public commemoration

as an entirely unaggressive, “ideologically sariliZ** figurehead meant that the

*3 Michael Eric Dyson| May Not Get There With You: The True Martin Lutkeng, J.R.(New

York: Touchstone, 2000), pp. 12-29; Stephen Lawsereedom Then/Freedom Now: The
Historiography of the Civil Rights MovemeniThe American Historical Reviewol. 96, no. 2

(April, 1991), p. 460; Edward P. Morgan, “The Gotitk Bad, and the Forgotten: Media Culture and
Public Memory of the Civil Rights Movement,” in ResnC. Romano and Leigh Raiford (ed&®)e

Civil Rights Movement in American Memd@Athens and London: The University of Georgia Bres
2006), pp. 141-144.

34 Morgan, “The Good,” p. 143.

% bid., p. 141.
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Martin Luther King of the later 1960s was largetrdotten. Dr. King’'s Vietnam
War protests, his activism on behalf of poor peadpl@orthern cities and his shift
from attacking government sanctioned segregatidherSouth to de facto economic
segregation in the North were I38%. Celebrating a simplistic “I have a dream”
version of Martin Luther King and a simplistic viens of early 1960s civil rights
activism also served to de-radicalise the civihtsgmovement, substituting gentle
“dreamers” for hardened activisty.

The film industry played a central role in celebrgtthe early Sixties civil
rights movementMississippi Burning1988),Heart of Dixie(1989),The Long Walk
Home(1990),Love Field(1992), andShosts of Mississipgil996) marked a distinct
phase in cinematic treatments of the movement.ddhitonteith has argued that
such films constitute an emerging “sub-genre” dhfihat she calls “civil rights
cinema.” The late 1980s saw the appearance ofitcally self-conscious body of
work” that commemorated key events and personafjfsedate 1950s and 1960s
civil rights movement: the Montgomery bus boycoliorfg Walk Homg the
Mississippi Freedom SummeMississippi Burniny the integration of Southern
universities Heart of Dixie.>*® Appearing just after the establishment in 198G as
public holiday of Martin Luther King Day and theghiprofile television series on
civil rights Eyes on the Priz€1987), these films were part of an explosion dbljgu
memorials of the movement. From the late 1980s othwauseums dedicated to the
movement appeared en masse across the South; frarmgham and Little Rock,
to Atlanta, Memphis, Selma and Savanf&hMississippi Burning Heart of Dixie
andThe Long Walk Homédiowever, are notable for a very specific kindelective
remembrance. Each film features at least one dewfnde protagonist, leading
Monteith to argue that they are essentially “whitglemption stories”, which

foreground white characters’ shedding of prejuditéavour of toleranc&®® With

%% Jacquelyn Dowd, “The Long Civil Rights Movementiahe Political Uses of the PasT,he

Journal of American Historyol. 91 no.4(2005), p. 1234.

%37 n this respect, one might also consider the wayhich public memory has shaped the image of
another famous civil rights activist and instigadbthe 1955 Montgomery bus boycott, Rosa Parks.
As Sharon Monteith notes, public memory “preferetgthologise Rosa Parks as a tired seamstress
rather than a trained activist and secretary oMbatgomery chapter of National Association of
Colored People (NAACP).” Monteith, “The Movie-malitovement: Civil Rites of Passage,” in Paul
Grainge (ed.)Memory and Popular FilniManchester: Manchester University Press, 2003)2p.

>3 Monteith, “The Movie-made Movement,” p. 121.

39 Kevin Sack, “Museums of a Movemenlyew York Timeslune 28, 1998, p.TR12.

%40 Monteith, “The Movie-made Movement,” p. 137.
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their focus on the pre-Civil Rights Act and pre-Mgt Rights Act South, such films
certainly commemorate much positive activism antbiceaction in the name of
equality, but they also are beholden to the mes4agk how far we've come.” Or
as Monteith puts it elsewhere, “the dominant popuépresentation of the civil
rights era has been as an integrationist success stovies and fictions function in
self-congratulatory, wish-fulfilling ways involvinghe amelioration of racism and
white-on-black violence™! In true 1940s and 1950s social problem film st{fe,
films such adMississippi Burningand The Long Walk Homeonfine their “illness”
(racism) to a fixed area, in this case the Soutl, with the problem identified and
isolated it can then be cured.

With this version of Sixties civil rights dominaginmuch political and
cultural remembrance, one might view Spike Leelsilpging of Malcolm X over
Martin Luther King as more a critique of white Antar's near-exclusive celebration
of the early Sixties (southern) civil rights movarhéhan a complete dismissal of Dr.
King. In the aforementioned films and museums,sracivas not so much engaged as
overcome. Lee himself had, on several occasionscisged Mississippi Burnints
representation of racd® He, like a number of other African-American
commentators, mobilised images of Malcolm X toigué established memories of
civil rights activism and to address racism asxisted not only in southern and
northern states in the early 1960s, but across the whokaehation in the 1980s
and 1990s.

Michael Eric Dyson equates the increasing popylartMalcolm X in the
1980s and 90s with “the renaissance of black naliem” as expressed in hip-hop
culture>** When asked in 1992 why he thought that there leaa la surge of interest
in Malcolm X, Spike Lee replied “Chuck D., with HidtoEnemy, and K.R.S.-One,

with Boogie Down Productions have to be creditethweally giving black youth

**1 Sharon MonteithAmerican Culture in the 196@&dinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008),
p. 185.

>42 Monteith suggests that these films are very maflhénced by social problem films of the late
1940s and early 1950s suchRisky(1949),Intruder in the Dus{1949), andro Kill a Mockingbird
(1962). Monteith, “Movie-made Movement,” p. 125.

>3 David Sterritt, “Spike Lee’s Hotly Debated NewrRijl' Christian Science Monitpdune 27, 1989,
p. 15; Lee, “Introduction,” iltMalcolm X: The FBI Filep. xii.

>4 Dyson,Making Malcolm p. 85.
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Malcolm through their lyrics®*® Malcolm X had not excited sizable support among

whites, nor among many blacks during his lifetimg, by the 1980s, Malcolm X
had become the subject of much prafSeRap artists sampled speeches and
provided historical references in their songs, thlmaproducing and conflating
Malcolm X’s rhetoric with their own musical meditmis on contemporary African-
American life. In rap music, Malcolm X was remendxzrfor his aggressive black
nationalist stance against racism and for his mghiess to achieve racial equality by,
as Malcolm X himself had put it, “any means necegsa’

Just as many public spokespeople claimed themsdieegs to John F.
Kennedy (see Chapter Three), Malcolm X was oftemumted in rap music as a
transcendental figure, whose personal history amwtitiqgal beliefs could be
appropriated, thus enabling artists to “become” aplebrically Malcolm X. As
Manning Marable notes, several rappers “drew peElsalbetween the narrative
Malcolm X presented in hifutobiographyand their own lives>® Thus Boogie
Down Production’s 1988 albuBy All Means Necessanynvoked the civil rights
leader’s famous call for racial equality while tebbum’s front cover, promoted
through deliberate pastiche, rapper KRS-One astheMalcolm X's legacy (see
Figure 4.1). In his 1990 song “Words of Wisdom”,pie Shakur expressed the
Malcolm X/Dr. King dichotomy thus:

No Malcolm X in my history text

Why is that?

Cause he tried to educate and liberate all blacks
Why is Martin Luther King in my book each week?
He told blacks, if they get smacked, turn the ottrerek.

Through the notion of violence vs. nonviolence, thwe leaders were once again
touted as duelling representatives of conflictinglgsophies. Shakur's personal
history as the son of a former Black Panther wcdde been familiar to those

interested in him and his music at the time, s@nfurther to bolster the idea that

*4>gpike Lee in conversation with Henry Louis GateRRéprinted in “Just Whose ‘Malcolm’ Is It
Anyway?”New York TimesMay 31, 1992, p. H13, 16.

>4 Jesse Algeron RhineBlack Film/ White MonefNew Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press,
1996), p. 72.

>4 Dyson,Making Malcolm p. 87.

>4 Manning Marablel.iving Black History: How Reimagining the Africamn@rican Past Can
Remake America’s Racial Futufdew York: Basic Books, 2006), p. 143.
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Dr. King’s philosophies were outdated, frozen itinae long gone, while Malcolm
X’s transcended his lifetime and impacted uponrldi@60s developments. Once
again, promoting himself as heir to Malcolm X's &g, KRS-One’s song “Ah-
Yeah” (1995) provided a historical narrative tlgmphasised Malcolm X's late

sixties connections. Rapped KRS-One:

They Tried to harm me; | used to be Malcolm X

Now I'm on the Planet as the one called KRS ...

The Black Panther, the answer is for real

In my spiritual form | turn into [Black Panther foder]
Bobby Seale.

The rapper was proclaiming himself to be the neatddim X, while constructing a
narrative in which later Sixties activist groupetiBlack Panthers, also figured.
Malcolm X was not frozen in time — like Martin L@hKing so often was — but
served as a bridge between a 1960s and 1990s Istfoggivil rights. According to
Marable, the image of Malcolm X constructed by agjists was that of “the ultimate
black cultural rebel, unblemished and uncomplicdtgdthe pragmatic politics of
partisan compromise*® Like these rap artists, Lee would spend consideraime
promoting this version of Malcolm X.

LIBERATE OUR MINDS

BOOGIE DOWN PIODUCTIONS

e onECIME NZENEE e S

Figure 4.1: Modernising, and paying homage to, @mic image of
Malcolm X; Boogie Down ProductiorBy All Means Necessa($988).

%49 Marable,Living Black History p. 146.
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In 1990, Lee stirred controversy when he criticipedlicly Norman Jewison
a non-black director that at this point in time veateduled to helm thdalcolm X
film. As Lee recounts: “when it got out that Normaas going to direct this film,
that's when | started to speak out. Too many timage white people controlled
what should have been black filnf8®Over the past twenty five years, a Malcolm X
film project had been associated with a number ofevs and directors — James
Baldwin, Charles Fuller, David Bradley, Jewison, vida Mamet, and Sidney
Lumet>>* For Lee,Malcolm Xhad to be directed by an African-American; a white
director would not be able, or willing, to memoisal Malcolm adequately. Lee’s
comments were couched in the kind of nationalistatic of self-determination and
racial solidarity that was often associated withlddam X himself. Yet, at the same
time — and this irony would not be lost on many.eé’s critics — the filmmaker was
out of necessity reliant on a (primarily white) §@lood both to finance and to
distribute his film. Lee was calling for black camitof — albeit a tiny — portion of the
Hollywood film industry.

Hollywood’s general reticence to afford African-Anwans the opportunity
to make high-profile, comparatively big-budget, nesvwas certainly a cause for
concern throughout the 1980s. For example, JesseeRlIprovides evidence of
unequal hiring practices adopted by the film indushroughout the 1980s. While
African-Americans made up twelve percent of the pépulation and, according to
some surveys, one third of filmgoers, their presence behind the camera was
minimal to say the least. Rhines draws attentiosutveys conducted throughout the
1980s that highlighted the extent to which Africamericans and some other racial
minorities were underrepresented in Hollywood. Egample, in 1983, the major
Hollywood studios Fox, Universal, Warner BrotheParamount, MGM/UA and

Disney had hired well over 1000 directors, only &3which were minorities>

>0 gpike Lee and Ralph Wilesy Any Means Necessary: The Trials and Tribulatioithe Making
of Malcolm X(London: Vintage, 1993), pp. 9, 11. Later in th®Q$® Lee would criticise, for similar
reasons, the white director Quentin Tarantino ferrépresentation of African-American lifestyles
and culture in the 1997 filackie Brown

51 GuerreroFraming Blacknesgp. 197-198.

52 RhinesBlack Film pp. 6-7.

53 bid., p. 83.
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Throughout the decade there were several reporthentrade press on black
screenwriters, stunt artists and actors being plasser for jobs>*

Not only was Spike Lee a rarity, a successful lbldicector in Hollywood,
but he made a point of hiring a high percentagélatks to work as part of his
crews. As Nelson George pointed out in 1990, “satt@ney Arthur Klein and line
producer Jon Kilik, all of [Lee’s] key business atreéative collaborators are African
American.®® These individuals included cinematographer Erriskerson, co-
producer Monty Ross, casting director Robi Reed setddesigner Wynn Thomas.
Most of them went on to assist the productionMalcolm X and, furthermore,
Dickerson has subsequently directed his own filafter having gained experience
working with Lee. Lee’s hiring of African-Americangxtended beyond his
filmmaking activities and into his growing businemspire, consisting of clothing
shops in New York City and Los Angel&s.

With a number of well-received films She’s Gotta Have 11986),School
Daze(1988),Do the Right Thing1989),Jungle Fevel(1991) andVio Better Blues
(1991) — already under his belt, not to mentionr@mng chain of retail outlets,
Spike Lee was, in the mainstream media, elevatéigetstatus of prominent African-
American spokesman. Rhines suggests that, in tidtamkeee cultivated a public
image — much like the hip-hop artists noted abovbat fostered associations to a
particular demographic, one which received mucénéittn in the media: the black
urban underclass’ In She's Gotta Have |tLee played the character Mars
Blackmon, which was read in the popular press aspaesentation “of the black
underclass®® Do the Right Thingxplicitly addressed the problems facing blacks in
a deprived area of New York. Rhines suggests thet &ssociation with the

underclass allowed Lee to build a strong and pawenfesence in the media as a

%54 RhinesBlack Film pp. 81-87See also Guerreréraming Blacknessp. 120.

%5 Nelson GeorgeBuppies, B-Boys, Baps & Bohos: Notes on a Post-Blagk Culture(New York:
HarperPerrenial, 1992), p .110.

%% George Buppies p. 109.

5" RhinesBlack Film p. 107. Of course films such 8ke’s Gotta Have BEndSchool Dazewith
their middle-class professionals and college sttgj@an be viewed as Lee attempting to court middle
class audiences. Some critics have explicitly &ttdd ee for providing a highly middle class
“buppie” (short for a black yuppie) perspectiveAfmnican-American life. See, for example, Amiri
Baraka, “Spike Lee at the Movies,” in Manthia Diaa#éed.) Black American Cinem@.ondon:
Routledge, 1993).

*%8 RhinesBlack Film p. 109.
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social commentator? In the late 1980s and into the 1990s, the filmmalmeared
on numerous major news programs in which he diecugsues pertaining to civil
rights and urban deprivaticA’ The Malcolm Xproject was at once a consummation
of the filmmaker’'s concerns with exploring thessuss and a way of adding a
certain degree of legitimacy and authenticity ® dwn public persona. For Lee, like
contemporaneous hip-hop artists, Malcolm X’s paditand philosophies served as a
way of authenticating political outlooks and createndeavours.

Compared to the other hip-hop artists, however, was something of an
anomaly. Born in 1957, Spike Lee’s age puts hirthattail end of what this thesis
has called the Sixties generation. Many of thehuop-artists, such as Chuck D of
Public Enemy (b. 1960), KRS-One of Boogie Down Ritbns (b. 1965) and
Tupac Shakur (b. 1971) were part of a younger dolibcan also be argued that
these artists were speaking less to the Sixtiegrgdon than to their younger
siblings, or even their children. In general, MéhecoX was often viewed more as a
youth phenomenon than as a figure popular withrodaeericans. For instance, One
1992 Newsweelpoll found that 84 per cent of black respondentedadg5 to 24
considered Malcolm to be a hero compared with 59cpat aged 25 to 49 and 33
per cent aged 50 pld& Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, his appeal to ydethto
those of a less altruistic disposition attemptiagcésh in on Malcolm’s popularity.
There were reports of a new, massively popular pim&mon sweeping youth culture
in many American cities — “Malcolmania.” Terry Risof the Los Angeles Times

referred to the commercialisation of Malcolm thus:

Malcolmania now seems ubiquitous — from the T-shéamd
baseball caps emblazoned with the ‘X’ symbol, totlihg

and posters bearing his likeness, to the black Infret@ed
eyeglasses modelled after the ones that became his
trademaric®?

9 pid., p. 113.

*%0 RhinesBlack Film pp. 110-114.

*51 Mark Whitaker and Vern E. Smith, “Malcolm X: A Ne#im Burnishes the Myth,Newsweek,
November 16, 1992, p. 66.

%2 Terry Pristin, “Malcolm X, the Movie — Why Now?|’os Angeles Timeslovember 15, 1992,
Calendar, p. 6.
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With Malcolm X’s image being re-appropriated ingiegly as either a signifier of
youthful rebellion or a youth market “product,” tan expectations began to take
shape in the media as to the kind of impéleicolm X the film, would have on
America. There would be large scale conflicts owdrether Spike Lee, whose
association with youth culture and whose entrepreak spirit were both well-
known, was the right person to commemorate adelyuate appropriately Malcolm
X.

The above noted discussion of Malcolm X commemeonais but one strand
of debate around this highly contested historicani Other interpretations of
Malcolm X’s political and cultural legacy would cemnto play once the film’s
production was underway and, especially duringfilh®@s promotion and reception
(most of which occurred before the film was reledselowever, against a backdrop
of civil rights commemoration and contestation, lattempted to produce a film that
would appeal to diverse political perspectives. o&ssting Malcolm X with both
early Sixties civil rights activism and later civiights radicalism (the Black
Panthers, Black Power), Lee sought to weave higraphical subject into a tapestry
of Sixties struggles for African-American civil higs. This encompassing narrative, |
argue, reached its conclusion in the film’s finat,aluring which Malcolm X'’s life
and the civil rights struggle more generally werenpoted as a synecdoche for the
Sixties generation’s experiences of the recent Acarrpast.

A Change is Gonna Come: Producing/ialcolm X

When writing Malcolm Xs screenplay, Spike Lee drew inspiration from salve
written and visual texts. The initial source matknvas The Autobiography of
Malcolm X This book was written by Alex Haley and publistedter Malcolm X’s
assassination in 1965. Thomas Doherty suggestd ikahis text, and not video and
audio clips of Malcolm X, that has “preserved asduaed Malcolm’s legacy” since
his deattt®® The Autobiographyis constructed as a personal and political awakgni
First there is the young Malcolm Little, a crimireaid street-wise hustler of 1940s
Boston and New York. Then there is Malcolm X asnpireent spokesman for the
black separatist organisation the Nation of ISI&86@-64). Finally there is Malcolm

*%3 Doherty, “Malcolm X,” p. 29.
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X, or El Hajj Malik ElI Shabazz, as he renamed hifsdter he had split with the
Nation in 1964. After visiting the holy city of Mea, Malcolm X converts to
orthodox Islam and, on his return to America heeswf his staunch separatist views.
According to Manning Marable, the autobiography'sitev, Alex Haley,
emphasised transformative episodes in Malcolm&s fiHaley as a writer,” argues
Marable “was primarily attracted to Malcolm’s draimamoments of epiphany” (as
opposed to the complexities and evolution of Matte{’s radical politics), before
adding that this content explains why the book icos “to appeal to a universal

audience.®**

If we are to accept Marable’s argument, we migay shat the
autobiography, like Garrison’s autobiography (notedChapter Three) sought to
curb Malcolm’s divisiveness and to present him a®@e universal, conciliatory
individual. A life story in the style of a classieligious conversion narrativédhe
Autobiographyhas taken an uncontroversial place amongst thé@antof “classic”
works of American literatur®® Its canonization did not mean, however, that later
adaptations of thAutobiography of Malcolm Xould be uncontroversial.

A filmed version of theAutobiographyof Malcolm Xwas in development by
1968, when the author James Baldwin was commisgitmerite a script. Conflicts
between studio management and creative persorme¢ported to have blighted the
screenwriting process. Columbia Pictures, the cowyppar which Baldwin was
writing the script, did not want to give the impses that theiMalcolm Xfilm was
going to be incendiary, particularly in the wake bfartin Luther King’s
assassination in April 1968. The studio was adantettBaldwin should not include
any material that was likely to provoke controversgpparently, studio management
sent a memo to Baldwin ordering him to “avoid giiany political implications to
Malcolm’s trip to Mecca®® As another memo stated: “the writer ... should be
advised that the tragedy of Malcolm’s life was thathad been mistreated, early, by
some whites, and betrayed (later)rhginyblacks.”®’ Columbia in the end provided
the writer with what was called a “technical expetelevision screenwriter and

producer Arnold Perl. Baldwin accuses Perl of aitprcertain scenes to the

°%4 Marable,Living Black History p. 153.

°%5 Doherty, “Malcolm X,” p. 29.

*%¢ David Leeming,James Baldwin: A Biographj.ondon: Michael Joseph, 1994), p. 299. See also
James Baldwin, “The Devil Finds Work,” Baldwin: Collected Essay®ew York: The Library of
America, 1998), p. 551.

*57 Baldwin, “The Devil Finds Work,” p. 551. (Emphasisoriginal).
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detriment of the screenplay. “[A]s the weeks wong’ the wrote in the early 1970s,
“and my scenes were returned to me ‘translatetg¢gian to be despairingly clear (to
me) that all meaning was being siphoned out of th&frBaldwin eventually left the
project after deciding that he did not have thedmm to create the Malcolm X he
envisioned.

Lee claims that much of the Baldwin-Perl script agmed in the finished film
and that only the script’s final third was rewrttsignificantly®®® The one historical
document that is publicly available as testamernh#oBaldwin-Perl script’s content
is the documentariMalcolm X (1972). The documentary was based on this script
after Baldwin had left the projett The documentary begins with a black screen,
over which is played Billie Holiday’s powerful coashnation of American racism
“Strange Fruit”. Then appears the documentary’ s\oggemontage, which is an early
precursor to the barrage of images that begin andlede the 1992 film. There is
footage of Malcolm X demanding equal rights fordis and asserting his intention
to achieve equality “by any means necessary.” Afités speech, a procession of
documentary clips of 1970s African-American lifdsgy and culture appears,
accompanied by the Last Poet’s proto-rap tract §dig are Scared of Revolution.”
The sequence cuts back to Malcolm X’'s “by any mea@sessary” speech and,
finally, to another speech, one that charges thigewhan with being “the greatest
murderer on earth”. The “I charge the white maréesgh already had a history in
visual representations of Malcolm X, and of theidlabf Islam more generally. The
same speech opened the 1959 documentdry,Hate that Hate Producedhich,
for many Americans, offered the first glimpse of Black Muslims and of Malcolm
X.>"* In this documentary, the speech was followed $wifty presenter Mike
Wallace’s warnings of a plague of “black supremaagt “extremism” threatening
late 1950s America. In the 1972 documentary, howethe speech’s aggressive
stance is provided with more justification, forappears straight after images of
deprivation and poverty that still gripped manydil@mericans. 1972'81alcolm X
uses it to comment on African-American disillusiegmh and continued white

prejudice and discrimination. Combining snippets dfalogue from the

°%8 Baldwin, “The Devil Finds Work,” p. 552.
9| ee,By Any Meansp. 27.

>0 | eeming,James Baldwinp. 301.

*"1 Doherty, “Malcolm X,” p. 32.
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Autobiographyand documentary footage of civil rights activismtbé 1960s and
into the 1970sMalcolm X(1972) pre-empted Lee’s attempts to inject Malcolis
image with contemporaneous resonance. Significailglcolm X (1992) also
begins with the “I charge the white man” speech jovides footage directly
pertinent to the 1990s.

Like Dirty Dancing Spike Lee’sMalcolm Xbegins by framing its 1960s
events from a contemporary (in this case 1990skpeetive. Present in the
completed film is an opening sequence featuringviiee of Malcolm X (Denzel
Washington) over a visual juxtaposition of an Aman flag and real documentary
footage of black motorist Rodney King being beaignwvhite policemen in March
1991. This footage, shot by private citizen Geaddgdliday, quickly found its way
onto major television news broadcasts. When thegolen who were charged with
the offense were found acquitted in court, it wias,many commentators, the final
spark that ignited the Los Angeles uprisings of2L.9%e’s inclusion of this footage
was therefore prescient; Malcolm’s tone of voicecdmees all-the-more
understandable as this footage unravels beforeyms.

Malcolm Xis littered with references to other historical aditemporaneous
visual and verbal documents. The film pays homagg at times, reframes various
photographs, speeches and documentary excerptste@ueefers toMalcolm Xs
“historical intertextuality”, pointing out the fillm many explicit and subtle
references to recognisable images and per€énsbuild on Guerrero's perceptive
analysis and suggest that Spike Ledacolm Xconstitutes an attempt to synthesise
various icons associated with the civil rights moeat.

The film begins in the 1940s and even reaches,dyaof flashbacks, back to
the 1920s and 1930s. Like tAaitobiography it is divided into three acts. The first
act concerns Malcolm X's early years and criminativities. The second act
examines his joining of the Nation of Islam anerie prominence as spokesman for
this organisation. The third act depicts Malcolns Xreak from the Nation of Islam
and conversion to orthodox Islam after a pilgrimég®ecca. While | am primarily

concerned with representations of the late 195@k E360s inMalcolm X (this

*"2 GuerreroFraming Blacknessp. 197-204.
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period approximately encompasses the years of@hél ‘Rights Movement§’>, it
is worth considering briefly the significance oétbpening act.

The first act introduces a young Malcolm X (Den2®bshington) and
emphasises his lack of political and spiritual mi&fwat this stage in his life. The act
begins with the subtitle “Boston, the War YearshieTfilm has flashed-back to
America during World War Il. The camera’s leisureilly downward from a sign
saying “Dudley Street Station” to the streets ok®o’s Roxby district provides a
visual metaphor for Malcolm X’s life and state ofnwh at this time; Malcolm X, or
Malcolm Little as he is called presently, is metayptally asleep; asleep to the plight
of the African-American people. Colours used thioag the opening act, the garish
yellows and blues of nightclubs of Roxbury and Ear] contribute to a sense that
this is all a dream from which he must awaken. Magticism has been levelled at
Lee for not providing sufficient references to theader political and historical
concerns existing in America during Malcolm’s [7fé.bell hooks found the opening
act particularly lacking in political commentary;was, according to hooks, a “neo
minstrel spectacle” of blacks dancing and singind a Malcolm devoid of character
or personality’”® If one reads this opening act, however, as anrmeafisation of
Malcolm X’s current state-of-mind, then the lackpadlitical context and emphasis
on surreal spectacle provides a metaphorical stagioint for the protagonist’s
personal maturation. The film, much like tAatobiography suggests that Malcolm

X has not yet found his calling and is detachedhfreality.

>3 To demarcate an exact chronological “Civil Rigkltsvement” is in itself a difficult task. Scholars
are at pains to note its historical origins. Evenutsh as the formation of the NAACP in 1909, the
work carried out by civil rights groups during tBeeat Depression are often noted. However, events
such as the 1958rown vs. Board of Educatiatecision that segregated public schools were
unconstitutional, the 1955 Montgomery Bus Boycatl ¢he 1963 march on Washington, passing of
the Civil Rights act in 1964 and Voting Rights Attl965 are often cited as bookends to what
Howard Schumagt alcall the “Modern Civil Rights Movement.” Howard Sahan, Charlotte

Steeh, Lawrence Bobo, Maria Krys#&tacial Attitudes in America: Trends and Interpréias
(London: Harvard University Press, 1997), p. 2@ 8so John Higham, “Introduction: A Historical
Perspective,” in Higham (ed@ivil Rights and Social Wrongs: Black-White Relati&ince World
War Il (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State Univers§itess, 1997), pp. 3-30; Kathryn L.
Nasstrom, “Beginnings and Endings: Life Stories traPeriodization of the Civil Rights
Movement,”The Journal of American Historyol. 86, no. 2 (September, 1999), pp. 700-711; €lorn
West, “The Paradox of the Afro-American Rebellio8dcial Textnos. 9-10 (Spring/Summer 1984),
pp. 49-50.

>" RhinesBlack Film pp. 155-156; Todd Boyd, “Popular Culture and &l Empowerment: The
Americanization and Death of Malcolm XCineastevol. 19, no. 4 (March 1993), pp. 12-13.

*"> hooks,Outlaw Culture p. 184.
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Puncturing the surreal atmosphere of 1940s BostahNew York are the
voiceovers of an older, wiser, Malcolm X. The ficeimmentary is instigated by a
freeze-frame of Malcolm X strutting down the Bostsineets in a brand new zoot
suit. The older Malcolm X's voice is broadcast camently: “When my mother was
pregnant with me, a party of Klansmen surroundadchouse in Omaha, Nebraska.”
This statement instigates a flashback in which Kiaen are shown smashing the
Little family house’s windows with rifle butts. Tbughout the film, each time a gun
appears or a gun shot is heard, it is a harbinfyéneostruggles to come. During a
scene in Boston, Malcolm and his friend Shorty kBdiee) act out moments from
their favourite gangster films. Suddenly a non-dieg gun shot instigates a
flashback in which we see Malcolm’s father, Earttlei (Tommy Hollis), brutally
murdered by white racists. Again, the gunshot afspest before Malcolm is forced
to flee New York in fear for his life. This gun-ghis a prophecy of Malcolm’s
imminent break from West Indian Archie (Delroy Loydand the New York
underworld, and his eventual arrest and imprisorimen

Malcolm Xs second act is a lengthy one, spanning over adieof the
protagonist’s life. It begins when Malcolm meetstibia of Islam minister Baines
(Albert Hall) in prison and ends in 1964 with hiedk from the Nation of Islam.
Baines serves as Malcolm X's first spiritual guidpening the young Malcolm to
the teachings of Nation of Islam leader Elijah Muimaad (played in the film by Al
Freeman Jr.). “Elijah Muhammad can get you outridgm”, says Baines, “out of the
prison of your mind.”

Once Malcolm X leaves prison, the film offers fuathevidence of his
political and personal development. Guerrero oleserthat, during one scene —
ostensibly set in the 1950s — Malcolm X is joinedtivo real and recognisable,
personalities: former Black Panther Bobby Sealeldadk activist Al Sharpton. All
three are making public speeches and outlining tlespective philosophies. Seale
and Sharpton’s appearance provides a “self-refééxgesture toward later African
American political action’® What Fredric Jameson negatively refers to as

postmodern culture’s “collapsing of time into aiesrof perpetual presents” serves a

°"® GuerreroFraming Blacknessp. 202.
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rather more progressive function hefé.Jameson suggests that, whether in
contemporary film, poetry or art, such temporal mpalation is ideologically
conservative and usually reproduces the dominattureuinto which cultural
products are released, and of which they are ¢aestiparts. In this scene, however,
the technique indicates an attempt at political w@mtary. With the appearance of
both Seale and Sharpton, a bridge is suspendecéetdifferent eras, and different
philosophical and political ideologies associateithveivil rights activism. These
links become all the more pronounced when the &fvociates Malcolm X with the
universally celebrated civil rights activist, MartLuther King.

While comments made by Lee during the releas®®fthe Right Thing
(noted above) attempted to place a clear distindiietween Malcolm X and Martin
Luther King, the flmMalcolm Xattempts to highlight similarities between the two
leader’s politics and their philosophies. In a bguiblished at the time dflalcolm
X's theatrical release, Lee harks back to the afergimned conclusion t®o the
Right Thingin which Malcolm X and Martin Luther King quotatis were placed
side-by-sidelLee informed readers that “when | put those twotegsidhere, it was
not a question of either/or ... | think they were mgmo chose different paths trying
to reach the same destination against a commonnepp&’® No longer is Lee
favouring any particular philosophy (as he had donthe quotation noted above).
Instead, he promotes the value of both Dr. King kiadcolm X’'s political outlooks.
This apparent change in perspective was developdcea rewrote hidlalcolm X
script.

Toward the end of Malcolm X's involvement with tiNation of Islam, a
scene featuring newsreel footage of southern cigihts protests appears. This
footage is mentioned in the April 1991 draft scrifppolice using dogs against
people. The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King MarchiCattle Prods used against
men, women and children ... The smouldering ruinsBafningham's 18 St.

Baptist church>”®

What is not stated in this draft, however, bupissent in the
finished film, is the presence of Malcolm X obsexyithis footage on television. In

the 1991 draft there is simply a voiceover of MaltoX making a speech. The

>"" Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism and Consumer t$ddie John Belton (ed.)Movies and Mass
Culture (London: Athlone, 1996), p. 202.

"8 | ee and WileyBy Any Means Necessary. 5.

%9 ee,Malcolm X(April 15, 1991), p. 134.
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finished film jumps between Malcolm X at home wanchevents transpiring in the

South and Malcolm X speaking at a Nation of Islattyr The speech in the 1991
draft immediately follows the appearance of theutheentary footage, and proceeds
as follows:

They say | advocate force and violence. All | es&d is that
where the government is unwilling or unable to ughibe
law and defend the lives and property of Negrogs,time
for Negroes to defend themselves. Don’'t go looking
white folks with rifles and form battalions — thdugou
would be within your rights if you did — But it ttme to let
the Man know. Anytime they bomb a church and murder
cold blood, not some grown-ups, but four littlelgimho are
praying to the same God the white man taught thepray
to, | say No?®°

The finished film intersperses Malcolm X’'s speedthvecenes of him watching the

footage on television. The following lines of diglee were added:

The black people in this country have been theimitof
violence ... and following the ignorant Negro preasheve
have thought that it was God-like to turn the ottleeek to
the brute that was brutalising us ...

The differences between the two speeches arengrikn the 1991 draft script,
Malcolm X announces that he is not calling for el uprisings — “don’t go looking
for white folks with rifles”. In this way the spdesoftens Malcolm X’s image; it is
Lee attempting to portray the minister in a gentbgrt. It also makes no reference to
the “ignorant Negro preachers” noted in the findgHém. The speech in the 1992
finished film seems at first to be far harsher tmilartin Luther King and other
civil rights activists. However, when combined hvithe shots of Malcolm X
watching the documentary footage on television,gpeech’s aggressive rhetoric is
provided with a more complex meaning. A split besweéMalcolm X’'s public and
private personas emerges throughout this scenesdéme begins with a medium

close-up of Malcolm X watching television. As hetelees television, Malcolm’s

%80 | ee,Malcolm X (April 1991), p. 134.
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face does not express hatred, but a sadness bampzthizing with that which is
being shown on the screen. Then there is a cut¢ardentary footage of police dogs
being used on civil rights protestors. This isdaled by another medium close-up,
this time of Malcolm X making the above noted speat a Nation of Islam rally.
The camera has, in a sense, travelled throughetbeigion screen; the Malcolm X
that stands in front of the Nation of Islam ral§ylinked visually to the civil rights
activists he has seen on television. The subsequest— between Malcolm X at
home, Martin Luther King and other civil rights peetors on television and
Malcolm X in public — link diverse factions of clvights activism (see Figures 4.1
and 4.2). This scene therefore has become lesseaofdMalcolm X being softened.
Rather, Malcolm X and his own personal beliefs aodtics become assimilated
into the wider civil rights movement. The Nation tHflam spokesman is here
presented as an — albeit critical — ally of a malostruggle for African-American
civil rights. In this way, Lee is beginning to bkedown the barriers that public
memory frequently constructed between images otiMauther King and Malcolm
X, while still maintaining a sense of the two leededistinctive philosophical
outlooks.

This scene is also one of the first indicationg alcolm X’s philosophies
are beginning to outgrow Elijah Muhammad and thédwaof Islam. Malcolm X's
apparent empathy toward other civil rights acts/iss followed shortly by
indications of the animosity brewing in the Natioinlslam. “Wake up!” screams his
wife, Betty X, “are you so dedicated that you halimded yourself?®! She is
referring to the ways in which other Nation of felaninisters seem to be giving the
cold shoulder to, or even plotting against, Malco{nBetty X's comments serve as
the final catalyst for Malcolm X’s break from theatibn of Islam and propel him
onward in a journey of political and personal disay.

Malcolm Xs final act begins with some familiar footage. Bahe black and
white shots of President Kennedy's motorcade arghat Dallas’ Dealey Plaza and
an accompanying military drum-roll are very simitarJFK’s rendition of the same
historical event. Even the editing at this junetwr the mixing of black and white

and colour images, documentary footage and stagethactments — is reminiscent

%81 The sight metaphor shares distinct similaritie$hdFK’s scene where Jim Garrison announces
that his eyes “have been opened.”
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of Stone’s film. As Jesse Rhines notes, througihdaiicolm Xs production, Spike
Lee constantly spoke aboufFK as an important precursor to his film. Rhines
suggests that Lee’s comparisons were made priméotlyeconomic reasons; the
filmmaker hoped to press Warner Bros. — the comphat/financed and distributed
JFK and Malcolm X- into providing him with the same financial restes as the
studio had providedIFK’s writer-director-producer Oliver Stor& It is clear,
however, that parallels betwebtalcolm XandJFK go beyond matters fiscal. Some
of the visual and thematic features present in &sorfilm are reworked and

reconfigured inMalcolm Xs final act, which begins just after the Kennedy

assassination and ends with Malcolm X’s murder.

°82 Jesse Rhines, “Spike Lee, Malcolm X, and the MdBagne: The Compromises of Crossover
Marketing,” Cineastevol. 19, no. 4 (March 1993), p. 17.
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Figure 4.2: Malcolm X (Denzel Washington) at home & public.
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Figure 4.3: Martin Luther King and Malcolm X

In what can be seen as a gesture toward debatéiseo8ixties that were
unfolding in the public sphere, Lee has ascribedkddsignificance to the Kennedy
assassination, portraying it as having catalysdti bodescent into national chaos
and having catalysed Malcolm X’s gaining of perdamathenticity. Malcolm X’s
comments following Kennedy’s death — the commeat this was an example of the
white man’s “chickens coming home to roost” — prkwElijah Muhammad into
silencing the minister for ninety days, and, subgedly, to Malcolm X’s break from
the Nation of Islani®® In the film, the silencing is immediately followéxy the first
threat against Malcolm X and his family. Like Gaam’s wife, Liz, Malcolm X’s
wife starts to receive threatening phone calls. &@ppearance of CIA and FBI
operatives, who follow Malcolm X's every move inetlilm’s final third, further
adds to an atmosphere of paranoia. Manning Maredstends us that in reality
Malcolm X had been under FBI surveillance since eady 1950$%* In depicting
the interference of state operatives in the imntediake of the Kennedy
assassination, Lee seems to be aligning his filth ¥ie Sixties narrative that was

promoted and discussed in and aroul€K. Here once again is the military-

83 This is also the case in HaleyreeAutobiography of Malcolm X_London: Penguin, 1992), pp.
301-302.

°84 Manning Marable, “Malcolm as Messiah: Cultural Myts. Historical Reality itMalcolm X”
Cineastevol. 19, no. 4 (March 1993), p. 8.
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industrial-complex seen mobilising its forces; Mdin X becomes another martyr in
a post-1963 national declension narrative.

Running in tandem with the descent into politidahas is the blossoming of
Malcolm X’s personal narrative. In the film thereeéarely minutes between the
Kennedy assassination and a press conference Wtacelm X announces that he
will be forming a new organisation dedicated to streiggle for black civil rights. A
notable alteration to the script took place betw#@dl and 1992. In the April 1991
draft, Malcolm X announced that he would no lonigeispeaking on behalf of Elijah
Muhammad and would be founding his group the Omgrin of Afro-American

Unity.*®® In the finished film he says much the same, bdsatie following words:

Now that | have more independence of action, Indte® use

a more flexible approach toward working with othersI’'m

not out to fight other Negro leaders ... We must work
together to find a common solution ... [and] ... whitzn
help us.

These lines seem to suggest that the spokesmaarniadnade negative comments
against other African American civil rights actigsand preached a separatist
doctrine because of Elijah Muhammad. Now that MatcX is free from such
constraints — “now that | have more independencaation” — he is willing to
cooperate with others, whites included. Immediatéhen, Malcolm X is being
shaped into a figure of universal appeal. He idriyegg to build a bridge between
himself and the broader civil rights movement aretwleen himself and white
people.Malcolm Xs final act sees the civil rights leader’s persaranscend the
aggressive, outspoken image projected in hip-hdtpreuof the 1990s and become a
national and international statesman.

During his pilgrimage to Mecca, Malcolm X makestatament (also present
in the Autobiography, which would likely appeal to members of the st
generation: “As racism leads America up the sulcpath, | do believe that the
younger generation will see the writing on the wald many of them will want to
turn to the spiritual path of the truth®® Again, this statement was not in the 1991

%85| ee,Malcolm X(April 1991), p. 160.
%% Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm (Kondon: Penguin [1965] 1992), p. 341.
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draft scrip®” These additional lines of dialogue speak to Mafcol's empathy
towards young Americans of the 1960s. It is almastif he is prophesising a
generation’s search for personal authenticity. WMalcolm X returns from his
pilgrimage, both the bad sixties of chaos and @ima and the good sixties of
personal maturation continue to unravel in and ddcuis person. More death threats
are made; the FBI is seen tapping private telepleaiie. Malcolm X’s family house
is firebombed. Those plotting Malcolm X’s assassaraappear in brief, shadowy
scenes, testing their weapons. Then, as the eghty spokesman drives to what
turns out to be his last speaking engagement, Saoke® “A Change is Gonna
Come” (1964) blasts out a musical accompanimenth®mne hand, the song serves
as a bitter commentary on Malcolm X’s impendingtded@he assassins strike; this
time diegetic gunshots ring-out and the civil rggléader falls. On the other hand,
Cooke’s song also signifies a celebration of Maftd’s legacy. Malcolm X is
introduced by a speaker stating that “we are living... changing times.” Like
Kennedy's introduction inJFK, Malcolm X becomes symbolic of Sixties
transformation.

This view of Malcolm X as a harbinger of sweepirtameges in American
society is further emphasised in the film's finabmments, when a montage of
photographs and documentary footage appears. Tstepfiblic figure to appear in
this montage is Martin Luther King. Dr. King's ptamation that Malcolm X’s
death is a “tragedy” once again brings the twol aights leaders together. As the
montage progresses, actor Ossie Davis’s 1965 editwgylalcolm is played by way
of a voiceover. A series of black and white imageMalcolm X appear. Then the
montage bursts into colour. On screen appear dauameimages of late-1960s
civil rights activists such as Angela Davis, ang@®bic medal winners John Carlos
and Tommie Smith raising their fists in the Blac&knkher salute. Then again, the
montage presents more photographs of Malcolm XerAftese photographs appears
footage of the integration of Alabama Universityli®62, thus connecting Malcolm
X to both early- and late-Sixties civil rights agsim. Finally, the montage moves
into the 1990s, showing shots of black people ¢hgeMalcolm X's name in

Harlem and schoolchildren standing up and proclagmil’'m Malcolm X ...” South

%87 Spike LeeMalcolm X(April 1991), p. 163.
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African civil rights activist Nelson Mandela proes the last celebration of Malcolm
X’s legacy, quoting Malcolm X’s “by any means nexay” speech.

In this final sequence Malcolm X is promoted asir@piration. His life is
portrayed as a sweeping Sixties narrative in whinghstruggles for racial equality
and for personal authenticity are synthesised amnhpted as one of the era’s
positive legacies. Malcolm X becomes a bridge betweivil rights activism past,
present and, in the case of the school childrem®ancements, civil rights activism
future. By associating Malcolm X with so vast aledilion of notable individuals
and eventsMalcolm Xs protagonist encompassed a panoply of politioal eultural
phenomena, all of which had the potential to sge&ted conflict and debate in the

public sphere.

“Getting the Word Out”: Promotion and Reception

In August 1991, as Spike Lee was completing thgtstw Malcolm X a group of
black political activists hand-delivered a letterhis Brooklyn home. The letter was
a fiery condemnation of all of Lee’s previous filnliswas also a plea for the director
to seek advice before shooting his biopic of ttenstivil rights leader. For these
activists, Lee’s filmsShe’s Gotta Have ,ItSchool DazeDo the Right ThingMo’
Better BluesandJungle Fevehad been a “caricature of Black people’s lives” and
“dismissal of our [civil rights] struggle’®® Lee, it was felt, should not now be
allowed to trample over the legacy of so importmpblitical and cultural figurehead
as Malcolm X. Lee lashed back with a reply: “Whileespect the concerns of the
writers of the letter, this film will not be madg b committee *°

Throughout the film’s production, media coveragevialcolm Xhighlighted
the debates and conflicts that the project wagiegcamongst African Americans in
particular. In the wake of the Rodney King beatargl, especially after the L.A.
Riots of April and May 1992, discussion of Leesrfiwas invested with an urgency
that ensured thaflalcolm Xremained a high-profile film during its productiokiter

its release on November 18, 1992, however, the $ihon faded from public debate.

%% Herb Boyd, “Group of Prominent Activists Write Geil ‘Open Letter’ to Spike LeeNew York

Amsterdam Newg\ugust 3, 1991, pp. 3, 50.
%9 Herb Boyd, “Spike Lee Lashes Back at Critiddgw York Amsterdam Newsugust 10, 1991, p.
3.
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| argue that, whilévlalcolm Xwas constructed and promoted so as to appeahts bl
and white audiences, prominent journalists andipaliclaims-makers did not see in
Malcolm Xan opportunity to reflect on a broader “AmericarXperience of the
Sixties. For this reason, once controversy had degn and the film was released,
Malcolm Xs presence in public culture wars debates prowdzetlimited.

Prior to, and duringMalcolm Xs US theatrical release, Lee and Warner
Brothers ran various marketing campaigns whichngited to appeal to diverse
audience demographics. After being confirmed asfilh®s director in January
1991, Spike Lee began selling at his New York asthtore baseball caps embossed
with an X logo. The caps’ popularity ensured tr@drsan entire range of Malcolm X
memorabilia was on sale. Within a year, one estrsaggested that $100 million in
revenue had been generated through sales of Malkobayps, t-shirts, jackets, air-
fresheners, even potato chi$.The ubiquitous X logo became a marketing
gimmick on a par with other film promotional cangras such as the Bat symbol
which had been used to promote the 1989 blockbigaéman (see Figure 4.3).
Employing imagery that could be reproduced on stvesar, Lee was selling an
image of Malcolm X that would resonate with youndenericans. “[FJrom Paris to
lowa”, declared film director Reginald Hudlin, “pde are wearing ‘X’ hats ...

Spike has done a phenomenal job getting the word®8u

> william Reed, “X’ Marks the Big Money,New York Amsterdam Newsovember 21, 1992, p.
1.

1 Bruce Horovitz, “When X Equals $: Spike Lee’s NEikm Creates an Instant Icor,bs Angeles
Times November 3, 1991, Calendar, p. 1.
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Figure 4.4Malcolm Xs promotional poster.

Here lay the bone of contention. Spike Lee was talmmake a prestigious
historical epic about a legendary individual, yetvas participating in, and, being
associated with, blatant commercial profiteering aruge scale. For some on-
lookers, this meant that Lee was exploiting blackure. Before shooting had even
begun onMalcolm X a protest was organised and over two hundredi@elaal by
writer and activist Amiri Baraka, congregated inrlden on August 3 1991. At the
protest, Baraka is said to have announced: “We natl let Malcolm X'’s life be

trashed to make middle-class negroes sleep easiedther protester commented
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that “the life of Malcolm X should not be anothe3pike Lee Joint"2% Other
articles on the conflicts between Lee and Baralgeared in the following weeRS?
Baraka’s opinion of Lee’s previous films no doutfiormed this pre-release diatribe,
for it would be safe to conclude that the two méh ribt see eye-to-eye with one
another when it came to on-screen representatibsrcan Americans. To the
older activist, Spike Lee embodied a particularigtakteful 1980s stereotype, an
over-privileged, middle-class black yuppie or —uge popular terminology of the
time — a “buppie.” The director was, as Baraka iputthe quintessential buppie,
almost the spirit of the young, upwardly mobile, aét, petit bourgeois
professional ®** Baraka, who had met Malcolm X in the 1960s, hapessonal
investment in Malcolm X’s political and philosopalaonemorialisation. Baraka did
not view Lee as a positive heir to Malcolm X’s fieas political stance, but as
depressing evidence of middle-class blacks’ obeisao the inherently racist social
and economic systent>

In response to these criticisms, Lee reemphasisecommitment to making
a film that would not trivialise Malcolm X, but thavould provide an important
contribution to civil rights history. In August 199Lee held an exclusive preview of
the film for black journalists at the Schomburg @enn New York. The preview
apparently concluded with Malcolm uttering the prcative line “you been took” to
a group of African-Americans. Vinette Price of thew York Amsterdam News
wrote that this line “left food for thought and iaffiation that the militant was way
ahead of his time>*® At the same screening, Lee announced that he lzake e
film because “the story needs to be told, and thaip needs to know that this is
T

more than about wearing a hat”Here Lee was emphasisiiplcolm Xs didactic

92 Evelyn Nieves, “Malcolm X: Firestorm Over a Filnargpt,” New York TimesAugust 9, 1991, pp.
B1-B2.

%9 Jacqueline Trescott, “The Battle Over Malcolm M/ashington PostAugust 18, 1991, p. G1.
%94 Amiri Baraka, “Spike Lee at the Movies,” in MardHDiawara (ed.)Black American Cinema
(London: Routledge, 1993), p. 146.

%9 Amiri Baraka, “Malcolm as Ideology,” in Joe Wooed(),Malcolm X: In Our Own ImagéNew
York: St. Martins Press, 1992), pp. 18-35.

*®vinette Price, “Spike X's out White Presshalcolm Screening,’'New York Amsterdam News,
August 8, 1992, p. 21.

7 Ipid.
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potential, even, in some interviews, controvergi@hcouraging students to “skip
school” to watch the film?®

The filmmaker also emphasised thaalcolm Xwas not an exploitation of
black history. In Lee’s view, his film could actiahelp promote other African-
Americans in the public sphere. Prior to the filmétease, Lee announced that he
would prefer to be interviewed only by African-Arem journalistS®®
Furthermore, he frequently reminded reporters plaat of Malcolm Xs funding had
come from African-American public figures: Bill Gog Michael Jordan, Oprah
Winfrey, Janet Jackson, Prince, Tracy Chapman, dlaghnson and Peggy Cooper
Cafritz (the founder of the Duke Ellington Schoalr fthe Arts in Washington
D.C.) %%

If Lee was attempting to appeal directly to AfricAmericans, distributor
Warner Bros. intended to soften Malcolm X’s imagehe hope that the film would
also appeal to conservative white audiences. Jaginéd/ executive vice president of
marketing at the company remarked in an intervighat, “if people think that the
film ‘Malcolm X’ stands for anger and fists in tladr, it will be harder to markef®
The studio ran trailers “that portray[ed] Malcolma a relatively moderate man in
order to attract older people and whites to seefite”®? In Malcolm Xs US
theatrical trailer there is no reference to thenopg scene of the leader “charging the
white man” over the Rodney King footage. Two sigmaht lines of dialogue are,
however, included: firstly, when informed by a vehieporter that he has admitted to
being “anti-white”, Malcolm X replies “ngou’re saying I'm anti-white”; secondly,
when asked by another white reporter whether heocades violence he replies
brusquely: “no.” Much of the marketing budget setda by Warner Bros. was, in
fact, used to target whites. Reports surfacedtiieaP25 Black-owned newspapers in
the US — those that had given Lee’s film so muahrptease publicity — received
little money to advertis&lalcolm X Warner Bros. bought advertising space in only
20 of the 205 black-owned newspapers, and eachrteshraent comprised only an

%8 David J. Fox, “Malcolm X,'Los Angeles Timeslovember 16, 1992, p. F1; Elston Carr, “ ‘X’ Hits
the Target Tolerancel’os Angeles Timeblovember 29, 1992, p. F3.

9 Bernard Weinrub, “Spike Lee’s Request: Black Iviewers Only,"New York Time<October 29,
1992, p. C22.

69| ena Williams, “Spike Lee Says Money from Black/&dX,” New York TimesMay 20, 1992, p.
C15; Lee and WileyBy Any Meanspp. 165-166.

1 Horovitz, “When X Equals $,” p. 1.
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eighth of a page compared to the half pages adeergnts that the company had
taken out in mainstream publicatiof’s. Warner Bros.” newspaper ads avoided
taking a provocative political stance. Instead, dde spotlighted different aspects of
Malcolm’s personality: “Scholar, Convict, Leaderis€iple, Hipster, Father, Hustler,
Minister, Black Man, Every Man.” Ending with thesastion that Malcolm was an
“every man”, this extensive and varied list besgetile attempts made by Warners’
marketing department to universalise the civil tigleader.

While Spike Lee promoted Malcolm’s politics anditatte, Warner Bros.
courted more conservative theatregoers. One firmlketing angle attempted to
stretch the film's appeal beyond African-Americasuths and a generalised white
America. Publicity surrounding Denzel Washingtoeated a narrative targeted at
older audiences, and in particular, the Sixtiesegaion. Washington’s biography
was revisited frequently in press articles andringsvs. The actor was born in 1955,
aligning him with the baby boomer demographic. bl discussion, he was often
touted as a kind of “every boomer”, someone whddappeal to older, black and
white audience®’ The actor’s biography, as it was presented imthdia, follows a
middle-class baby-boomer trajectory: brought up ainmiddle-class family in
suburban New York; enrolled in college where hdiafty studied journalism.
Washington speaks of being a “real jock” at colleje was football, football,
football.”® The popularity of American football amongst coblestudents, or the
“football boom”f°® had gained great momentum through the 1960s dadtie 70s
(when Washington and many of the Sixties generatiere at college). In a 1989
interview, the actor commented upon his own petsbigastory, saying that “my
ultimate search ... is a search for self ... Everythindo now, work wise, is
spiritual.®®” Embarking upon a “spiritual” quest, Washington Vdohave found
many fellow travellers amongst the older baby-bo@iken entering their thirties
and forties. In his booBoomer NationSteve Gillon notes that, in the late 1970s and

1980s, “many Boomers who had turned away from asgalreligion in the '60s and

93 Mark R. Moss, “Black Publishers Miffed Over AdsrBased for Malcolm X Film,New York
Amersterdam New®ecember 5, 1992, p. 5.

94 Donna Britt, “Sincerely, Denzel Washingtoi/ashington Posiugust 25, 1989, p. D1.

695 Megan Rosenfeld, “Here, There aBidewherg’ Washington PosSeptember 18, 1985, p. D10;
Lena Williams, “Playing With Fire,New York Time€)ctober 25, 1992, pp. SM39, SM65.

8% Allen GuttmannFrom Ritual to Record: The Nature of Modern Sp@tsw York: Columbia
University Press, 1978), p. 124.

%97 Donna Britt, “Sincerely, Denzel Washingtoashington Pos#ugust 25, 1989, p. D10.
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'70s were turning their attention again to thingsiriual.”®® Regular church
attendance among boomers born between 1945 andclifiised from 32.8 percent
in 1975 to 41.1 percent by 1989.Again, Washington’s life was presented in such a
way as to maximise its potential to resonate witmbers of his generation, or at
least to showcase his membership of the demographich in turn served to frame
Malcolm Xas a film that spoke directly to baby boomers.

There was some question as to whether Washingtsravgaitable candidate
to play Malcolm X. A lengthy feature on the actaibpshed in theNew York Times
immediately beforeMalcolm X was released remarked that “there are cadres of
Malcolm purists ... who question whether Washingtdmosge pretty-boy looks and
sex appeal have landed him on the covdPadplemagazine ... is right for the part
of a man who inspires reverence among some and dessng others®®
Washington’s previous cinematic attempt at playangivil rights activist, South
African anti-apartheid campaigner Stephen Biko, remkived some criticism. One
review of the film suggested that Washington “rezJd¢ Biko to a mere black civil
rights liberal, which he was not But beforeMalcolm X, Washington had won a
best supporting actor Oscar in a Civil War epidtkat Glory (1989), the story of a
battalion of African-American soldiers. As Trip t@gh-talking escaped slave who
shows belligerence toward white officers, Washingaole in Glory was seen by
some reviewers to be a move away from his morenated “middle-class”
characters (such as his stint playing Dr. Philig@Her in the television programme
St. Elsewherg1982-1988])°*? One reviewer thought Trip “at moments to be a
somewhat back-dated Black Panther, full of cynicismd rage®® Denzel
Washington’s star persona was therefore politicatlgnplex; sometimes associated
with a rather gentle approach to racial issues; esiones linked to outspoken
activism. It was therefore a persona that couldde to make the films in which he

starred appealing to diverse members of the Sigeeeration. Yet, for all the efforts

%98 Steve GillonBoomer Nation: The Largest and Richest Generatiger Bnd How It Changed
America(New York: The Free Press, 2004), p. 110.

9 bid, p. 111.

610 ena Williams, “Playing With Fire,New York Time)ctober 25, 1992, p. SM38.

®11 Mxolisi Mgxashe, “A Black South African Looks atty Freedom,”Christian Science Monitor,
December 18, 1987, p. 13.

%12 Glenn Collins, “Denzel Washington Takes a Defiareak from Clean-Cut RolesNew York
Times,December 28, 1989, p. C13.

®13 Richard Bernstein, “Heroes of ‘Glory’ Fought BigpBefore All Else,"New York Times,
December 17, 1989, p. H22.
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to marketMalcolm Xto diverse audiences, once it reached cinemasitheséems to
have for the most part failed appeal to white aucks.

Interviewed in early November 1992, the editoBtdck Elegance Magazine
Sharon Skeeter provided succinct reasoning as yotéhreal Malcolm X remained
a topic of conversation in the public sphere. “Eeee’s looking back at the ‘60s,”
contended Skeeter, “blacks are the same WHy. 'Placing Malcolm X
commemoration within broader Sixties remembranderedl, for this commentator,
a rubric under which at least some of the conteanyofascination with Malcolm
might be understood. Yet Skeeter is also quite iBpetbout who precisely was
revisiting Malcolm. Not America — for this was nweeping declaration of national
mourning and reconciliation (& la Vietham or Kenpadsassination) — but “blacks.”
The emphasis upon African-American participationtie Sixties debate would
resonate in subsequent discussionMz#lcolm X On the one hand, this motion
picture provided a national forum for a marginaliggoup to air their views on the
recent American past. On the other hand, suchlrspeificity was telling, because
these debates were located within a framework tmglied special interest as
opposed to national concern.

Throughout the productioaf Malcolm X countless articles were published
which discussed the film and Malcolm X's relevarice contemporary society.
Alongside the conflicts between Lee and Barakagghabove) appeared think-pieces
that usedMalcolm Xas an entry point in to considerations of thel cights leader’s
legacy. Many prominent African-American academing apokespeople expressed
their points of view in mainstream news artidiEsSome articles suggested that part
of Malcolm X’s enduring popularity resulted fromshaving spoken to the concerns
of deprived and disillusioned African-American yositin the aftermath of the Los
Angeles uprisings of April and May 1992. For instanan interview with Spike Lee
published at the end of May 1992 intimated that rise of “Malcolmania” was
linked directly to the need for outspoken blackdesrafter the uprisings, which were

614 Steve Lowery, “Mad About Malcolm[’os Angeles Daily Newslovember 9, 1992. (This article
is available in the clippings collection at the garet Herrick Library, Los Angeles. Unfortunately,
the page number was not preserved).
615 Ansenet al“The Battle for Malcolm X,” p. 52; Kaylois HenrySpike Lee: Malcolm X's Message
Still Relevant,”St Petersburg Time&ugust 21, 1992, p. 8A; Anon, “Just Whose Malcagnit
Anyway,” New York TimedMay 31, 1992, p. B13.
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a “wakeup call to the nation” on inner-city deptioa.®*® There were even fears that
Malcolm X was going to instigate further violente.Black-themed films of the
early 1990s had been dogged by reports of violemiceinemas. Laura Baker
examines media responses to cinema audience veotkning the US theatrical runs
of two black films of the early 19908lew Jack Cityand Boyz N the Hoodboth
1991). Baker notes that the violence which eruptedng some screenings of the
two films may well have been down to other factdie very recent beating of
Rodney King had, for example, just received wideadrbroadcast. Nevertheless,
the mainstream media created a moral panic ardlevd Jack CityandBoyz N the
Hood which was focused on their potential impact on klgouths, which, argues
Baker, reflected white fears that high-profile, didaentred, films might lead to the
migration of “dangerous” blacks into previously fsawhite neighbourhoods and
white neighbourhood cinem&¥ Malcolm Xwas therefore produced and discussed
at a time when media coverage of black-themed filrase frequently imbued with a
sense of urgency, as if every cultural represenmtatf racial unrest had the potential
to spark heated conflict and even violence.

Malcolm Xcontinued to be subjected to scrutiny in the weéks followed
its theatrical debut. For exampl&dvertising Agefound that, in November 1992,
magazine cover stories dvialcolm X were second only in number to those on
Democrat presidential election winner Bill Clintdfi.After the film’s opening night,
there were articles quoting the positive appraisdighe film made by African-
American politicians such as Jesse Jackson and ndawalter$?° The film's
educational potential was also celebrated. Two theysre its release, the president
of Los Angeles Inner City Theaters commented that're getting calls daily from
high-schools in the area that are interested itingestudents together to see the

movie.”®?! Another article reported how a Los Angeles churati arranged for large

6% Anon, “Just Whose Malcolm is It Anyway,” p. B13.

617 Jennifer Pendleton, “Lee Dismis¢¥iolence Concerns at Joint Openinyariety, October 26,
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groups of youths to watch the film, a number of whgave it positive review®?
As with JFK, there were also several articles reporting theitpe responses of
young people to the filrff>

In terms of critical reception, many film criticp@oved ofMalcolm Xs
complex representation of Malcolm X's developingilgdophical and political
outlook and of Denzel Washington’s performance. Whast reviews and features
failed to address, however, was whethalcolm X had any relation to broader
debates on the Sixties. This may in part be dowa frequent implication contained
within reviews thatMalcolm Xwas not really controversial enough. At a time when
the Sixties were being framed as a battlegrouna@danpeting political perspectives,
many reviewers stressed what they believed tdlbkEolm Xs cautious approach
toward its subject’s political and philosophicavdmpment. For example, Kenneth
Turan of theLos Angeles Timesxpressed surprise at how “careful and classical a
film it finally is” even with the outspoken Spikeek at its creative helf3* Another
critic stated thaMalcolm X in contrast to a film such as StondEK, was “part of
an older, softer, more conventional tradition afgsaphical enshrinement®®> Some
critics highlighted the similarities, in terms oérdral protagonist, between Lee’s
film and the 1982 chronicle of the Indian politid@hderGhandi.Both Washington
and Ghandi’'s actor Ben Kingsley had, in these comaters’ views, provided
hyper-dignified portrayals of the civil rights lead?® Most negatively, Richard
Corliss of Timemagazine stated that the Malcolm X presented insLfden was too
reserved and that “[m]oviegoers may accept Lee’snibg logo and tepid
melodrama now. They can hope for the fire next fifi& This was no explosive
cultural document (as Corliss had descriBdgtoon) depicting the Sixties conflicts

622 Elston Carr, “ ‘X’ Hits the Target Tolerancd,bs Angeles Timeslovember 29, 1992, p. F3;
Lynda Richardson, “For Youths, ‘Malcolm X’ is Redkon and Identity,New York Times,
November 19, 1992, p. B4.

62 gee, for example, John Mitchell and Terry PristMalcolm XDraws Large Crowds in Most of
L.A. on Opening Day,Los Angeles Timedlovember 19, 1992, pp. A3, 37; Dave WielengaHi¥
the Spot: Moviegoers Take a Ride Through HistohWalcolm X” Long Beach Press-Telegram
November 19, 1992, pp. D1, 3; Yusef Salaam, “Varsti Students Comment dtalcolm XMovie
Screening,'New York Amsterdam Newkanuary 9, 1993, p. 26.

624 Kenneth Turan,Malcolm X Hero for Troubled Timeslos Angeles Time®ovember 18, 1992,
p. F1.

525 peter Rainer, “Antihero Worshipl’os Angeles TimeBecember 6, 1992, Calendar, p. 22.

2 Tyran, ‘Malcolm X" p. F1; Vincent Canby,Malcolm Xas Complex as Its Subjec\New York
Times,November 18, 1992, p. C19.

%27 Richard Corliss, “The Elevation of Malcolm XTime November 23, 1992,
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,91717088,00.htm{Accessed May 2009).
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and divides. That Lee could be viewed as havingagead the same feat as Stone
had done with Jim Garrison (turning a controverkiatorical figure into a universal
hero) was not treated as controversial this timeurgd. In fact, a Ghandi-like
Malcolm X was seen as thoroughly standard — boergn.

Importantly, there were few suggestions thMalcolm X could provide a
springboard for white public commentators of thgti8s generation to relive their
experiences. ANewsweekreport published the day aftévalcolm Xs release
claimed that “most whites today know or care litdeout Malcolm.®?® African-
American commentators, on the other hand, did oacaby use the film to
reminisce. For example, ifhe New Statesmatlack conservative commentator
Shelby Steele noted Malcolm X's importance to youfgcan-Americans in the
1960s. “Late at night in the [college] dorm, mydKdriends and | would listen to
his [Malcolm X’s] album of speeche§he Ballot or the Bulletover and over again.
He couldn’t have all that anger and all that hatkess he really loved black people,
and, therefore, u£® A very brief attack on the film by former head p960s
activist group the Student Nonviolent Coordinatisgmmittee (SNCC) and
sometime Black Panther Stokely Carmichael appearddnuary 1998 And yet,
such articles were few and far between. WherB&goon and JFK received
mainstream news coverage months after their ticaateleasedylalcolm Xreceived
minimal discussion after November 1992. | woulduardhat the failure of white
journalists and politicians (who constituted a sabgal majority of media and
political elites) to viewMalcolm Xas a Sixties-story of national, rather than racial,
concern, contributed to the film’s inability to imqt culture wars debates after the
film’s theatrical release.

In this respect, it is worth noting the responseook prominent white
journalist who had been involved heavily in debaiesr JFK. When in December
1992, CBS’s Dan Rather — a vociferous criticJ6BK — produced a documentary on
Malcolm X, the documentary did not once mention’sgdm. In an interview,
Rather provided reasoning for this omission: “Ehisrnothing incumbent on Spike
Lee as a film maker to make his film consistenthwilhe facts,” the journalist

declared. “He has every right to make a film thates the proverbial literary

628 Mark Whitakeret al, “Malcolm X,” NewsweekNovember 16, 1992, p. 16.
629 Shelby Steele, “Malcolm Little,The New Republi®ecember 21, 1992, p. 28.
830 Anon, “Carmichael Blasts Lee on Malcolnh,ds Angeles Timedanuary 1, 1993, p. F14.
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license.®3! Rather, who had interviewed and criticised Oli\&tone during a
programme on the Kennedy assassindtidoiseemed more ambivalent about Lee’s
film. According to Rather, Stone and Lee were gut distorting the “facts” in the
name of entertainment, yet only Stone’s film wassidered worthy of sustained
attack. If, as Rather contended, Lee was playirty ¥ects, why did this journalist
(or other journalists for that matter) hold firdPK had been lambasted for the
damage it could do to young people’s understandiigee Kennedy assassination.
To find this kind of intense scrutiny d¥lalcolm X one needed to look to the
African-American press (thBlew York Amsterdam Newsy example, ran attacks
on Lee’s film well into January 19983 It would seem that the mainstream media
was not so concerned with viewildalcolm Xas of similar national consequence.
On the whole, Lee’s film was received by mediaeslifs a representation of a
complex and much discussed individual; but it wasportrayed as a representation
of “the Sixties.”

This is not to say, however, thistalcolm Xhad no impact on the American
public. Malcolm Xs $45 million domestic theatrical box-office grosas viewed as
something of a failure. Yd#lalcolm Xgenerated greater numbers of ticket-sales than
the other civil rights film which received massesneedia attentionMississippi
Burning which scored $34 million at the US box-offfé8.Perhaps even more
significant than its financial performance is tlaetfthat market research and articles
indicate that the majority of people attending soregs ofMalcolm Xwere black.
Although some reports suggested solid white attecelfigures in large urban areas,

in general, it was thought that white audiencesnditwatchMalcolm Xen massé®
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“Long after people have forgotten a film lil&cent of Womdn Spike Lee
declared in February 1993, “young people will di#l introduced tdlalcolm X3¢
Lee had just discovered that his film had not beeminated for the Best Picture or
Best Director Oscars. Yet the filmmaker was conethof Malcolm Xs longevity.
And, as was the case wiflirK and Oliver Stone, time has shown tihéalcolm X
cemented Lee’s position as prominent filmmaker aodial critic. Malcolm X
featured on top-ten films of the 1990s lists, cdewpby critics such as Roger Ebert,
and filmmakers like Martin ScorseS¥. Throughout the 1990s, Lee continued to
produce politically challenging feature films andcdmentaries, such &et on the
Bus(1996), a fictional recreation of a group of AfiicAmerican men preparing to
join the Million Man March of 1995four Little Girls (1997), a documentary,
named in honour of the victims of the Birminghanumh bombing of 1963, that
explores broader issues pertaining to 1950s an@sl@te relations in the US South;
Bamboozled2000), a satire of racism and inequality in therkptace; A Huey P.
Newton Storg2001), a television biography of the Black Pantioeinder; andVhen
the Levees Broke(2006), a documentary that lambasts state and dkeder
administrations for failing to adequately protecewN Orleans from the long-
predicted threat of flooding and subsequent lackupiport for the poor in Hurricane
Katrina’s wake. WhileMalcolm X may not have inspired the same amounts of
culture wars coverage d6K had done, Lee, like Stone, has since become otie of
most prominent politically engaged filmmakers waikiin Hollywood. Both
filmmakers’ reputations were only bolstered by tHerays into biopic production.
Both filmmakers portrayed their central protagasiispersonal narratives as
explicitly mirroring those promoted publicly by mésrs of their own generation,
the Sixties generation. Emphasising that Garriswh Malcolm X gained personal
authenticity against the backdrop of Sixties paditand culture and, in particular, in
the wake of the Kennedy assassination, turned tblesecters into honorary baby-
boomers. Just as George Custen has argued to lbagbevith classical Hollywood

biopics, fidelity to the facts played second fidtethese flmmakers’ “strong vision

63¢ | ynette Holloway, “On Rikerdylalcolm Xand Director Find FansRew York TimesFebruary
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of what a proper film of a life should b&2 It would seem that a “proper life”, for

Lee and Stone, was to have turned Sixties experienc political activism.
Conclusion

Malcolm Xs promotional tagline — “Scholar, Convict, Lead@&isciple, Hipster,
Father, Hustler, Minister, Black Man, Every Man'ggested the mass-audience that
the film’s distributor Warner Bros. hoped to reaEwen during production, Lee had
made every effort to imbuMalcolm X with a spectrum of political and cultural
references in the hope of securing large numbebtack and white movie-watchers.
Furthermore, Malcolm X’s gaining of personal auti@ty in the wake of the
Kennedy assassination associated directly thisoresd figure with a memorial
narrative that intersected with that promoted byniers of the Sixties generation.
In this way, Malcolm X had the potential to appeal to public commentats's
another contribution to debates on the meaning@tixties.

During promotion, director Spike Lee targeted yourepple by providing
links between his film and youth culture of thelgd©990s. After receiving criticism
for this trivialisation of Malcolm X, the filmmakeemphasisedvalcolm X as a
serious slice of African-American history. WarneoB. targeted conservative white
audiences with a marketing campaign designed tersdflalcolm X’'s aggressive
image. Publicity surrounding Denzel Washington poted the actor as someone
who could appeal to a (black and white) Sixtiesegation. For all these promotional
efforts, however, the film quickly faded from thelpic sphere. Generally viewed as
a black film, and therefore of primary appeal taigdn-AmericansMalcolm Xwas
not translated easily into a broader cultural nagaih on “America’s” Sixties.

Yet, as was the case willirK and Oliver StonelMalcolm Xenhanced Lee’s
cultural standing. On the back of their respechigpics Stone and Lee’s respective
public personae gained a scholarly-like reputatidhey have both found a presence
in literature on American history and politics. &¢ohas written forewords to
historical studies such d$he Assassination of Robert F. Kennedy: The Coaspir
and the Coverug2006) andJFK: The CIA, Vietham and the Plot to Assassinate

%38 George CusterBio/Pics: How Hollywood Constructed Public Histdiyfew Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Presg), 111.
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John F. Kennedy2009). Lee has written forewords to books suchFight the
Power: Rap, Race and Reali{¥997), Encyclopaedia of Rap and Hip Hop Culture
(2008) andDesign for Obama, Posters for Change: A Grassrdgotthology(2009).
Today, both filmmakers’ names evoke what might ladled, following Gerard
Genette, gparatextual quality, °*® framing such books immediately as politically
inquisitive, challenging and, likely, an attack ‘@fficial” politics and culture. In a
sense, Stone and Lee have acquired some of thecalotionnotations and cultural
values that they ascribed to their respective l®rdeK and Malcolm X. In public
debates at least, both continue to carry the Sixtich.

Throughout 1992, as Spike Lee was promoting andndidig Malcolm X
two other prominent public figures with an investihen the Sixties were on their
way to becoming major political and cultural serset. Both were avid fans of
Elvis Presley, had shaken the hand of Presidemt BoKennedy, had participated in
Vietnam War demonstrations, and, eventually, wobktome successful public
statesmen. One was the soon-to-be president dfnited States, Bill Clinton. The

other was a man called Forrest Gump.

639 Gerard Genettdaratexts: Thresholds of InterpretatigBambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1997).
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Chapter Five
“That’'s All I've Got to Say About That”: A Tale of Two Sixties in
Forrest Gump

In 1985, film producer Wendy Finerman reads théegalof author Winston
Groom’s novelForrest Gumppublished in 1986). Portraying its eponymous Isero
involvement in such iconic events as the Vietnanr Wl America’s opening of
diplomatic relations with China by way of a pingagotournament-orrest Gumpgs
a black comedy about young Americans’ participatio8ixties politics and culture.
Finerman immediately options the book and commissi®room to write a scripf?

July 1994: After nine years in development the flersion ofForrest Gump
finally reaches cinema screens. Now based on éichihg altered screenplay written
by baby boomer screenwriter Eric Roth (b. 1945%dpced by Finerman (b. 1961)
and Steve Tisch (b. 1948), directed by Robert Zémdb. 1952) and starring Tom
Hanks (b. 1956)-orrest Gumpuickly becomes a national phenomenon and a
cultural touchstone for the Sixties generafitiiAmerica has gone Gump”, went
one advertising slogan at the height of the filmuttural visibility.*?“If a
presidential election were held today”, quippedNesv York Timéd-rank Rich,
“the likely winner would be Forrest Gump*®

From page to spirit-of-the-ageéprrest Gumpwas, like the film’s infamous
feather, blown upon the winds of fortune, and weasped and re-shaped according
to the ebb and flow of public political discour3éis chapter examines the framing
and re-framing of public politics and personal @utiicity in and arounéorrest
Gump To date, academic writing on this film has depel two schools of thought.
The most prominent school of thought portr&gsrest Gumpas a conservative
demonization of the Sixties, which served as aifilharbinger of the Republican

Party’s successes during the 1994 mid-term elestidor scholars of this opinion,

640 Bernard Weinrub,Gump a 9-Year Personal CampaigiNéw York Timesluly 13, 1994, p. C14.
%41 paul GraingelMonochrome Memories: Nostalgia and Style in RetreAca(Westport, CT and
London: Praeger, 2002), p. 127.

%42 Michael Grunwald, “The Politics of Gump: The Boandessage Movie whose Hero has Nothing
to Say,”Boston GlobgeMarch 26, 1995, p. B27.

%43 Frank Rich, “The Gump from HopelNew York Timesluly 21, 1994, p. A23.
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the film is, as Paul Grainge puts it, “a powerfutlynservative film.*** Others have
suggested th&torrest Gumpwvorks as a self-conscious meta-historical commgntar
on the recent American past. Both Vivian Sobchauk $teven Scott argue that the
film has a “postmodern” sensibility, blurring theundaries between fact and fiction,
past and present, significant and trivial, and altyuasks viewers to reflect upon the
manner in which history is experienced by individuand how history is presented
in the public spher&®

Suggesting, as | have done in previous chapteasHbllywood
representations of public politics are ideologigaliverse, | counter charges that
Forrest Gumgs a conservative demonization of the Sixties.dibdy analysing
Eric Roth’s first draft of thé&orrest Gumpscript, written throughout 1992, arguing
that Roth reworke&orrest Gumpnto a parody of the masses of Sixties-related
discourses surrounding Democrat presidential catelid/illiam Jefferson Clinton
during the 1992 election. Then, by highlighting thenges that were made to the
script between 1992 and 1994, and by providingcauéd analysis of the finished
film, | argue that some political content, whichgmi have been read as falling too
far to the liberal side of political debate, was ftam the script. At the same time, a
narrative stressing the protagonist’s gaining aspeal authenticity was
strengthened. | disagree with Robert Burgoyne’samation that~orrest Gump
“consigns to oblivion ... the memory of historicaleagy that is the most enduring
legacy of the sixties**® Indeed, | argue that it is Gump’s participationand
interaction with, a range of Sixties events, movets@and persons (some famous,

some fictional) that contribute toward his spirltuaoral and emotional

%44 paul GraingelMonochrome Memoriep. 147. See also Thomas B. Byers, “History Re-lerad:
Forrest Gump Postfeminist Masculinity, and the Burial of theu@terculture, Modern Fiction
Studiesyol. 42, no. 2 (Summer 1996), p. 421; Karen Bo{iew Man, Old Brutalisms?
Reconstructing a Violent History iorrest Gumpg’ Scope: An Online Journal of Film Studies
(December 2001 www.nottingham.ac.uk/film/scopearchiyAccessed April 2008); Robert
Burgoyne Film Nation: Hollywood Looks at US Histo(ilinneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1997), pp. 104-119; Jennifer Hyland Wan§triggle of Contending Stories: Race, Gender
and Political Memory ifForrest Gumg’ Cinema Journalvol. 39, no. 3 (Spring 2000), pp. 92-115.
%45 Steven D. Scott, “Like a Box of ChocolateBorrest Gumpand Postmodernismliterature and
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in Sobchack (ed.)The Persistence of History: Cinema, Television tmedModernist Ever{London:
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Nineties: Eclectic Irony and the New Sincerity,”Jim Collins, Hilary Radner and Ava Preacher
Collins (eds)Film Theory Goes to the Movi@dew York: Routledge, 1993), pp. 242-264.
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development. In his private life and relationshipstrest Gump’s story is depicted
as one of positive personal transformation. Andhermore, by guiding those of a
conservative disposition toward more liberal valaé®lerance for diversity and
universal love, Forrest Gump, like all of Hollywdsdixties protagonists examined
thus far, is presented as an inspirational figaneauthentic Sixties representative.
Finally, | examind~orrest Gumfs promotion and reception. | demonstrate
that the film was initially promoted and receivesdaa apolitical representation of
the Sixties, one that could inspire the reminisesraf the Sixties generation.
However, once the film had become a cultural sémsaRepublican politicians
moved to appropriate the film and announced iteodflective of their conservative
agenda. | argue that this appropriation was fatdd by a sea change in the public
Sixties debate. Prominent challenges to Presidiemto@’s public persona
throughout 1994, and the President’s inabilitydarter these attacks (as he had
managed to do in 1992) ensured that conservataaimed the political and even
the moral high-ground in public debate. The Remalns’ success at declaring
themselves to be the voice of optimism and changrighout the summer and
autumn of 1994 allowed them to claim a popular epigmistic film such agorrest

Gumpas representative of their own ideological outl&8k

Suspicious Minds: The Sixties in 1992

“The object of having a fool for most writers,” sa@r. Quackenbush, a fictional
university lecturer that appears in Winston GroonoselForrest Gump*is to
employ the device alouble entendré(emphasis in original). The fool makes a
fool of himself while simultaneously allowing “thheader the revelation of the
greater meaning of the foolishne§8Groom'’s novel is very much a catalogue of

double entendres. From his commentary on the aatimmovement to that on

%47 part of my examination thus supports James Bustmsightful reading oforrest Gum(s

reception. Burton contends that conservative ap@atpn was not inevitable but “historically
contingent upon the discursive cultural momentofélease.” However, while Burton’s discursive
analysis focuses on the rise of Republican “famdlues” rhetoric in the public sphere as the reason
for conservatives’ appropriation Bbrrest Gump| focus more upon the “fall” of Clintonite usek o
the recent American past. James Burton, “Film,dfistand Cultural Memory: Cinematic
Representations of Vietnam Era America During th#tu@e Wars, 1987-1995,” (University of
Nottingham: Unpublished Thesis, 2007),"256.
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American-Chinese relations, Forrest Gump may ndetstand what he is saying,
but his words and actions are laden with impligghicance. He is a foil to the
world’s foolishness and its absurdities.

As Forrest Gumgravelled from page to screen, its eponymous hedohés
life story were altered. However, the double enteademained-orrest Gumpthe
film, revised the novel, providing new frames dtbrical reference and a vastly
altered central protagonish an appropriate act of symmetry, Bill Clinton’s
presidential campaign and Eric Roth’s scriptForrest Gumpwvere both being
completed throughout 1992. In November 1992, Chiriiecame the first Democrat
president in twelve years, winning the electioraliyair’'s breadth from Republican
incumbent George Bush Sr. In December, after oags/ariting, Roth handed
Hollywood producer Wendy Finerman the latest ioraglline ofForrest Gump
scripts®®® The similarities between the néwrrest Gumpmand the media constructed
image of presidential hopeful Bill Clinton are taliging. While |1 do not suggest that
Roth attempted actively to turn Gump into Clinttre additions and alterations
made to the script suggest that Roth took somecsdtinspiration from
contemporaneous discourses surrounding the predioie.

Throughout 1992, the Sixties were ever-presenisoussions of the
upcoming presidential election. Generational cohflias a prime subject in the
media. Bush was said to be representative of ther gleneration, those that had
fought in the “good war”, World War Il, and had riséal families in the post-war era.
Clinton, born in 1946, was, however, part of thaegation that grew up with the
Vietnam War and the counterculture. Public comntensadebated the consequences
of electing a member of the Sixties generatiorneogresidency; did this generation
“now have the maturity for leadership after theirgnile outbursts in the 19608%”

In June 1992, Ellen Goodman of t&ashington Posasked whether a baby-boomer
president would be able to unite America in theesaray as a World War |l veteran
like Bush: “in some ways, Bush’s generation weesbéd, at least with certainty and
unity”, explained Goodman. But, she continuedBlifsh is the candidate of a

generation at ease with itself, then Clinton is¢daedidate of a generation still at

%49 Bernard Weinraub,Gumpa 9-Year Personal CampaigiNew York Timesluly 13, 1994, p. C14.
%50 Daniel MarcusHappy Days and Wonder Years: The Fifties and tkéeSiin Contemporary
Cultural Politics(New Brunswick. NJ: Rutgers University Press, 20@4)1166.
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odds with itself.®>* Clinton, along with his generation, came of agais} division
— divisions over the Vietham War, over gender robe®r race relations and over
government involvement in all of these issues.

John Kenneth White argues that Republicans movsttdi turn the
presidential election into a “referendum on the@96ounterculture®*> Republican
politicians such as Bush, vice-president Dan Qu&geaker Newt Gingrich and
Senator Patrick Buchanan declared war on whatdhgiyed to be the pernicious
influence of the Sixties counterculture on social anoral more§>® Clinton’s draft
status (he had not fought in Vietnam and had osgahprotests against the war), his
drug-taking (he claimed to have tried marijuand,“didn’t inhale”) and his extra-
marital affairs became the subject of much scrufithe Republican National
Convention in August 1992 provided a forum for sqradticularly vociferous anti-
Sixties/anti-Clinton declarations. Marilyn Quawefe of vice-president Quayle
took the opportunity to link Clinton with all of éhaspects of the era that were being
demonised by Republicans. “Not everyone demonstrat®pped out, took drugs,
joined the sexual revolution or dodged the draftie announce®’ Patrick
Buchanan made his now infamous declaration thatdbatry was in the throes of a
large-scale “cultural war” a “struggle for the sadilAmerica.” In this speech, which
raged against women'’s rights, gays and minoriBegshanan accused Clinton of
being a flag-bearer of liberal causes such as thdske Bush was the promoter of
older, “traditional”, and therefore superior, vaie’

Central to conservative attacks on Clinton anchliss was an attempt to
present Democrats as “inauthentic.” Questions sading Clinton’s character and
integrity abounded. Referring back to the Democredinvention held in July 1994,
Bush announced that “20,000 radicals and libemasecdressed up as moderates and
centrists — in the greatest single exhibition alssrdressing in American political

history”, adding: “[Americans] are not going to blogck into the failed liberalism of
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the 1960s and seventies, no matter how slick thkaguge in 1992°%°° Themes of
dishonesty, deviousness and duplicity permeate 'Basisault on the New
Democrats. The final reference to a “slick packaga$ a subtle jibe at Clinton
himself. “Slick Willie” was the title bandied about media discussions of Clinton
throughout the presidential election. James Pattemstes that many politicians and
reporters complained about Clinton’s self-aggraimgizpin and his “politically
driven self-absorption®®’ Slick Willie became shorthand for chiding whatrdetors
believed to be Clinton’s slipperiness, indecisivs®alishonesty and lack of
integrity. If Bush’s above noted comment at the tt#jgan Convention was a gentle
nudge in this direction, the press release writtgthe Bush campaign’s political
director Mary Matalin that was sent to newspapersarly August, suffered from no
such restraint. The press release, entitled “SlimgeHypocritical Democrats: Stand
Up and Be Counted. On Second Thoughts, Shut Uiséridown,” brought together
accusations that Clinton dodged the draft, hachaxiarital affairs and took drugs.
The press release “scoffed at the Arkansas Govast8lick Willie” and
lambasted both Clinton’s politics and his charalt&For Republicans, Clinton was
“the eternal politician who can’t be outpanderegimned down by anybody”:
slippery, amoral and bereft of a strong charatteBush frequently intoned that if
Clinton was elected “we’d have to replace the Aaarieagle with a chameleo?f®
The mobilising of negative aspects of the Sixt@sied part of an offensive
against the Democratic nominee, which hoped tdl iimsthe public an idea that
Clinton was in thrall to a dubious legacy of sebygs and rock ‘n’ roll. Similarly,
Clinton’s personal history became the base frontiwRepublicans and their allies
could question the Democratic contender’s charaEtarthese commentators

Clinton’s lack of authenticity was striking; he waslippery, lying, cheating fraud.
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For the Good Times: Scripting Clinton/ Scripting Gump

Clinton’s response to these criticisms involvedarfing both Sixties politics and
himself in a more positive light. He attempted ¢ftesn, heal even, the blows
directed by Republicans at the era and againgtdrson. Marita Sturken notes the
ways in which memory can fulfil a healing functi@rguing that the ameliorating of
trauma is a central function of cultural memoryeThble of cultural memory, argues
Sturken, is to provide a form of catharsis, to lkalwounds left by these events.
“That cultural memory has been prominently produicettiese contexts of pain”,
she writes, “testifies to memory’s importance d®aling device and a tool for
redemption®®! Clinton’s election campaign attempted to healrth®ures
engendered by debates on the Sixties. The Democtallenger was by no means
attempting to present a strong left-wing caseHlerdra. Clinton’s Sixties was largely
a promotion of pre-1963 icons such as John F. Keynaad Martin Luther King.
Clinton did not celebrate the anti-war movementyidon Johnson’s Great
Society®®® However, while Republicans used the Sixties agyof attacking and
demonising their political foes, Clinton incorpadtthe Sixties into his
electioneering to highlight unity, shared beliefsl@ommon ideals.

It is significant that, unlike historical narratsréhat sought to posit a break
between the “Fifties” and the Sixties (consider,ggample, the use of the Kennedy
assassination as national rupture discussed int@isapwo-Four), Clinton’s
narrative went some way to providing continuityviben the two eras. Clinton’s
dalliances with popular culture began not with 8reties but with a cultural
figurehead whose career began in the 1950s. Farlfeng a representative of a
straight-laced Republican Fifties, however, thedmisal figure Clinton chose to
invoke was a precursor to Sixties popular culttifbe statehouse doors open ... and
here’s Bill”, wrote Steve Perry of tidinneapolis City Pagesin a white
jumpsuit”’®®® In May 1992, Clinton went on the Arsenio Hall Shand played
“Heartbreak Hotel” with the resident band. WritimgOctober 1992, Greil Marcus

%1 Marita SturkenTangled Memories: The Vietnam War, the AIDS Epidemd the Politics of
Rememberin¢Berkeley: University of California Press, 19973) 16.

%52 \/on BothmerFraming, pp. 132-137.

%53 Quoted in Greil Marcus, “Hound Dog or Teddy Bea&tgw York Time)ctober 27 1992.
Reprinted in Greil Marcuf)ouble Trouble: Bill Clinton and Elvis Presley inLand of No
Alternativeg(London: Faber and Faber, 2000), p. 47.
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noted, with an element of mock surprise, that ‘@npmesidential year was Elvis
Presley so inseparable from the action as in 1892he countless comparisons
between Clinton and Elvis in the press were reckwih pleasure, and even
encouraged by Clinton himself. In fact, some comtawens have argued that Elvis’s
iconic image, and the position that the singer Inelithe popular imagination, may
well have contributed to Clinton’s succé83At a time when Clinton was coming
under attack for his supposed Sixties liberalstitand for his dope-smoking
history, his associations with Elvis went some watempering such attacks. As
early as 1975, Greil Marcus noted that, when Eings, “[t]he divisions America
shares are simply smoothed aw8$Young and old, rich and poor, conservative
and liberal, northern and southern: a palliativeuoh divides emerged in the music
and personality of Elvis Presley. While late Sigtieck and roll rebellion — and its
association with marijuana and LSD — was contraagrglvis was a “unifier of a
generation that the Republicans define by its seki8®’ There was an element of
rebellion in Elvis, but a very contained rebelli®eople could be fans of Elvis
without necessarily condoning the less savoury efemassociated with rock and
roll of the Sixties. In tapping into this sentimg@tinton perhaps managed to capture
some of the King’s popular appeal.

Is it therefore any wonder that a historical figag found in Winston
Groom’s novel makes his way into Roth’s script? &ssClinton attempted to
“become” Elvis, mimicking him on television, infugj his own public persona with
a Presley-like energy, so too is Forrest associatttdthe rock ‘n’ roll legend’s
mannerisms. In fact, Forrest becomes the inspivddehind Elvis’ famous pelvic
thrusts. The comments in the screenplay read ksl “I [Forrest] just started to
move along with the music swinging my hips ... Andttlioung man said ‘that was
pretty good’, and he copied m&®¥ At the scene’s end, Forrest says that his “lifs wa
about to change foreve?® The singer has the same profound impact on theg/ou
Forrest Gump as he was claimed to have had onotlwegyBill Clinton. Gump, like

%4 Marcus, “Hound Dog,” p. 48.
855 Marcus,Happy Dayspp. 154-159.
8% Greil MarcusMystery Train: Images of America in Rock ‘n’ Rolusic (London: Faber and
Faber, 2005), p. 137.
%7 Marcus,Happy Daysp. 159.
ZZ: Eric Roth,Forrest GumpDecember 18, 1992), p. 9.
Ibid.
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Clinton, becomes heir apparent to Elvis Presley bpextension, the singer’'s
ability to unify America.

Presley was but the first populist figure appradaboth by Clinton and
Gump. One of the most widely circulated imagesef1992 presidential election
featured young Bill Clinton shaking hands with Faeat John F. Kennedy (figure
5.1). The video image taken in the summer of 19&&inme an ever-present in
television advertisements for the Democrat contgragedid comparisons linking
Clinton with Kennedy throughout the campafghin the wake of his victory,
Newsweekan an article entitled “The Torch Passes” — suaglgference to
Kennedy’'s famous speech of 1961 in which he spéketorch being passed to a
new generation. The piece continued: “Standingdeekis wife, Hillary, and his
youthful running mate, Al Gore, Clinton’s thougimsy well have been drawn to a
moment in 1963 ... a 16-year-old Bill Clinton on aasirenched White House lawn,
shaking the hand of his and his generation’s idfofn F. Kennedy®* The torch
had been passed and a new generation, the Sigtiesagion was in the White
House. The invocation of Kennedy here was notwassthe case with Reagan — a
way of longing for a pre-1963 era when even Demedlowed conservative
principles of tax cutting and an aggressive forgighcy. Clinton promoted the slain
president as a beacon of idealism for the futupgpahet of positive political and
social transformation (much as was the case wghrtetoJFK's representation of

Kennedy).

670 Daniel Marcus notes that Clinton claimed his irsgion for entering into politics was Kennedy
and campaign buttons produced by his publicity tézaturing such slogans as “The Dream Lives
On” and “The Torch is Passed to a New Generatibtafcus,HappyDays, pp. 164-65.

71 Howard Fineman, “The Torch PassddgwsweekSpecial Election Issue November/December
1992, p. 4.
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Figure 5.1 Mr Clinton and (in the completed film)
Mr Gump go to Washington.

Roth’sForrest Gumpscript, like Groom’s novel, also incorporates an
encounter with Kennedy into its narrative. “How goa doing”, asks the president,
to which Forrest replies “I got to go pe¥?Like Clinton, Forrest Gump has arrived
at the White House with a large group of other ypAmericans — the All American
Football Team. Here was another baby boomer, a&tezfchis generation no less,
stood in a line waiting to be greeted by one ofrttust popular presidents in US
history. The comic interaction between Gump and dkkild seem to have a double
resonance. On the one hand, for those old enougintember, it satirises memories

672 Roth,Forrest Gump(1992), p. 30.
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of seeing the real JFK on television in early 1960acted as a light-hearted dig at a
man that baby-boomers would have watched as chilasene delivered far more
magisterial speeches, perhaps to an extent humgrs mythic president. On the
other hand, in the wake of the Clinton video, ih@&d not to view this moment as a
send-up of the famous campaign advertisentemtiest Gumpwvas parodying the
reverence with which Clinton had invoked Kennedyiray his campaign.

Clinton’s association with more controversial S2stissues — drug taking and
draft-dodging — was largely elided in Democrat caigping®”® In Roth’s script,
Forrest Gump is also shown to consort with countdare figures while never
“inhaling” all that the movement had to offer. Th@92 script informs of the
protagonist’s visit to a counterculture enclave weheveryone is “drunk and
stoned”’* Forrest, completely sober, strolls around intradgihimself to everyone.
He may be hanging out with hippies, but he is veagch oblivious to their more
controversial activities. Groom’s novel had seem@wacquire a marijuana habit,
smoking the drug regularly for some tifffé Roth’s script provides a far more
sanitised figure, one that may socialise with floefeildren, but that does not
partake in their excesses.

A similar strategy is used with respect to Forg@stnp’s anti-Vietnam War
stance. Gump, unlike Clinton, did fight in Vietna@linton had countered
accusations that his draft-dodging was unpatrioyiceiterating his love of America
and stressing his desire to unite a divided courythis matter, he informed Bush
that “you were wrong to attack my patriotism. | vaggposed to the [Vietham] War,
but | love my country and we need a president whidonng this country together,
not divide it.®’® When Gump returns from his tour of duty he makspeech at an
anti-war rally, which is Clinton-like in its evagmess. Whereas Groom'’s novel sees
the protagonist directly announce that the VietVdar is a “bunch of shit”, Roth’s
script features Gump opting for an ambiguous ptStésén the 1992 draft, Forrest
Gump attends an anti-war rally in Washington D.Ghé&fed into a procession of

anti-war Vietnam veterans, Gump eventually findagelf on stage with Yippie

673 White, Still Seeing Redp. 216.

674 Roth,Forrest Gump(1992), p. 73.
67> Groom,Forrest Gumpp. 107.

676 White, Still Seeing Redp. 216.

®"7 Groom,Forrest Gumpp. 83.
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activist Abbie Hoffmarf"® Hoffman asks Gump to say something about Vietriam.
the 1992 script Gump simply plays a harmonica {time finished film features a
similarly apolitical response, to which | returidain the chapte)’® In essence,
Gump neither protests explicitly nor supports thetivam War. In this way, the
Forrest Gump of Roth’s script indulges in Sixtiesictercultural and anti-war
activities with a similar detachment to that proatbby Clinton. Both men
maintained a distance from activities that might/lesved as controversial and likely
to alienate those of a conservative disposition.

The issue of personal authenticity also arose imt@i’s self promotion and
in Roth’s draft script. By citing his Elvis and Keedy credentials, Clinton was
already attempting to challenge Republican acomsainf inauthenticity. Adopting
these two populist figures as his mascots, Clistmught to assert himself to be an
“ordinary guy”, just a regular Elvis Presley fam, with respect to Kennedy, simply
an admirer of a populist president. Furthermorefrtan the slippery fraud figure
that features heavily in Republican discoursesit@h promoted himself as
sensitive, sympathetic and caring. “In the manriéeleow boomers who were
comfortable with open displays of emotion”, writksmes Patterson, “he [Clinton]
was quick to touch, hug, and reassure his felloneAcans.®®° | feel your pain”,
Clinton was known to tell audienc€.In response to Republican attacks, Clinton
dismissed claims that he was a cynical, woodent&e@aolitician by emphasising
his sensitivity and the empathy he felt towardsénthat had suffered. “I feel other
people’s pain a lot more than some people canht@tiinformed théNew York
Times “I think that's important for a politician®®? It was also important for Forrest
Gump.

Like Clinton, the character of Forrest Gump washaped from bitter cynic
into sensitive, loving human being. Where Groomdmegith Forrest Gump
announcing that “bein an idiot is no box of chotesd, Roth’s Gump recalls his
mother’s words that “life was just like a box ofodolates™®® This, as one critic put

678 Roth,Forrest Gump(1992), p. 67.

7 Ibid., p. 69.

680 pattersonRestless Gianp. 319.

%81 | pid.

%82 peter Appleborne, “Bill Clinton’s Uncertain JouyieNew York TimesMarch 8, 1992, p. F26.

%83 Groom,Forrest Gumpp. 9; RothForrest Gump(1992), p. 1. The finished film added the refrain
“you never know what you're gonna get.”
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it, is “stupidity gentled into soulfulness” — Foste&Gump becomes not a cynical, but
a spiritual, being®* Furthermore, what, in Groom’s novel, are transietdtionships
with fellow Vietnam soldier Lt. Dan and girlfrientenny, become, in Roth’s script,
life-long emotional bonds. David Lavery points that, in Groom’d~orrest Gump
Gump and Lt. Dan share some post-war escapadeBabuiplays a distant and
ironic role in Forrest’s life®*° The last reference to Dan in the novel refersiso h
transformation into a “bitter communist? In Roth’s script, not only does Gump
save Dan from certain death in Vietnam, but he séa@s his commanding officer
from descending into a post-Vietnam spiral of atiefnelled self-pity®®’ Dan and
Gump embark upon a profitable shrimp-fishing enisgy which eventually makes
them “more money than Davy Crockett®At the end of the script, Forrest and Dan
have an emotional reunion; we hear that Dan, wigbldet his legs in Vietnam, had
“got himself some new leg§® Gump is portrayed as having “saved” his comrade
physically and emotionally. Similarly, Gump’s retatship with Jenny is greatly
altered. In the 1992 script, Jenny is molesteddnfdther as a child, is beaten by her
New Left boyfriend, marries Forrest Gump and evaltyulies of an unnamed virus
(presumably AIDS). Her relationship with Forresasg thirty years and ends with a
bitter-sweet reunion. None of these events occtitemovel. In Groom’s version,
Forrest ends the novel reconciled to the factibany has married another nfah.
Roth turns Forrest and Jenny’s relationship infmva that transcends time and
space; Jenny dies, but — as the film might havetputhey’ll always be together, in
each others’ hearts.

Roth’s Forrest Gump also shares a deep kinshipamtAfrican-American
character. Roth introduces Bubba as “the first oégotball player ever to play” at
the University of Alabama (in Groom’s novel Bubbaswwhite)*** Forrest's ability
to align himself with persons of various demographt black and white — and

psychographics — liberal and conservative — imbuiedwith a Clinton-like (or at

%4 David Denby, “Forrest GumpNew York July 18, 1994, p. 50.
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least how Clinton portrayed himself) universality Roth’s script, Gump is
authentic because he feels a kinship for thoselvalve suffered: he, like Clinton,
feels their pain. By December 1992, therefore, Riath had produced a version of
Forrest Gumpghat bore more than a passing similarity to Clirterhetoric

surrounding the Sixties and surrounding Clintondeth
Public Politics/Personal Authenticity: Forrest Gump, 1993-1994.

Throughout 1993, several alterations and additweer® made to Roth’s script,
which had a bearing drorrest Gumfs representation of politics and authenticity.
With regard to the film’s stance on the Vietnam Wsame controversial material
was cut. Roth’s 1992 script featured an episodehich Forrest is conscripted into
an army platoon comprised of idiSt8.“What made us special”, Forrest explains,
“was that we were all pretty much alike. We werr than molasse§* The
“stupid dozen”, as one soldier calls them, wasrab$ed by the government in the
hope that these soldiers would not question angrerand would complete any task
set by their superiors, no matter how unethi¢aWhile at the barracks a journalist
quizzes Forrest on his platoon and whether “it virre we was a unit of retards.”
Forrest says that he “didn’t think [they] were atypider than the people who sent
[them] over there®° Placed in context, this statement is an “accidéatgi-war
statement; Forrest was told not to speak to thespmad his words just slip out. Yet,
it is easy to read this comment as a slight atrttedligence of the American
government and their decision to invade Vietnamthée the “stupid dozen”, nor
Forrest’s verbal swipe at the Johnson administmatonains in the finished film,
thus removing what would likely have been read Bsesal denunciation of the
American government’s Vietham policy.

ForrestGump’s representation of the anti-war movementss somewhat
modified. Like Roth’s script, the finished film feaes Forrest Gump (Tom Hanks)
making a speech at an anti-war protest in WashmBt&€. We do not hear what

Forrest actually says because a military operditasepulled the wires from the

%92 Groom’s novel does feature this episode.
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microphone socket, thus Gump’s anti-war statemamditerally and metaphorically
muted. However, in the 1992 script, this speechtwde followed with a violent
confrontation between police and protestors. THeE@announce that the
Washington protest constitutes an “illegal asserm#ystampede ensues, which
leads to a police officer beating the central pgotast. At this point the script
commentary reads: “It's chaos. Tear gas chokingathe. an overzealous
Policeman hits him [Forrest] with his billy cluB® Thereafter, an image of Forrest
on Newsweek front page was to appear, accompanied by themsent: “The Anti-
War Movement Grows.®®’ Perhaps raising the spectre of police/protestor
confrontation was considered to be too divisivestohical reference, one that would
likely alienate viewers, particularly those of axservative disposition.

With regards to the finished film, Thomas Byersteowls that the anti-war
movement suffers a thorough vilificationforrest Gump®® For Fred Pfeil, Forrest
Gump’s muted speech in this scene, and the filmergenerally, attempts to
“sidestep and evacuate the very concepts of histedypolitics alike ** Yet, while
the confrontation between police and protestocsiisthere is still the potential to
read this scene as a positive representation aritievar movement. During
Forrest’s speech, the camera pans over a groupuoigyand old fellow speakers,
male and female. Vietnam veterans, whites, blatles), women, old and young: all
are involved in the protest. Previous Sixties filnasl presented the anti-war
movement as rather more divisiVur Friends the 1981 film focusing on a group
of young people’s adventures in the Sixties (memtibin the Introduction), featured
an extremely brief sequence depicting an anti-wategt. The protestors in this film
are not only depicted as scruffy hippies, but alsalangerous, unpatriotic hooligans.
As central protagonist Danilo (Craig Wasson) dritresugh New York City, he
despondently watches these reprobate protestongniguhe American flag that had,
to Danilo, symbolised freedom and opportunity. @ti$tone’8Born on the Fourth
of July(1989) depicted the Vietham Veterans Against the iWavement, but this

movement is explicitly separated from the anti-wantests of non-combatants. The
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veterans irBorn on the Fourth of Julgnarch alone, they are a protest group that
seems not to have the support of otherg.drrest Gumpthe anti-war rally could
almost be a microcosm of society. The film remiRépublicans that long-haired
hippies were not the only people to stand up agaietnam; the professional
classes, the soldiers and many others also heldatiy anti-war sentiment8° The
film takes a movement that conservatives tendedsociate with long-haired
hoodlums and demonstrates that it was not as devas Republicans had made it
out to be (see figures 5.2 and 5.3).

Forrest and his girlfriend Jenny (Robin Wright) ezanited at this anti-war
protest. Dressed in military uniform and hippieeslvespectively, their coming
together under the shadow of the Washington Monamr@vides a striking visual
metaphor for a united front against the Vietnam Waa rare academic article to
avoid levelling charges of conservatism agakmtrest GumpPeter Chumo I
suggests that the film provides a fantasy narraifitbe past in which bitter divides
over history and politics can be assuaged, andltedilm’s protagonist is actually
promoted as both a war hero and an anti-war heter Rorrest has made his
(muted) speech, the Abbie Hoffman character ddess, a@l, embrace his slow-
witted companion and declare “that’s so right 8.One might add that Gump had
also — no matter how unwittingly — just bared hesind to President Lyndon
Johnson during an award ceremony in which he reddive medal of honour for
bravery in ViethnamGump is being anti-establishment, even if thatoisms
intention. While | disagree with Chumo’s overaljament thaForrest Gump
completely erases any controversial aspects ohtdustory, or that it portrays a
trauma-less American past, the anti-war movemerg@gsented in this film, could

be read as a force bringing people together, moing them apart. Indeed, one might

" There is a very brief gesture toward the anti-mavement’s mass appeal in the 1988 picture
1969 1969presents young and old Americans marching forétease of Ralph (Robert Downey Jr.),
who had attempted to steal his draft card fromdhel government building. In this scene, political
reasons for marching against the war are someuibdatieén favour of a more localised struggle for
the release of a friend. This film’s other maintagonist Scott (Kiefer Sutherland) concludes thma fi
by dedicatindl969to everyone who joined the 1969 anti-war march askihgton D.C. In many
ways such a dedication parall@ktooris closing dedication to those that fought in Vaatm 1969s
comparative lack of media coverage and poor boix®takings ($5 million) may suggest that it was
harder to imbue anti-war protestors than Vietnatenams with widespread appeal.

%L peter N. Chumo 11, “You've Got to Put the Past BehYou Before You Can Move Oforrest
Gumpand National Reconciliation,Journal of Popular Film and Televisipwmol. 23, no. 1 (Spring
1995), p. 4.
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suggest similar readings of other Sixties phenonseich as the counterculture and

the civil rights movement.

y .)

Figure 5.2: Divisivenes$:our FriendsandBorn on the
Fourth of July.

245



Not long after the anti-war speech appears a stenidias been subject to

much criticism. Forrest and Jenny enter a room evB¢ack Panthers and members
of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) are tietpgolitics. Forrest watches
Jenny speaking with her boyfriend, and presidenheBerkeley chapter of the
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SDS, Wesley (Geoffrey Blake). Wesley punches Jeamng,Forrest proceeds to
pummel him to a pulp. This scene has been attafckaetbmonising the New Left
and Black Panthers and trivialising their politi€sBut with regard to this scene’s
treatment of the SDS and Black Panthers, we caydtat Wesley was an — albeit
extreme — representative of the misogyny that ditngate such organisations. We
had already seen a positive representation ofgalaroup of anti-war activists
during the scene at the Washington Mall. Now wetkedess pleasant, but
unfortunately oft-cited, aspects of the New Ldfislinteresting to note that, in
Roth’s 1992 script, Jenny’s boyfriend and assaiead going to be a Black
Panther®®Had the finished film kept this relationship itght have opened it up to
charges of racism (a black man beating a white woniaut also evoked the spectre
of former Panther Eldridge Cleaver’s declaraticat tlaping a white woman was a
form of political protest, an “insurrectionary aé?* As noted in Chapter Two, a
primary reason for the feminist movement’s breakrfithe New Left was the
rampant misogyny existing within its ranks.

GivenForrest Gumfs focus on New Left misogyny, however, one might
guestion why there is no suggestion that Jennjthia feminist movement. As
Karen Boyle points out, “what is perhaps most stglkabout Jenny’s journey
through the counter-culture is the fact that sheeiger presented as feminist, and,
indeed, that the existence of the women'’s liberatimvement is denied® Of the
key Sixties political movements, feminism is comsjiusly absent. Yet, one might
at least suggest that Jenny subverts traditiomaidaf female characterisation. She
Is portrayed as strong-willed and independens Rarrest who plays the
domesticated role and waits at home for Jennyigmenhot vice versa. Furthermore,
the valorisation of the lone mother is a theme gmethroughouForrest Gump
Gump’s mother (played by Sally Field) and Jennytath presented as positive
parental figures. Without wishing to place too msanificance in one survey, it is
worth noting that one Gallup poll found that wongave the film a higher approval

92 pfeil, White Guysp. 253; Byers, “History Re-Membered,” p. 435.

93 Roth,Forrest Gump(1992), p. 72.

94 Eldridge Cleaver, “On Becoming,” in Cleav&oul on IcgLondon: Jonathan Cape, 1968), p. 25.
%5 Boyle, “New Man, Old Brutalisms”; Byers, “Histofge-Membered,” p. 433.
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rating than mef®® The fact that Mrs Gump and Jenny are depictedrasgs
intelligent and independent women may have encedragleast some viewers not
to readForrest Gumpas an anti-feminist tract.

Byers has also taken to tas@rrest Gumgs representation of race and of the
civil rights movement. WittGumps seeming fascination with assassinations and
attempted assassinations — John F. Kennedy, Bobhpédy, John Lennon, Gerald
Ford and Ronald Reagan — Byers points out rightyconspicuous absence of
Martin Luther King Jr., and Malcolm X, thus addifugther fuel to his argument that
the real victims of the Sixties accordingRtorrest Gumpare white mer®” The
absence of Dr. King in particular seems rathemngigaln the Roth 1992 script, there
was to be a scene set in the early Sixties withKidrg and his peers on a civil rights
march. A group of white policemen are about to asitetheir dogs on the marchers
when Forrest produces a stick and begins playirig the animals. He then
approaches the civil rights activists. “I'm sorhey interrupted your singing”, he
tells the marchers, “they don’t know any bett€f The unintentional dig at the
white policemen, and the white establishment —y‘tthen’'t know any better” —
would seem perfectly in keeping with Forrest’s tateintended sleights toward
Presidents Johnson and Nixon. One could argudthating’s absence avoids the
necessity of treating this historical figure witietsame irreverence as all of the other
public personalities on display Forrest GumpPerhaps reducing Dr. King and his
peers’ protests to the level of “singing” was teltbe simply dismissive and
patronising’®® Elvis’ dance routine in “Hound Dog” has alreadseh proven not to
be an unbridled expression of sexuality but anatiah of a young Forrest’s jarring
steps in leg-braces. There are no soaring Kennaeches, only a baffled President
in the presence of a young man who has to “go peed’there was the
aforementioned bottom-baring incident with Presidiaihnson, not to mention
Gump’s later thwarting of the Watergate break-ihjoli leads to President Nixon’s

resignation. Furthermore, with regards to the cigihts movement, the film does

%% eonard Klady, “B.O. bets on Youth Despite a S&jutead,Variety, April 10, 1996. Quoted in
Peter Kramer, “Would you Take Your Child to seesthilm? The Cultural and Social Work of the
Family-Adventure Movie,” in Neal and Smith (ed€pntemporary Hollywood Cinemp. 307.
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%8 Roth,Forrest Gump(1992), p. 14.

% James Burton comes to a very similar conclusidmisirorrest Gumpanalysis. Indeed, Burton
points out that this scene was shot but removed fte finished film late in production. Burton,
“Film, History,” p. 240.
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contain a scene at the University of Alabama, wi@uep unintentionally plays a
part in the university’s integration of 1962, retring a black woman’s book when
she drops it at the doorwd¥’. In this scene, Tom Hanks adopts a subtly ironieto
in his conversation with fellow students. When mfied that blacks want to join the
all-white university, Gump (Hanks) replies; “theg2 In my view Hanks’
intonation at this juncture captures exactly whath®s script sought to achieve with
the Dr. King scene,; it is a portrayal of whitessagages — why would anyone want
to come to university with us (whites)? It is a galgesture that, rather than
parodying the civil rights movement, parodies thibed tried to thwart its progress.
Perhaps in this wayorrest Gumprould potentially invite a liberal interpretatioh o
the civil rights movement. Nevertheless, an analgéForrest Gumi(s script
development process indicates the flmmakers irahere attempting to tone
down certain explicitly liberal signifiers and congt a Sixties open to multiple
political interpretations. Also likPlatoon Dirty Dancing JFK andMalcolm X,
Forrest Gumpbetrays a more distinctly liberal interpretatidritee Sixties by way of
its narrative stressing personal authenticity.

During one scene early on in the film, a drippingt Worrest Gump sits with
Jenny in her college dormitory. “Did you ever thimko you’re gonna be?”, Jenny
enquires. “Who I’'m gonna be”, replies Forrest: “Attd gonna be me?” To this
Jenny says, “you’ll always be you, just what kifd/ou? You know, | want to be
famous, | want to be a singer like [folk musicidopn Baez ... | want to reach
people on a personal level.” Jenny strives fordamiity beyond the individual — she
wants to be famous, successful, someone elsedéer to “reach people.” Forrest, on
the other hand, cannot think in such grandioseenxisl terms. Going on this brief
interaction, one might be inclined to associatenyemth the positive, active,
version of personal authenticity, that is a deirehange society for the better
(which | have identified as being presenPiatoon Dirty Dancing JFK and
Malcolm X, and link Forrest to a passive, negative, forrmattivity (Theodore

Adorno’s view on authenticity discussed in the ddirction). Alan Nadel asserts that

"0 This scene appears in the Roth script. | do woifd@oth had recently watched, or been
encouraged to watch, the 1989 fitheart of Dixie(mentioned in Chapter Four), which concludes
with virtually the same scene. Maggie (Ally Sheerbtyieves a black student’s dropped glove during
the formal integration ceremonyeart of Dixiewas also produced yumps co-producer Steve
Tisch, who was involved witkRorrest Gumgdrom 1985 onwards.
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Forrest Gump brings with him the message that “areescape change” by
forsaking the value of social activism and entngtiAmerica to witless white men
and get[ting] rid of all the women and blacK$®Yet, such an argument is premised
on the notion that Forrest Gump does not strivienfrove himself or society, and
that the other characters in the film are not preskin a positive light-orrest
Gumppromotes all three of the film’s main characteofrest, Jenny and Lt. Dan
(Gary Sinise) — as active agents in Sixties paliind culture and as embodiments of
an authentic experience of national history. Theeabe of an authentic African-
American protagonist is, once again, a notablepaotlematic aspect of
Hollywood's representation of the Sixties during trears 1986-1994. | return to this
issue in the conclusion to this thesis; howevertMorrest Gumploes offer is a
triumvirate of characters whose personal storiesjgsulate what this film presents
as a positive legacy of the Sixties. Lt. Dan’s liettual development sees him — as
was the case witRlatooris Chris Taylor (see Chapter One) — reject thetaribtic
tendencies present in American culture. Jenny gadependence and strength of
character when she breaks with a string of vicdent abusive men. And Forrest’s
authenticity is celebrated through his challengedditional notions of masculinity
and masculine behaviour.

Forrest, Jenny and Dan each begin their livesasithims of oppressive
forces associated by liberal commentators withSirgies America. Thus Forrest’s
story begins with an allegorical representatioragfal inequalities in the 1950s.
Forrest is initially refused entry to a high schbetause he is “different”. Later on,
and after being eventually accepted because hisansteeps with the principal, the
young Forrest is attacked and chased by a grobpys waving Confederate flags.
The veiled references to racism and segregatidondtela far more negative view of
Fifties America than that which, as we have seas promoted by conservative
commentators. Some scholars view this allegorEalasentation as extremely
problematic. Byers suggests that the “attributestioérness (Blackness, femininity)”
are incorporated into Forrest’s character so &sase the need to question race and
gender inequalities and to contribute towards ilng< broader rewriting of

history.*? Yet, one might also argue that many viewers wesulgly have picked up

"1 Nadel,Flatlining on the Field of Dream®. 206.
"2 Byers, “History Re-Membered,” p. 422.
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on this double meaning and not simply read thia ease of white victimhood but as
a broader commentary on racial inequalities inli®&0s. Supporting the notion that
such a reading was encouraged by key creative mees the case of the semi-
animatedilm noir, Who Framed Roger Rabl{it987) in whichForrest Gum(s
director Zemeckis mobilised similar allegorical mregentations of racism and
segregation in 1940s Los Angeles; this time theocarcharacters are treated as
inferior by the human characters. Surely, it wdogdunderestimating filmgoers’
intelligence and cine-literacy to suggest that goee read this straight and did not
recognise the implied significance of such a fofmepresentation.

Immediately, then, in Forrest Gump’s personal stosy see the beginnings
of a critique of the Fifties. This negative Fiftissfurther illuminated by way of
Jenny’s story, for she is molested by her fathérfanced to leave her family home.
Again, this representation of familial abuse codittts the notion of “traditional”
family values retrospectively ascribed to the Egtby conservative commentators of
the 1980s and 1990s. Finally, Lt. Dan begins time iin possession of another
philosophy that liberal commentators associate wighe-Sixties America: a belief
in the glory of death on the battlefield. We arfimed that Dan expects to follow a
long line of family members who have fought andddieevery American war — this
is his destiny. Through their own experiences ateractions with other characters,
Forrest, Jenny and Dan are taught to reject theegadnd philosophies the film
associates with the Fifties. Forrest’'s mother teadter son the value of equality —
“don’t let anyone tell you they’re better than yeuand an acceptance of people’s
different lifestyle choices. The phrase “life ikdia box of chocolates, you never
know what you're gonna get” might even be seernxerlify a counterculture-like
openness to new experiences and social transfamatnny literally involves
herself in activities associated with the Sixtiesrmterculture: folk singing, Vietham
War protests and drug-taking. Dan eventually rejdoe idea that he should have
died “gloriously” in Vietnam and ends the film myg a woman who a few years
earlier he may have mistaken for the enemy (sbé $outh East Asian descent).

In the characters of Forrest and Jenny are whaé saew to be conflicting
perspectives on the Sixties. Forrest goes to Viefravoids drugs, and does not
partake (at least intentionally) in any anti-estbhent activity. Jenny’s life follows
an entirely different path: she dresses like aibipgpkes drugs, protests the war and
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generally runs the sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ rollm#et.”*® Yet, on examining certain
visual and aural techniques utilised throughouffilhe there is a sense that the
filmmakers sought to undermine this binary oppositin many ways;orrest
Gumpgoes out of its way to present both protagonistsslias deeply intertwined, to
the extent that they become one and the same pd@gers criticises the film’s
constant “suturing of the viewer into Forrest’sifios, so that herstory [Jenny’s
story] is constantly translated into hfs”However, Forrest's lack of comprehension
ensures that there is never any explicit commergdaperspective applied to scenes
in which Jenny features. Jenny’s Sixties experigrace usually introduced with a
wistful voiceover in which Forrest longs to be witér, or with no commentary at
all. While Forrest will pass commentary over fo@dgaturing public figures like
JFK or George Wallace, he rarely speaks over feotagturing Jenny. One might
counter Byers’ reading and suggest that, durindthef moments in which she
appears without Forrest, Jenny usurps Forrestsasllead protagonist. Conveying
joy, fear, sadness or desperation, her expressiters carry with them a narrator’s
authority. It is not Forrest, but Jenny (or Robimigkit) who conveys the thrills of
leaving on a whim for San Francisco, or the comrhspigit that could be found in
the counterculture. She narrates the highs and dbwss aspect of the Sixties.
Forrest Gumpalso makes use of parallel editing so as to suglats Forrest
and Jenny’s lives are, in many ways interchange&blele Forrest bunks down for
the night in Vietnam, the film cuts to a sceneeainly preparing to embark on a road
trip. Both characters, at this stage, are depiatectlatively content, relaxed and
happy. Both are amongst friends: Forrest restsnaghis fellow soldier Bubba
(Mykelti Williamson); Jenny embraces her hippievatling partners. Later in the
film, as Forrest forlornly sees in the New Year{Qp we cut to a parallel scene of
Jenny in tears (see Figure 5.2). Forrest and Jsriagial expressions bear an
uncanny similarity, as if they are human barometéesach other's emotional status.
At the film’s end, as Jenny lays dying, her finards fully cement the emotional
and spiritual coming-together of these two characteorrest expresses regret that
Jenny had not been with him for much of his lilendy replies simply: “but | was.”

This brief phrase cements what had been impliealitiivout the film. Forrest and

"3 Byers, “History Re-Membered,” p. 427.
4 bid., p. 434.
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Jenny are, as Forrest puts it, “like peas and tfrtey share each other’s
successes and failures, each other’s outlooks,@hel's lives.

The only difference between Forrest and Jenny’olaton life for much of
the film relates to how they conceive personal fitigrForrest just wants to “be
me”; Jenny is forever striving to be someone negfuBing to change his essential
character does not mean that Forrest is inactiwecapable of carrying out
significant actions. In Vietnam, he ignores his ceamding officer’s orders and
returns to rescue several of his comrades fronaicedieath; against all advice, he
insists on purchasing a shrimp boat out of loytdthis dead friend Bubba. Forrest’s
life choices and actions ensure he is in the osith make — however vague — anti-
war statements, to ensure Richard Nixon’s dowfiadl, eventually, to become a
good father to his son. Furthermore, both Forredtlenny also share similar
personal life trajectories in the way that theylaméh challenge stereotypical views
regarding the “correct” way for men and women thaee. Forrest plays the
nurturing, home-loving character while Jenny leavase in search of fame and
fortune. Jenny embodies a typically masculine trgiliving free and becoming the
rebel. Neither lifestyle is criticised. It simplgites Jenny a little longer to discover
that she does not need to become someone elseaith“people”. Like Forrest,
Jenny is presented positively as being in possesdia countercultural mindset: she
goes where the wind blows, shares Forrest’s toterandiversity and difference,

and believes in peace and love.

253



Figure 5.« Forrest and Jen’s emotional connectio




So why, ask$&orrest Gumpdoes Jenny want to be a different person? When
she appears in Playboy, or plays girlfriend tothtigeer-macho SDS leader, her life is
presented as one Sixties cliché after anothes.Jenny’s desire to play a role rather
than to be herself that lands her in such troubie escapes this fraudulent lifestyle
only after she refuses to become an object inéhace of men, whether they are
sleazy nightclub owners (the man who hired heirtg ®lk songs in the nude), New
Left activists, or heroin addicts. In many way)rdgs final homecoming — her
return to Greenbow, Alabama, and to Forrest Guropnsummates her gaining of
authenticity. Her return to Forrest is not a “ratfdrom the world or a rejection of
her countercultural past. Jenny returns to Greernhawder to commit one final,
and | would argue, political, act. Hurling a staheough the window of the house
that once belonged to her abusive father, Jenajlyfifaces up to her childhood
demons and, as was the case with Chris Taylofisdibf Barnes, attempts
symbolically to destroy what this film has presenas the negative legacy of pre-
Sixties America. Jenny’s personal development resdhil-fruition with a symbolic
rejection of her Fifties, not her Sixties past.dad,Forrest Gumpdoes not insist
that Jenny atone for her “sins”; she remains codepliely as a hippie right up to her
death. It is notable that Forrest and Jenny emjaysymbolic reconciliations, both of
which take place surrounded by hippie-like iconpgsa The first occurs during the
anti-Vietham War protests in Washington D.C. In telst of a sea of political
activists and long-haired, beaded liberals, FomastJenny embrace beneath the
Washington Memorial. The second reconciliation es@it the end of the film when
Forrest and Jenny get married. During her weddrfgotrrest Jenny, in true hippie
fashion, even wears flowers in her hair. A countkuecal spirit, according to this
film, fosters a spirit of love and reconciliatiéf.

By the end of the film, Forrest, Jenny and Danadlrehown to have
experienced the Sixties traumatically, but autloadiyr. The childish, ignorant
Forrest has taken on adult responsibilities, briggip a young son. Jenny ended her
life having confronted and begun to destroy thérdamaining legacy of her Fifties
childhood. Dan rejects his old militaristic backgnal. In many ways, the

presentation of Forrest Gump as the film’s henoosa celebration of ignorance,

"5 Burton notes that Jenny “retains her countercaltigientity as the very image of the ‘flower child’
at their wedding.” Burton, “Film, History,” p. 244.
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inactivity and stupidity, but a celebration of gos transformation. Paul Grainge
has argued that the film's conclusion bespeakdtamat at “healing and
reconciliation” and that “victims of the counterttuke and Vietnam are brought
together by Gump in a concluding allegorical scefeational restoration’® |

would, however, suggest that this restoration isertbeless premised on an attempt
to evacuate negative political and philosophicakts — a culture of militarism,
sexism and abuse — from these characters’ own psyaid, by symbolic extension,
from American society. In the three protagoniserspnal stories, the Sixties are
celebrated as a period of positive transformattamrest has encouraged Dan and
Jenny to break with lifestyles and philosophieg #tanted their personal
development. He teaches them not to be someonebels® just be themselves.
And, in doing so, both Jenny and Dan commit adesnigeed not only to improve
themselves but also to improve society. For trasoe, Forrest, like all other
protagonists examined in the thesis, is promoteghadaspiration. And Forrest’s
inspirational qualities are not confined to his aaopon Jenny and Lt. Dan.

A major change to the film script ensured that EsirGump’s personal story
would become a metaphor for a broader generatexgsrience. Throughout the
1992 draft script, Forrest, for all his talkinguarious companions at the bus stop,
remains isolated. No one pays any attention to hienis treated as a weirdo,
someone who is simply endured until the bus arriVasre are frequent scene
directions such as “she nods, not much interestéu, man nods, not much
interested”, “the man doesn’t know quite what tg’s&she doesn’'t know what he’s
talking about”’*” The finished film, however, turns this featureitsrhead as each
character listens intently to the protagonist’s\stengaging actively with him,
and/or adding their own recollectiorirrest Gumpepresents literally what
Platoon andJFK and, to a lesser extemjrty DancingandMalcolm X were
reported as having stimulated in the public: comahwe@miniscence. It is almost as
if Forrest Gumps predicting (or perhaps more like encouragingpiwn critical
reception. “| remember when Wallace was shot”, smeslady after the protagonist
has spoken of his unintentional involvement indh rights movement, “l was in

college.” Similarly, a man pre-empts Forrest's dption of being shot in Vietham

"% Grainge Monochrome Memoriep. 149.
"7 Roth,Forrest Gumppp. 1, 56,

256



with, “it was a bullet that hit you, wasn't it.” Fthese older listeners, the narrative
spurs them to remember their past. What seemsréxiathese listeners most to
Forrest’s story is the opportunity to identify -eyhtoo, in their own ways, were
involved in these historical events.

The film’s director Robert Zemeckis has said trehbped thaforrest
Gumpwould stimulate memories amongst people of hiegsion, the baby-
boomers. In one interview, Zemeckis said that, &himing Forrest Gumphe
“imagined Norman Rockwell painting the baby booniét& Speaking some years
later, he said: “I knew why | loved this moviewas because | was recreating
sections of my own life. And | thought my friendewid love it too for the same
reasons.”® Zemeckis’s film back-catalogue contains other epi@sof ordinary
people attempting to inject themselves into pubistory.His first feature film|
Wanna Hold Your Han@lL978), focused on the attempts of a group of lsigjieol
students attending the Beatles’ first appearandb@iicd Sullivan show in 1964. A
scene toward the end of the film features the popmplaying its hit song “She
Loves You” (1964). The camera cuts frequently baatt forward between images
of the real Beatles on television and a stagedeation of the Ed Sullivan Show’s
studio audience. Drawing parallels between publenés shown on television and
the experiences of the film’'s protagonidt¥yanna Hold Your HanBlegins to
deconstruct the boundaries between the publicleg@ersonal, the “significant” and
the “trivial”, which Sobchack argues is centraFmrrest Gum{s representatiof’’
Ordinary people become a part of history; the Besdtles (the Beatles that appear on
television screens) appear to bow to fictional @gonists who, one might suggest,
are supposed to be surrogates for those in thenaimeidience that had their own
memories of the Fab Four. Similarly, ZemeciBsick to the Futurérilogy (1985,
1989, 1990) saw young protagonist Marty McFly (MiehJ. Fox) interact with
famous and fictional characters from America’s [@ast even, in the case Back to
the Future Part 1] the future.

"8 Anon, “Generation Gump;The Economistiuly 30, 1994, p. 28.

"9 Robert Zemeckis, “Director’s Commentar§drrest Gump: Special Collector’s Edition DVD
(Paramount, 2004).

20 sobchack, “History Happens,” p. 3.
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Forrest Gumpoffers a similar opportunity for audiences to -Hasgere —
enter history. The film's narrative — Forrest’srgte is interrupted constantly by real
television broadcasts of the historical events gp@iortrayed, from Forrest teaching
Elvis to dance to Elvis playing “Hound Dog” on T¥ FEorrest picking up a black
student's school book to footage of the integradiplack students at the University
of Alabama. Indeed, most episodes in the film ammpanied by corresponding
real archival footage. As Paul Grainge notésrtest Gumpraws specific attention
to the mediated nature of histor{?*Highlighting the numerous explicit and subtle
intertextual references present throughHemtrest Gump Grainge contends that the
film’s production of history “relies on the recyny of texts”. The film invites
audience interaction and identification by present barrage of familiar images
and iconography?? “Television becomes the site of memory, as pelismeanory,
public memory, and media representation interweawetes Marcus? Television
images are a repository of a shared national peshecause they were viewed by
many people during their initial broadcast theypaacourage personal
reminiscences.

In Forrest Gumpelevision footage acts as a reminder for thosplgevho
were old enough to have grown up in the Sixties tthey too were part of history. It
facilitates, as Steven Scott puts it, the productiba “malleable history”, one which
can be shaped by different viewers depending andlaa experiences and
perspective$** Drawing on Alison Landsburg’s notion of the prasth memory
(discussed in the introduction), Robert Burgoynesits what Landsberg viewed as
the positive, progressive potential of such mensoaied argues th&brrest Gump
invites viewers to join in a collective forgettinf the Sixties’ progressive legacy.
The film may promise viewers the opportunity tos8lihistory” authentically, but the
history viewers are actually experiencing is beoéfprogressive political content.
This film, according to Burgoyne, erases the notbhistorical agency, and
therefore can only encourage an apathetic resgénbeould counter this claim and

suggest thatorrest Gumphad also the potential to evoke Landsberg’s mostige

21 Grainge Monochrome Memorie®. 140.

22 |pid., pp. 140- 141.

2 Marcus,Happy Daysp. 116.

24 5cott, “Like a Box of Chocolates’,” p. 25.
% Burgoyne, “Memory, History,” pp. 228-231.

258



notion of a memory that can “produce empathy amibbcesponsibility”>°

amongst
cinema-goerdg-orrest Gumppromotes several positive legacies of the Sixties:
openness to diversity, a revision of stereotypgeadder roles and a tolerance of other
people’s lifestyle choices. To change society, asfiorrest Gumpone does not

have to have participated in public events of tixti&s, but, rather, one ought to be
open to the era’s political and social transfororadiand to have applied these
transformations to one’s everyday life.

In this way, the Sixties legacy, as was the casle Wirty Dancing JFK,
PlatoonandMalcolm X has the potential to endure and inspire. Graingeahgued
thatForrest Gump'paints the 1960s as a ‘fall’ from which the natimist
recover.”?” While it might be said that events such as thendie War and political
assassinations are painted in these terms, thecpplialues and philosophies
promoted by denizens of the Sixties countercultmeesdemonstrated to have
outlived the era. In these terms, the Sixties wasarfall but a positive contribution
to America’s psychological and moral developmenmtd Aurthermore, of all the
films examined in this thesiBprrest Gumpgs the most self-conscious in its call for
viewers to reflect on their own experiences ofréeent past, and to etch their own

Sixties stories upon its filmic canvas. This wasati heeded in many quarters.

The Sixties Has Left the Building: Promotion and Reeption

Soon aftelForrest Gumpappeared in cinemas, Frank Rich offered an inteapoa

of the film that gestured toward the Gump-Clint@ngllels | have identified above.
Like many public commentators throughout late &g August 1994, Rich was
trying to account for the cultural phenomenon thaitrest Gumphad become.

“What is likable about this fictional hero” he wept'harks back to what many saw,
or thought they saw, in the boyish Mr. Clinton &s like ‘Forrest Gump,’ caught fire
with an American public hungry for inspiration twears ago.”® However, while
Rich observed these two figures’ similarities, mattyer commentators went out of
their way to note their differences. July 1994 wasNovember 1992, times had

changed and political arbiters that were intentloallenging Clinton and his cultural

26| andsbergProsthetic Memoryp. 21.
27 Grainge Monochrome Memoriep. 141.
"2 Rich, “The Gump from Hope,” p. A23.
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authority also moved to claifforrest Gumpas representative of a sea change in
American politics and culture. The filquickly became a touchstone in political
debates as a host of competing voices sought ittniége their ideological agenda
and, indeed, to legitimise themselves.

Initially, Forrest Gumpwas not, however, promoted or received as a highly
politicised text. The filmwas propelled into the public sphere on a wave of
promotion that sought to obscure its politics aellorate its universal resonance.
Forrest Gumfs promotional poster (see Figure 5.5) was, muahDirty Dancings
poster, rather ambiguous in its representationsibty. In fact, the poster bears no
indication whatsoever of being about history, lena having a political dimension.
Featuring Hanks sitting on a bench against a watkground, the poster seems
intent on emphasisingorrest Gumifs “magical” qualities above its political or
historical content. The promotional tagline redd@sie world will never be the same
again once you've seen it through the eyes of Bofs&@mp.” There is something
Disney-esque about this statement, as if the pastenntended to inspire childish
“wonder” as opposed to serious historical reflectiBven the awkward manner in
which Forrest sits on the bench is more suggesfigesmall child than an adult.

Peter Kramer argues thabrrest Gumpmight be understood as part of a
broader production trend of what he calls “famitiventure movies”. In analysing a
number of films includingtar Warq1977),ET (1982) Jurassic ParK1993),The
Lion King (1994) and~orrest GumpKramer contends that, since the late 1970s,
many of the most financially successful films h&émeen constructed and promoted
S0 as to broaden audience appeal beyond Hollywgtise teenage audience and
to attract older adults and their young childrenKramer’s terms, one might suggest
that the poster was intended to appeal both tdm@nlthat were disinterested in, or
overwhelmed by, the film’s representation of potand history and to adults that
were perhaps hoping for an opportunity to reflgarutheir own childhoods or even
to re-live the sense of wonder commonly assumédx tassociated with cinema
visits in one’s youtH?° The poster implied th&torrest Gumpcould resonate across
demographic lines, not just with those potentialners that had experienced first-

hand its history, or at least contemporaneous rextlizersions of it.

2 peter Kramer, “Would you take your child to seis thim? The cultural and social work of the
‘family-adventure movie,” in Steve Neale and Muyith (eds)Contemporary Hollywood Cinema
(London: BFI, 1998), pp. 294-311.
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The promotional trailer, on the other hand, tardgetembers of the Sixties
generation directly. It devotes more than haltliisation to moments from
America’s recent past. The first historical figun&roduced is President Kennedy.
The trailer then follows a rough chronology throulgl Sixties. After Kennedy’s
appearance, the trailer quotes a line of dialogaeihdicates an address to older
baby boomers: “Maybe it's just me, but college wasery confusing time.” The
half-innocent, half-jocular tone with which Gumgpliders this line might be viewed
as a nudge toward those that had gone to colletheiaarly-to-mid-Sixties. It is the
first of many hints throughout the trailer that gagt thatorrest Gumgs trying to
stimulate memories in its older viewers. Next ia trailer comes a mention of the
Vietnam War, which is followed by the anti-war gsts. The final section is a whiz
through Sixties generation history: Elvis Presleyt@evision, more references to
the anti-war protests and the Vietnam War, andi@eas Richard Nixon makes a
brief appearance.

The appeal to members of the Sixties generationfuéser emphasised by
way of publicity surrounding cast and crew membergarticular that focusing on
Forrest Gums star Tom Hanks. There are clear similaritiesMeein public
discussion of Hanks and that surrounding Denzelhivigson prior to and during
Malcolm Xs release. In Hanks, the producerd-ofrest Gumpcast a star that
already had begun to develop a strong appeal ty chiffierent segments of the
American movie-watching public, A Gallup poll puditied in July 1994 asked 6,000
filmgoers what film star they: “1) always, 2) udyaB) sometimes, 4) never, buy
tickets to see their films”. Hanks scored 30, 28,&hd 6 percent respectively — thus
making him the second most popular actor, justrimeKievin Costnef*°

Hanks vehicles in the years leading ufp-torest Gumphad included
comedies such dig (1988),Turner and Hoocl{1989),A League of their Own
(1992); the romantic comedleepless in Seatt(®#993); and more “prestigious”
dramas such a@ehe Bonfire of the Vanitigd4990) andPhiladelphia(1993). The
range of roles these films afforded the actor ptuirthe development of a
multifaceted star persona, elements of which wiketyl to appeal to a variety of
demographics, phsychographics and taste formatiWhde not all the films saw the
characters Hanks played imbued with the kind oftpastraits that would define

30 eonard Klady, “Star Power Still Fuels H'wood Hi6Gallup Sez, Variety,July 25, 1994, pp.1, 75
262



Gump- his character iBonfire of the Vanitiedor example, was a corrupt adulterer
who works for a Wall Street Bank — his appeal asi@ guy” was firmly
established through such filmsBg, A League of their OwrBleepless in Seattle
and, even the more sombre-toneBtiladelphia OneBoston Globarticle entitled
“More Mr. Nice Guy from Tom Hanks” made explicitduan association. It also
linked his perceived niceness to his personaklifé to his role as a father. When
guestioned on the subject, Hanks replied: “I'm 88 Hve got three kids. I'd be a
fool not to realize that that experience has alteng consciousness in a big waly*.
Like Washington, Hanks comes across as an ordfaany man; someone who,
like many members of the Sixties generation inli®@0s, had responsibilities to his
children as well as to himself. While Hanks had juen an Academy Award for
best actor in a leading role for what could bense®quite a political film —
Philadelphiasees him play a gay lawyer who contracts AIDS -etin@hasis in this
article, as it was in many others, was placed uperactor’s family, not his political,
role. He was a “nice guy”, not an outspoken paiitice was someone with whom
persons of different political affiliations coulohfl sympathetic.

Hanks and director Robert Zemeckis went out ofrtivaiy to stress that
Forrest Gumpwas not supposed to contain any strong politicasage. “I don’t
think there’s any big message that comes out ef,thlanks informed one reporter
in early July 1994, “other than, as a nation, wéjeen through a lot.” In the same
article, Zemeckis stressed that the film was nteinapting to be judgemental.
Forrest’s life, according to the director, was saggal to represent a “Zen approach
to existence, and it would be unfair to say thatdpresents anything els€?Hanks
and Zemeckis were thus employed to prontaigest Gumpas, if anything, a
spiritual experience; an opportunity for persomrdllection not for political
editorialising.

It is notable that many of the early reviewdrofrest Gumpemphasised the
film’s ability to encourage personal reminiscengs.Kramer points out, a number
of reviews implied “that the releaseledrrest Gumpbecame an occasion for baby-

boomers to reflect on their generational identitgd an the wider historical context

31 Jay Carr, “More Mr. Nice Guy from Tom Hank&bston GlobeJuly 3, 1994, p. A7.
32 Bob Strauss, “The Metaphor is the Messa@e, Petersburg Timeduly 8, 1994, p. 6.
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for their individual biographies®™

3 Trade papeVarietynoted in a review that the
“pic[ture] offers up a non-stop barrage of emoticarad iconographic identification
points that will make the post-war generation thely’re seeing their lives passing
by onscreen’®* Other reviewers saw the film as a “boomerograpfyone that
pushes “many nostalgic buttons” and “for viewerghieir 30s and 40s, ‘Forrest
Gump’ pushes almost every historical, cultural aadiological button.”° At this
stage of its popular critical receptidmrrest Gumpwvas discussed as providing the
opportunity for older audience members to reflectieeir own lives and their own
experiences (much likelatoonwas reported to have inspired amongst Vietnam
veterans a similar communal reflection). Krameeszdt Gallup poll published in
Varietythat found 40 percent of a sample audiendeosfest Gumpwvere aged 40-
65, thus suggesting that a comparatively large raatudience had attended the
film.”*” One cinema goer stated that the film is “aboutyady’s life and how to
live it” and, echoing Zemeckis’s spiritual intergagon of Forrest Gump’s character,
said that the film “deepened the experience | wasd to achieve when | was
practicing Zen actively’® Linking Forrest to a form of personal spiritualitsas, for
this viewer, a way of assertifgrrest Gumfs universal appeal.

Richard Corliss began his lengthy review of thenfily stating: “You see
them — folks of all ages and both sexes — floabuigof the movie theatre on waves
of honourable sentiment. The kids look thoughttlé, grownups wistful ° Here
the opportunities for personal reflection were lde@ed out to encompass not just
members of the Sixties generation, but younger leespwell. Several articles
featured the responses of young people to the Tilmse who had not lived through
the Sixties felt that they could still identify \wiForrest’s story. For one interviewee,

the film was a celebration of the underdog: “I thbuit was cool to see a guy who

33 Kramer, “Would You,” pp. 306-307.

34 Anon, “Forrest Gump, Variety,July 11, 1994, p. 41.

735 3. Hoberman,Forrest Gumg' Village Voice July 12, 1994, p. 41.

3¢ David Ansen, “Hollywood’s July Foursome\lewsweek]uly 11, 1994, p. 50; Frank Rich, “The
Gump From Hope,New York Timesluly 21, 1994, p. A23; Gary Arnold, “Fable®drrest Gump’
Washington Timesluly 6, 1994, p. C14.

3T Kramer, “Would You,” p. 307.

38 3arah Lyall, “It'sForrest Gumpvs. Harrumph,'New York Timesluly 31, 1994, p. E2.

" Richard Corliss, “Show Business: The World Accagdio Gump, Time August 1, 1994,
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,91711,986,00.htm{Accessed April 2008).
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was supposedly sub-ordinary become extraordindf\iri perhaps the most sickly-
sweet piece ofForrest Gumpoverage, it was reported that one nine-year-old-bo
watched the film and then informed his mother: “daow what Mom? I'm going
to try to be a little nicer™*

In general, the American popular critical receptdf-orrest Gumgn the
first weeks of its US theatrical release tendesitatlight the film’s technical
wizardry and its sentimentalised (for some, itsresantimentalised) story. Few
commentators saw a great deal of political biaénfilm.”** There were a couple of
gestures towarBorrest Gumgs potential as a liberal critique of history: Jagrr of
theBoston Globesuggested that the film was “no less filled witgeahan [Oliver
Stone’s Vietnam War dram#8jorn on the Fourth of July.. reminding us that
Forrest pays a heavy price for staying brave, sinaad loyal.*** TheVillage
Voicés J. Hoberman invoked Charles A. Reich’s sympathetcount of the
counterculture’s legacy,he Greening of Amerigd970), by arguing that “Forrest is
the perfect embodiment of Consciousness lll, taeglvhere countercultural and
conventional Hollywood meet** 1 only discovered one critic who, during the first
weeks ofGumps release, explicitly asserted the film to be @aative, or
“reactionary.”*® David Sterritt of theChristian Science Monitatontended that the
film raised “tough social problems that it has ntention of dealing with
forthrightly” while still celebrating the film’s éertainment value and
performance$?® However, as July turned to August and the fuleakbfForrest
Gumps commercial success became apparent, a new @paticles began to
emerge, which took a far more strident stance tdwhae film’s political content and
themes.

0 Oldenberg, “Gumpin,” p. 1D; Nancy Krue, “The Woddcording to Gump: A Film About a
Simple Man Taps Surprisingly Deep Feelind3dllas Morning NewsJuly 28, 1994, p. 1C.

1 Jerry Adler, “Tis a Gift to Be SweetNewsweekAugust 1, 1994, p. 58.

72 Janet Maslin, “Tom Hanks as an Interloper in HigtoNew York Time®. C9; Rita Kempley,
“Forrest Gump Dimwitty Delight; Tom Hank’s Simply Sweet Nost#@drrip,” Washington Post
July 6, 1994, p. B1; Steven Rea, Horrest Gump Village Idiot’s Tour of U.S. Milestones,”
Philadelphia Inquirer July 6, 1994, p. EO1; Rich, “The Gump from Hope,’A23.

43 Jay Carr, Forrest GumpNobody’s Fool,"Boston GlobgJuly 6, 1994, p. 69.

"4 Hoberman, Forrest Gumg' p. 41.

4> David Denby, Forrest Gumg’ New York July 18, 1994, p. 50.

8 David Sterritt, GumpTakes Optimism Too FarChristian Science Monitoduly 7, 1994, p. 10.
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Jennifer Hyland-Wang notes the appropriatiofrafrest Gumgby
conservative commentators such as Newt GingrichPatdck Buchanan during the
1994 mid-term election. Buchanan first invokeatrest Gumpearly in August,
stating thaForrest Gumg‘celebrates the values of conservatism . Famrest
Gumpthe white trash are in Berkeley and the peace mew&'.”*’ That month the
conservative commentator Richard Grenier insidtatlie disliked the film, but
nevertheless highlighted how “the Berkeley chaptehe radical SDS” areForrest
Gumps truly repugnant people”? Later in the year, Gingrich asserted that “in
every scene of the movie in which the countercaltacurs, they're either dirty,
nasty, abusive, vindictive, beating a woman, ondaomething grotesqué?*®
Interestingly, James Burton notes that conservatwementators did not all respond
positively toForrest Gumgmmediately, and that some conservative reviewers,
noting what they believed to be the film’s “poldity correct” representation of
single parents and comedic portrayal of the milittambasted the film as another
example of liberal Hollywood distortioft’ Burton does suggest, however, that
towards the end of 1994, after Gingrich incorpatd&terrest Gumgnto his political
electioneering in October, a broad consensus wablehed regarding the film’s
positive representation of conservative val(rés.

| argue thaForrest Gumi{s appropriation by politically conservative claims
makers was facilitated in 1994 by increasingly hegtublic attacks again&iorrest
Gumps former muse, Bill Clinton, and the Presidentiability to maintain in the
public sphere a positive image of his politics mnself. It did not matter what
conservative commentators really thought albmrtest Gumgpolitically; what
mattered was that the film was well liked and ojdima and could be evoked and
used against a president who rapidly was losingifaoippy and was unable to inspire
the same optimism as he had done in 1992. Clintssesof the Sixties in the 1992
presidential election was coming under sustainedtfiroughout 1994, partly in
response to legislative failures: Clinton’s unssstel attempts to pass legislation

such as that which would have allowed openly gapfeeto join the army and that

"7 Hyland-Wang, “A Struggle of Contending Stories,”1{i4.

"8 Richard Grenier, “Adam Smith dforrest Gumg’ The Washington Timgsugust 1, 1994, p. A19.
9 Hyland-Wang, “A Struggle,” p. 104.

50 Burton, “Film, History,” pp. 229-230.

1bid., p. 231.
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which would have forced all employers (includingadinbusinesses) to provide full
medical insurance for all employees proved nonetiselo be particularly divisivé?
According to Marcus, even the political and cultuederences to Elvis and
JFK, that had served the president so well throughis election campaign, were
dropped by the administration soon after Clintasktpower’>*“No longer
buttressed by his lifelong cultural and politichkégiances, Clinton’s persona
became increasingly incoherent and suffered fragrcttarges of inauthenticity that
he had answered in 1992 with his links to Elvis aRH”, argues Marcu§* The
hip, rocking sex symbol that had been so intritsi€linton’s popularity fell by the
wayside. “What's the difference between the Clintealth plan and Elvis Presley?”
went one joke circulating amongst conservative cemtators: “Elvis is the one that
might be alive.”® With more allegations of sexual infidelities afmbhcial
wrongdoing — the Paula Jones and Whitewater affaggectively — Clinton was
branded increasingly as an inauthentic liar, bereét strong moral code and lacking
a set of coherent political belie® It was a case of, as one commentator wryly put
it: “Elvis is dead and Slick is alive’™ With Clintonite uses of the past marginalised,
it is perhaps unsurprising thiabrrest Gumpthe top grossing film of 1994vas
adopted by some individuals that were able to doui to, and to shape, public
debate: the Republicans. Likéatoon Forrest Gumpends on a note of optimism
and with a look to the future. While in Decembed danuary 1986/87 (the time of
Platooris release), Republicans, after Iran Contra, weseeated with corruption
and cynicism (discussed in Chapter One), in 1984dhles had turned. Democrats
had lost the political and moral high-ground; Giofis new Republicans were, at
least for a few months, the voice of the futurer. thes reason, and regardless of the
film’s political content, conservatives were, isensefForrest Gumgs rightful

heirs.

52 For a discussion of public opinion see LawrenckaBobs and Robert Y Shapiro, “Public Opinion
in Clinton’s First Year: Leadership and Responsessi in Stanley A. Renshon (edlhe Clinton
Presidency: Campaigning, Governing & the PsycholofjyeadershigBoulder: Westview Press,
1995), pp. 195-211.
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April 17, 1994, p. B3.

267



In October 1994, a number of conservative commergdteld a conference
in Los Angeles entitletiThe Dream Factory and the American Dream: Hollywood
and American Culture”. The conference featured lsgrsasuch as film critic Michael
Medved, radio host Rush Limbaugh and actor Chatteston. It focused on
criticising the high levels of sex and violencetttiese commentators believed to be
prevalent in much of Hollywood’s outpuiorrest Gumpwas, according to the
conference’s promotion materials, emblematic afi@ breeze in Hollywood ...
conservative values of loyalty, decency, honorydulust as liberals had celebrated
Platoonas an antidote tBRamboand symbolic as a new honesty and accuracy with
respect to Vietnam productions, conservatives dedRorrest Gumpgo be an
antidote to films made by the likes of Oliver StoA&tendees at this conference
were informed that “Gump’s girlfriend follows a awtercultural path through radical
politics, drugs and generally disordered life uskie dies of AIDS">® A few
months later, David Horowitz announdeédrrest Gumgo be “the first film that has
really repudiated the ‘60s in an explicit wdy®.Horowitz was particularly pleased
with what he saw aSorrest Gum{s denunciation of the Sixties African-American
radicals the Black Panthers, a group about whiclrage a number of critical
articles throughout the 1980s and 1999&Republican Senator Bob Dole
championed the film’s “portrayal of love, marriagear and business® It is
notable that Gingrich (b. 1943), Buchanan (b. 19B®yowitz (b. 1939) and
Medved (b. 1948) are all members of the Sixtiesgaion. In many waykorrest
Gumpbecame for these commentators wdte had been for liberal commentators
Todd Gitlin and Tom Hayden (discussed in Chaptee@h— a challenge to the
“establishment.” While the latter had announcech8®film to be an attack on a
conservative government and an apathetic mediagriGmand his allies touted
Forrest Gumpas a countercultural challenge to a liberalisedianadd, furthermore,

as an attack on the politics and values of a mamnwthey declared to be the

8 Quoted in Irene Lacher, “Hollywood Conservativeskifig a Stand Summit|’os Angeles Times,

October 7, 1994, Calendar, p. 1.

% Quoted in Gloria Goodale, “Movies’ Liberal Dose@bnservatism,Christian Science Monitor,
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Newton,” Destructive Generatiqrpp. 141-165.
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embodiment of Sixties liberalism: President Billi@n. Given that Hollywood
films — none more so thdforrest Gump- do tend to celebrate the underdog, it is
perhaps unsurprising that a political appropriathether it be liberals celebrating
PlatoonandJFK or conservatives discussi@ump is often carried out by those
who can claim, at that point in time, to be theti‘®stablishment” spokespeople, or
representatives of the underdog. For Republidaogest Gumpwvas a useful
weapon in their attempts to discredit Clinton.

In early 1995Forrest Gumps production team sought to detach the film
from public political debate. On receiving the BBgtture Oscar, one of the two
producers, Steve Tisch, declared tHaartest Gumpgsn’t about politics or
conservative values. It's about humanif§?The adoption oForrest Gumpy
Republican politicians would surely have riled Tista self-described ‘big-check
writer’ to the Democratic Party”, as he was desadliby Irene Lacher of tHeos
Angeles Time&? In another interview Tisch argued that “I don’tnwany political
group to feel they have an ownership of ‘Forrest@ii’’®* Tom Hanks, the movie's
star, argued that the historical contenEofrest Gumpcontained “no editorializing
whatsoever ... No intellectual rationaf@>Conversely, th®&oston Globts Jay Carr
criticised liberal commentators for not recogniskagrest Gumpas a “political
football.”’®® Carr was particularly angry because, while numeRepublican
politicians such as Patrick Buchanan and Newt Gehdnad referenced and utilised
Forrest Gump irtheir campaigning, “nobody raised a protesting&dd argue that
the film is closer to Clinton's values than Buchasa'®’ Indeed, if “it had been
done in time to be released in 1992, it would Haeeome part of the Clinton mini-
steamroller — a populist creation that spoke ofehapd endurancé®® and not a
conservative celebration of military, business aad. Carr believed the film’s focus

upon endurance and, as he put it in another artisteonditional love”, was more

%2 Quoted in Byers, “History Re-Membered,” p. 420.
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"®*Irene Lacher, “Hollywood Conservatives Taking ar@t Summit,"Los Angeles Time®ctober 7,
1994, Calendar, p. 1.
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% Jay Carr, “The Politics of Gump: Forget the Sirmitites, This is a Dark Portrait of America”,
Boston GlobeMarch 26, 1994, p. B27.
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liberal than conservativ&® Even the conservative critic Michael Medved dodbte
that “Bob Zemeckis started out to make a consammaéstament”° Yet, because of
a public debate in which conservatives had recldithe Sixties as a descent into
chaos, and Clinton (who for conservatives Weesrepresentative of political
liberalism) was under fire on charges of inauthztyti the film became prominently

associated with conservative politics throughauthieatrical release.

Conclusion

From production to receptioRprrest Gumplike Platoon Dirty Dancing JFK, and
Malcolm Xbefore it, intersected with a network of debatasceoned with framing
the Sixties. Roth shaped his script into a gersteesof the political and cultural
discourses surrounding Clinton during the 1992teleccampaign. Throughout
1993, the script was modified and certain scendssaguences were cut so as to
remove material that might have alienated viewées @nservative disposition.
Other visual and aural content was added that esm@thpersonal authenticity.
Forrest Gumpdepicted its three main characters, Forrest, JandyDan as having
become authentic because of their participatioana, interaction with, various
events, movements and persons from the Sixtiethé&mumore, with the addition of
vocal audience surrogates (the people sittingeabtls stop) and the emphasis on
television as a mediator of a national Sixties egpee,Forrest Gumpwvas
constructed so as to invite cinema goers to reflpon their own experiences of the
Sixties.

In promotional materialg;orrest Gumi(s political content was downplayed
in favour of highlighting its ability to stimulaggersonal reminiscence. Neither the
promotional poster nor the film’s theatrical trait@iggested th&torrest Gumpvas
a film with a “message.” Rather, these materiaiseai to assert the film’s universal
appeal and, in the case of the trailer, to apgeaiémbers of the Sixties generation’s
nostalgia for their youths. During the first feweks of its release, public responses

to Forrest Gumgdocused on the film’s sentimental representatioreoént history,

%9 Jay Carr, “Forrest Gump’, ‘Natural Born Killerand Quiz Show’ Couldn’t Be More Different.
But They're All Drawing in the Crowds by Exploridgmerica’s Values,'Boston GlobeSeptember
18, 1994, p. A9.
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its special effects and, crucially, its status aatalyst for others to reflect on the
Sixties. However, from August 199%orrest Gumpbecame increasingly associated
with Republican and conservative discourse. Caughih Republican electioneering
and a turn to the right in political discourg@rrest Gumpwvas heralded as symbolic
of a conservative renaissance in political eleee@imng.

There is an irony to conservatives’ appropriatiba éilm that essentially
promoted the values of the Sixties countercultifredt condoning its excesses), that
reversed traditional gender roles, that celebrttedingle parent and that called for
openness and freedom with regard to individuastifie choices. Gingrich and his
Republican allies’ embrace Bbrrest Gumpmight be viewed less as a demonization
of the Sixties than as evidence of the era’s fiegitimisation: If hard-line
conservative commentators can find a positive ngessaa film that celebrates the
Sixties’ philosophical and moral legacy then whéeefs to convince? Perhaps for this
reason, following-orrest Gumfs lead, Hollywood continued to produce positive,
uplifting, liberal, representations of not only lgeBixties popular figureheads, but
also of the late Sixties and events and movemeus this more controversial
period of history. And, furthermore, Hollywood Sed films in the wake dforrest
Gumpwere not subjected to quite the same levels ofldgatiblic conflict as many

of those produced during the years 1986-1994.
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Conclusion

This thesis has argued that, during the years 1988, a group of prominent
filmmakers produced representations of the Sixdessgned to intervene in large-
scale public debates on the era’s political antucall legacy. Providing an extensive
analysis of the five films’ texts and a range dfraxilmic materials, | have
illuminated the historical conditions that informig production of political content
and that influenced this content’s circulationhe public sphere. The following
pages summarise the thematic and historical prgaticuns that governed the
production and reception of this cycle of high-geSixties films, 1986-1994,
before extending the thesis’ focus to consider soomeparable films that were
released in the years succeediogrest Gump

As discussed in the introduction to this thesispafluence of political, social
and generational exigencies impacted the produatahdevelopment of the five
films examined in this thesis. Firstly, Ronald Raalg victory in the 1980
presidential election intensified political confscover America’s recent past,
serving to mark the emergence of the Sixties anga motif in politicians’
campaigning; a motif that has held sway up to tiesent.’* Secondly, the increased
presence in the public sphere of members of thieeSigeneration — those born
between the late 1930s and late 1950s — saw mahysajeneration reflecting
publicly upon their own experiences of the era’btigal and social transformations.
Thirdly, the culture wars of the 1980s and 199@s@dl immense weight upon the
notion that cultural products served as baromeggiages that could be used to
measure the social and moral climate of the Uritieades. Whether it was attacks
against films likeThe Last Temptation of Chrigt988) andasic Instinc{1992),
Robert Mapplethorpe’s art works in 1989 or histalriexhibitions at the Smithsonian
in 1991, these controversies served to promotem@llartefacts and their producers
as important players in national debates.

An analysis of script development has revealedatteanpts of screenwriters

Oliver Stone, Eleanor Bergstein, Spike Lee, Zaclskiar and Eric Roth to tailor

"' Bernard Von Bothmer highlights the centrality ¢i¢ sixties” in elections up until 2008. See Von
Bothmer,Framing the Sixties: The Use and Abuse of a Defade Ronald Reagan to George W.
Bush(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 204#)131-232.
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their historical portrayals in ways that reflected ebb and flow of public political
discourse. These screenwriters, along with oth@mprent creative and managerial
personnel involved in the productionfifatoon Dirty Dancing JFK, Malcolm X
andForrest Gumgheld, | have argued, a liberal political outlooldantended their
films to provide positive, inspiring accounts of wvements and philosophies — the
counterculture, the anti-war, civil rights and famst movements — that the films
positioned as being central to the Sixties. Howeg®en the prominent perception
that America was in the throes of a large-scalaucellwar, certain compromises
were made with regard to political content. Matethat had the potential to alienate
those of a conservative disposition was cut oredtelines of dialogue iRlatoon
that emphasised Elias’ anti-war stance and hiscassans with the counterculture
were removed; scenesirty Dancingthat explicitly referenced racism and white-
on-black violence were cut. With regardlteK, screenwriters Oliver Stone and
Zachary Sklar did not remove liberal content, lidexd a conservative demonization
of the counterculture (that was not made explicilim Garrison’s memoir, upon
which their script was based). Furthermore, Stoaddition of a cabal of gay
villains (Sklar had not wanted to include this @i to the narrative provided what
amounted to a right-wing interpretation of Sixtiemsformation. Lee’s scripting of
Malcolm Xis perhaps more complex, for in tAatobiography of Malcolm Xupon
which the script was based, he already had ahextsbme critics have argued
attempted to present its protagonist as a lessidévfigure. Lee did, however, utilise
editing techniques and incorporate documentaryafgothat aligned Malcolm X
with the less controversial civil rights leader MiaLuther King. Eric Roth, who
penned the script tBorrest Gumpaltered Winston Groom'’s novel greatly and
provided a less cynical and less politicised For@asnp character than Groom had
done. And, furthermore, scenes present in Rothiptdbat suggested too explicit an
anti-war stance were not shot or ended up on ttteaguoom floor.

The finished films invited both liberal and conssive readings of the
Sixties.Platoonincluded 1980s liberal and conservative viewpoamghe Vietnam
War; Dirty Dancingprovided a complex and contradictory interpretatbrssues
such as abortior}FK offered conflicting versions of post-assassinasoxties
America;Malcolm Xdepicted both a critique of a racist system, wais® carefully
presenting its protagonist as a statesmanlike eusaV figure of the civil rights
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movement, not to mention a flag-bearer for a dmeg-find nuclear family-oriented
America;Forrest Gumfs script was tailored in line with Clintonite usefsthe
recent American past, offering an inspirational aplifting account of the era’s
transformations while at the same time providindpgmous representations of
phenomena such as the counterculture and anti-waements.

While their representations of public politics welieerse, the five films
celebrated the Sixties’ philosophical and moraltgbations to American society by
way of a narrative stressing their protagonistarske for personal authenticity. Each
film’s central protagonist (or, in the caseradrrest Gump protagonists) became a
human embodiment of the Sixties’ positive legd@atooris Chris Taylor embarks
on a personal quest that sees him attempt to eteaal@ilture of militarism and
racial prejudice from the platoon (which is pregelhds a microcosmic version of
American society). Stone’s other two Vietnam filoffered a similar personal
narrative: political activism is depicted as a pak to spiritual enlightenment for
bothBorn on the Fourth of July Ron Kovic (Tom Cruise) andeaven and Earth
Le Ly Hayslip (Hiep Thi Le). Kovic becomes a promim spokesman for Vietham
Veterans Against the War; Hayslip concludes tha fiaving established the East
Meets West Foundation, a body devoted to fostgrositive relations between the
United States and Vietnam. ReferringHeaven and EarthStone stated that “Her’s
[Hayslip’s] is a spiritual odyssey, a journey ifiteedom, enlightenment and social
action.” > This comment could very easily encapsulate thequed journeys of all
three of Stone’s Vietnam protagonists as well@s's Jim Garrison.

As my analysis of script development has demorestrdtowever, this
personal narrative was less an exclusive authsigakture than a prominent strategy
mobilised by many socially conscious Hollywood fitrakers. Just as Stone’s heroes
find personal authenticity in political activism sm did scriptwriter Eleanor
Bergstein strengthen a narrative in which Baby leawuan’s authentic awakening is
premised on her making the personal political. Bablallenge to the hypocrisy and
blatant sexism of her father's generation of oldesrals and to that of younger left-
wing activists (represented by the character of)&iows her adopting principles

and philosophies associated with the feminist marm@neven if she does so in

"2 Quoted in Michael Singe€)liver Stone’s Heaven and Earth: The Making of AicBvotion
Picture (London: Orion, 1993),. 4.
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1963, several years before the emergence of a $axgmd-wave feminist
movement.

Malcolm XandForrest Gumpalso show that personal authenticity can be
achieved through, recalling Jacob Golomb’s phrasfe of significant actions**
Malcolm X'’s intellectual and spiritual developmératd already been presented in
narrative form inThe Autobiography of Malcolm. Xee largely followed this
paradigmatic representation, but looked to addxéna €legree of resonance to
Malcolm X's post-Kennedy assassination life (thligrang his film with broader
Sixties generation narratives circulating withie fhublic sphereMalcolm X
synthesises an encompassing struggle for Africareigan civil rights that stretches
from the 1950s to well beyond Malcolm X’s own lifee. In this way, Malcolm is
touted as an inspiration for otheFarrest Gumppresented all three of its central
protagonists — Forrest, Jenny and Dan — as hadmgd personal authenticity
during the Sixties, and, furthermore, offered ciaegoers an opportunity to reflect
on their own authentic Sixties experiences.

The public politics/personal authenticity formutreed as the template for
the construction of all five films’ portrayal ofélSixties. Such a strategy suggests
compromise: on the one hand, the filmmakers wattt@thbue their films with a
political dimension that reflected their own viewss Sixties politics and culture; on
the other hand, they wanted to make pictures tloaldvappeal to as wide an
audience as possible. John Caldwell discussesléaeaf the “screenplay-as-
business-plan” whereby scripts from their very ptaan are often the product of
negotiations between creative and executive peed@mu are shaped and re-shaped
in the hope of minimising production costs and rmasing potential revenu€’ The
attempts on the part of flmmakers like Stone, Begm, Sklar, Lee and Roth to
diversify public politics might be viewed in thglit of Caldwell's observations as
the work of shrewd businesspeople; all of theserfibkers were out of necessity
required to make compromises so as to maintairtiposiin an industry that, like
any other, does not look kindly on commercial faluHowever, it would, | believe,

be unfair to say that all creative decisions areetirby commercial imperatives. The

" Jacob Golombin Search of Authenticity: From Kierkegaard to Canfiuondon: Routledge,
1995), p. 201.
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narrative stressing personal authenticity was tamredtive channel through which to
convey a positive representation of Sixties paiaad culture. Politics were, in a
sense, transposed from the public arena onto pras&nas.

Platoon Dirty Dancing JFK, Malcolm XandForrest Gumgherefore
provided positive, politicised representations efgonal authenticity at a time when,
according to some scholars, authenticity as aipalitoncept had been debased and
commercialised. Both Doug Rossinow and Sam Binkhhg write sympathetic
accounts of searches for authenticity embarked tyyanembers of the New Left
and the counterculture, contend that by the 1980seaticity had lost its activist
and/or communitarian edge. For Rossinow, the sdarghersonal authenticity
remained a feature of late 1980s and 1990s Amébaain a less politically
charged way than in the period between 1955 an8.197Rossinow argues that
after 1975, a search for authenticity became asistic endeavour sought in
communities uninterested in engaging with realaamncerns’® Referring to what
he calls the “loosening motif,” a counterculturakdtive which encouraged
individuals to “enhance one’s authenticity throdifgstyle choices”, Binkley claims
that this directive actually “prospered during thetural reforms of the Reagan
period”. It was, however, “flattened out and madaal” when “transposed from the
collective project of a shared community of diss@uto the solitary endeavour of
the lone shopper’*’ In a sense, both Rossinow and Binkley share wighlific
Jameson a view of the Sixties in which the eraid ®© have stimulated an
“unbinding of social energies” and a “coming tof eeinsciousness,” only for these
energies to evaporate and the very notion of destsrsonal identity to erode in a
post-Sixties, postmodern wasteland of rampant corsism and schizophrenic,
devalued identitie§’® Jameson himself notes the challenges to Sixtigsmmof

personal authenticity emerging in the early 194§ avhile Rossinow and Binkley

"> Doug RossinowThe Politics of Authenticity: Liberalism, Christiynand the New Left in America
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), p. 340
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"8 Fredric Jameson, “Periodizing the 60Sgcial Textno. 9-10 (Spring/Summer, 1984)p. 208-

2009.

276



extend their narratives a little further, the 1980s marked by all three as a period
of retrenchment and reactidf.

Regarding the Reagan era’s prominent politicalreguynot least Reagan
himself) |1 do not dispute these scholars claims e 1980s did see a rightward turn
in public political discourse. Nevertheless, | havgued that the high-profile films
examined in this thesis were developed with thetipes activist notion of personal
authenticity in mind — a notion that synthesiseld-&lfilment with social
commitment and attempted to convey to audienceSittees ideal that the personal
was very much political.

Other tharMalcolm X however, these films tended to assert that tlestqu
for personal authenticity was the province of wipié®ple. More generally,
Hollywood Sixties films produced during the yea@86-1994 did not focus on the
personal development or spiritual growth of blacknnand women of the era. Blacks
are peripheral charactersitatoon and, as noted in Chapter One, the only black
character given to making politicised statementsuabacism is portrayed as a
coward. Blacks play no role irty Dancingnor do they inJFK. Forrest Gum(s
Bubba is killed off early in the film. In fact bles are largely absent from other
Hollywood Sixties films of the 1980s and early 19%0ich agour Friends(1981),

A Small Circle of Friend$1980),The Outsider$1983), and®’eggy Sue Got Married
(1986). Sharon Monteith has noted a displacemeblagk agency even in 1980s
and 1990s films that represent the civil rights sraent.Heart of Dixie The Long
Walk Homeand, | would addThe Lords of Disciplin€1983), a military academy-
set film about racial integration, foreground whatgivism and white coming-of-age
stories, which produced “movies that are reallyulzodesire for forgiveness and
regret for the loss of hope in interracial coafigd”® It is notable that bothieart of
Dixie andLong Walk Homéocus on a white female protagonist, for it seented in
1980s and 1990s Hollywood Sixties films, a stroziméle protagonist often meant
simultaneously playing down African-American agentyhe civil rights

movement. For example, one of the few other ed@80% films to deal with

" Jameson, “Periodising,” p. 205.

80 Sharon Monteith, “The Movie-made movement: CivieR of Passage,n Paul Grainge (ed.),
Memory and Popular FilniManchester: Manchester University Press, 2003)26. Of films
released between 1986 and 1994, Monteith suggestsdtable exceptions to this tredalcolm X
and the 1994 television movighe Road to Freedom: The Vernon Johns S{t994).

277



women’s liberation in the Sixtiekpve Field(1992), begins at the historical juncture
whereDirty Dancingended: the Kennedy assassination. Early on inilthethe
actions of Lurene Hallett (Michelle Pfeiffer) arabued with a political dimension;
she aids a black man in his attempts to escapedoigouthern policd.ove Field
concludes with Hallett having transformed her owaracter, from the subservient
housewife of the film’s opening to an independentman at the film’s end. Racial
issues are, however, relegated to a secondarg statlithe film focuses on a
feminist coming-of-age story, much as Monteith a&gjto be the case in another
early 1990s civil-rights themed film (this one aethe time of the 1955/6
Montgomery bus boycott;he Long Walk Hom&" A rare high-profile black-
centred Sixties feature film of the period 1986-49s the Tina Turner biopic
What's Love Got to Do With (£993). Whether one could argue that this filmlslea
explicitly with African-American civil rights is, twever, questionable. Are civil
rights central to this text, or do¥ghat’s Lovanvest Turner’s life story, especially
her break from an abusive husband, with a morergksed feminist thematic? |
would suggest the latter.

For all their liberal themes and content, the abweted films mediated a
conservative aspect of 1980s and 1990s Americanl@oand political culture in
which the forging of identity through struggle waften promoted as the province of
whites rather than blacks. Matthew Frye JacobssrelRamined the “white ethnic
revival” in late-twentieth-century America. Begingiin the 1960s and exploding in
the 1970s, this phenomenon saw the productiorcaftaral nostalgia for one’s roots
— whether they were ltalian, Irish, Jewish etche Toots boom was influenced
heavily by principles associated with the civillig movement and, especially,
Black Nationalism’s celebration of African-Americatentity as distinct from a
(white) American identity. While there certainly svéne potential for progressive
politics in the discovery of one’s heritage andha celebration of diverse cultures, a
promotion of white ethnicity was also used by s@raninent claims-makers as a
way of eliding questions of racial inequality. Jason notes how mythic success

stories featuring white immigrants became ever fment in the public spher&?

81 Monteith, “The Movie-made Movement,” pp. 125-130.
82 Matthew Frye JacobsoRoots Too: White Ethnic Revival in Post-Civil RigjAmerica
(Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Pre¥¥06), p. 320.
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and that the so called “Ellis Island saffatas sometimes utilised in political
rhetoric to denigrate African-American claims favgrnmental assistance such as
affirmative action and, later, for reparations $tavery, the message being: if white
immigrants struggled to make successes of thensealithout government
assistance then so should blacks. Indeed, Jacaiissmational survey data
compiled between 1986 and 1992 that found 76.lepéxf white Americans either
“agreed” or “strongly agreed” with the statememist, Italians, Jewish and many
other minorities overcame prejudice and workedrtiwaly up. Blacks should do the
same without any special favor$*In a sense, then, white America was reclaiming
its own tales of struggle-against-the-odds andmelfie success as a way of shoring-
up white privilege in the face of demands for rheguality.

With their white protagonist$latoon Dirty Dancing JFK andForrest
Gumpfeatured narratives that offered whites — and &V&SP whites (WASP
becoming an increasingly derogatory term in thetevathnic revival, for it connoted
privilege and elitismf> — an opportunity to reflect upon their own triarsd
tribulations, their personal and political struggland, importantly, the fact that they
survived them and had made a success of their f&%hile not wishing to dismiss
white experiences of the Sixties as un-traumdtierd is a distinct sense in viewing
the bulk of the Sixties pictures produced from 19884, whether they be Vietnam-
centred, or set in America, that they promote vghite the demographic who were

the real Sixties “survivors.”

kkkkkkk

Central to this thesis has been an attempt to esig#hthe new perspectives one can

gain on historical films from analysing promotioreald reception materials.

783 JacobsonRoots Toop. 334.

8 bid., p. 319.

5 |bid., p. 329.

It is notable that the first two Sixties-set filpmduced in the 19809\, Small Circle of Friends
(1980) and~our Friends(1981), explicitly coded their central protagoniatswhite ethnicsA Small
Circle of Friendshad Italian protagonist Leo Da Vinci (Brad Davigdalewish protagonist Jessica
Bloom (Karen Allen) Four Friendsfeatured Yugoslavian Danilo (Craig Wasson) and Sewi
character David (Michael Huddleston). In a sensepibstPlatoonSixties films featured less
explicitly-coded ethnic characters (although Balmukeman was read by many reviewers as Jewish)
and in this way perhaps attempted to broaden #ipgieal to a more generalised white audience.
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ExaminingPlatoon et ak promotion, | have highlighted the manner in whic
marketers sought to diversify the films’ potenpalitical and, often, generational,
appealPlatoonwas promoted as a stimulus for conflict over thetvam War, as a
film designed to commemorate the Vietnam veterah pnmarily after the Iran
Contra scandal, as a direct attack on Reaganiggyfopolicy.Dirty Dancingwas
promoted as a “good-time,” hedonistic movie, anthis way some promotional
materials reflected post-feminist discourses incvlwomen'’s liberation had been
evacuated of political significance. Bergstein’dlwistatements and elements of the
press kit attempted, however, to inject some palitweight back into the filmlFK
was promoted as a challenge to the political eistatlent, one that could open a
hornet’s nest of corruption at the highest levielg,also as a lament on America’s
descent into political and social chaos in the waikine Kennedy assassination.
Malcolm Xwas touted as a filmic representation that woulgeapto the hip-hop
generation, as a serious slice of African-Ameribetory, as a restrained,
prestigious biopic and, in the publicity surrourgiibenzel Washington, as a symbol
of the Sixties generation’s experiences of recaneAcan historyForrest Gum(s
promotion was largely evacuated of political comt@mstead focusing on the film’s
cross-generational appeal to older members of itttee§S generation and to their
children.

Reception of these films indicates that the majarftculture wars conflicts
surrounding Hollywood’s Sixties films focused ugiims that featured a white
middle-class male protagonigtlatoonin many ways was dealing with a subject
closer to working-class men’s experiences (the riigjof middle-class Americans
avoided the draft either by going to college ombyaining a medical certificate from
a sympathetic doctor). Y&latooris protagonist Chris Taylor is middle-class — a
volunteer rather than a draftee. Furthermore, disiag this film actually offered
many commentators the opportunity to reflect natngmh on memories of conflict
but on memories of the Sixties more generally. Agafiter One demonstrated, those
that did not fight discussed the film as a metagbodivisions in American society
at the time. It was a cinematic representationtigle political and media elites in
particular used to reflect upon their own experesncf the era.

JFK andForrest Gumpwere also incorporated into public debates of matio
significance JFK was incorporated into broader debates reflectinthervalidity of
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what Peter Knight refers to as “conspiracy thinKiag a valid form of political
critique’®” In this way,JFK became a fulcrum around which two different
interpretations of the Sixties circulated: one angut posited that the Sixties had
brought about a negative mainstreaming of paramedae in keeping with right-
wing extremists than political progressives; theeotsuggested that conspiracy
thinking was a necessary or valuable form of pmditprotest to have emerged in the
Sixties.Forrest Gumpbecame embroiled in a political contest between &ats
and Republicans in which, by 1994, the latter lzke the upper hand. Providing a
very selective reading of the film’s content andrttes, Newt Gingrich and his
Republican allies appropriat&éarrest Gumpemploying that readings a beacon of
conservative values and as a direct rebuttal tat@lite uses of the recent past.

One might suggest that the high levels of publimewntary surrounding
these representations of a white, middle-class shalgeriences of the Sixties were
in part down to the fact that a sizable majorityofitical and media elites were
white middle-class men. Furthermore, the middlsshaas, in public debate,
frequently upheld as America’s defining demographAg Binkley notes “this group
has succeeded in establishing its anxieties ancetns, its modernities and its
projects of identity athe experience of a time, the backdrop to that of gilers.”®
In many ways the middle-class has come to stafar iAmerica; thus
representations of middle-class Americans couldds#ly incorporated into broader
national historical narratives.

Dirty Dancing another representation of a white middle-classqrewas
not, however, incorporated into public debate tpndrere near the same degree as
Platoon JFK or Forrest GumpDirty Dancings political content was on the whole
ignored in favour of discussing its melodramatialgies, resulting in the film being
prominently understood as vacuous entertainmertidef lasting resonance. Or to
recall reviewer David Denby’'s comments: “you mayjogrDirty Dancing but you'll
hate yourself in the mornind® AlthoughDirty Dancingshared numerous formal

and thematic similarities witRlatoon media and political elites did not reflect

87 peter KnightConspiracy Culture: From the Kennedy Assassinatiotie X FilegLondon:
Routledge, 2000).

88 Binkley, Getting Loosepp. 11-12; Barbara Ehrenreidfear of Falling The Inner Life of the
Middle Class(New York: Pantheon Books, 1989), p. 6.

8 David Denby, “The Princess and the Pedwetv York September 7, 198%. 60.
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publicly on a young woman’s coming-of-age againgbhticised Sixties backdrop
to the extent that they had done with Stone’s Yistnam drama.

The suggestion th&airty Dancingembodied mindless and disposable
entertainment is all the more ironic given thas thim, in terms of its cultural
profile, has gone from strength to strength. Gikgisuccess on VHS and on DVD,
not to mention the new musical which, as | wrigestill touring the world, and the
constanDirty Dancingrevival screenings at cinemas, one could makerthegent
thatDirty Dancinghas had the most long-lasting impacatfthe films examined in
this thesis. Nevertheless, in the context of 13Rmtes on the SixtieBjrty
Dancingdid not inspire much political commentary. “Accordito the prevailing
cultural history of our times,” argued Susan Dosgla1994, “the impact of boys [in
the Sixties] was serious, lasting, and authen@nthe other hand, she continues,
the “impact of girls was fleeting, superficial Mial.”"*° It would seem that public
commentators subscribed to this view, ignoiigy Dancings explicit engagement
with political issues and instead highlighting wkiagy believed to be the film’s
melodramatic qualities. And, while further reseaschequired, it would seem to me
that female-centred films throughout the period@2894 did not receive the same
kinds of intense national attention as their maeted contemporaries.

The reception oThe Long Walk Homis a particularly interesting example,
because some reviewers highlighted the film’s limking of the civil rights
movement and women'’s liberatiddewsweekor one suggested that “we’re seeing
the genesis of the link between feminism and cights.””°* More critically, The
Washington Timessoted that The Long Walk Homis less about racial justice than
consciousness-raising and female solidarit§.The outpourings of think pieces that
emerged after the releaseRi&toon JFK, Forrest Gumpor evenMississippi
Burning (1988) were not present, however, during the Utkatireception offhe
Long Walk Homé®* The Long Walk Homeas also described by one reviewer as a
“TV-like drama”, perhaps unwittingly encapsulatitig prevailing notion that the

"0 susan DouglasVhere the Girls Are: Growing Up Female with the Bladedia(London:
Penguin, 1994), p. 5.

"1 David Ansen, “History a la Hollywood NewsweekJanuary 14, 1991, p. 54.

2 Gary Arnold, “Walk’ Gets Stuck in a Virtuous Rint Alabama, The Washington TimegMarch
22,1991, p. E1.

%3 Much commentary, in fact, seemed to focus moreupe film’s star Sissy Spacek’s marital life
and the fact that she had spent several years faomyfilmmaking in order to raise a family.
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“correct” place for women'’s histories was on tetgon’?* Television series such as
China Beach(1988-1991), which was set in Vietnam and feat@edimber of
female characters, and made for TV movies sudRogsvs. Wad€l989) andA
Private Matter(1990) both of which focused on abortion, sugdgest women’s
stories are more often likely to be green-lightgdekecutives working in this branch
of the media. Perhaps television’s association thighdomestic sphere — and by
extension with women — led to a greater opennesgartbfemale-centred Sixties
histories during the years 1986-1994. Again, artyarsof Sixties television
programmes at this time may well find a differeett af political and cultural issues
to have been prominent in these productions thasetifiound in Hollywood feature
films.

An examination oMalcolm Xs reception has demonstrated that, while this
film received much commentary during its productibmvas not incorporated into
public debates on the Sixties to the same extewaaPlatoon JFK andForrest
Gump | argued thaMalcolm Xs pre-release publicity was contingent on several
factors: the increased urgency apparent in delositesace-relations after the LA
Riots of April and May 1992; fears thislalcolm Xwould act as a catalyst for racial
violence (particularly after the media had createdoral panic around the outbreaks
of violence in cinemas screenibigw Jack CityandBoyz N the Hooboth 1991));
and a general hang-over from the furore that hadtgd the release dFK. After
Malcolm Xs release, however, there were not the same atsaimpise the film in
broader conflicts over the Sixties. This | argueakwecause an African-American
experience of the Sixties was framed in the mesliaesng more a case of “special
interest” rather than of national resonance.

The methodological framework used in this thesis &llowed me to provide
an extensive analysis of the historical conditithreg shape a film’s script content
and its operations in the public sphere. Such @noggh can enrich the historical
and ideological analysis of cinema, for it placesativity within a precise context
and sheds light on the kinds of representatiomateggies filmmakers employed
(bolstering, as it does, information that can leagkd from filmmakers’
retrospective comments with actual evidence gle&mea the script development
process), and the changes and compromises madahg doei film’s journey from

%4 Desson Howe, “Steady Steps of ‘Long Wallyashington PosMarch 22, 1991, p. N51.
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script to screen. Following scholars such as Jatatier, Barbara Klinger, Thomas
Austin and Mark Jancovich, | have also conductegpgon studies that offer
reasons why these five films were interpreted ag there at a distinctive point in
time.”® Linking an examination of script development aritiaal reception
provided explicit evidence that, while similar $égies were mobilised by key
filmmakers involved irPlatoon et ak production, prominent discursive practices
present in the 1980s and 1990s public sphere ahsuamenot all of the films were
subjected to the same levels of political debate.

There were, however, limitations to my methodoldggst obviously, | was
only able to examine five films in any great degthrther analysis of Hollywood’s
Sixties during the years 1986-1994 might consilerscript development of other
films produced at this time in order to ascertime public politics/personal
authenticity formula was a common strategy. Seggraiid James Burton’s thesis
has already begun this process, further explorati@ixties films’ reception would
offer insight into how other films were used publiand what political and cultural
exigencies may have influenced the interpretiven&a in which such films were
discussed and understo6@Thirdly, a consideration of actual audience resesrto
Hollywood Sixties films would offer a new perspeetion these films’ public
reception. Examining the ways in which audiencésrpretedPlatoonet als
political and historical representation at the tiofi¢heir theatrical releases may now
be impossible due to the lack of freely availalWatemporaneously retrieved
audience response information, but further reseamchudiences reception of more
recent Sixties films would provide a clearer pietof the ways in which viewers
respond to, and engage with, political and his@drontent. Is a film’s historical and
political content important to a viewer? Are thexpary audiences for Hollywood’s

Sixties films self-declared liberals or conservasiwr both?

"% Thomas AustinHollywood, Hypeand Audiences: Selling and Watching Popular Filnthie
1990s(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002yk\Mancovich, “Two Ways of Looking’:
The Critical Reception of 1940s HorrofinemaJournal, vol. 49, no. 3 (Spring 2010), pp. 45-66;
Barbara KlingerMelodramaand Meaning: History, Culture and the Films of DtagySirk
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994); I@Btaiger Perverse Spectators: The Practices of
Film ReceptionNew York: New York University Press, 2000).

9 James BurtoriFilm, History and Cultural Memory: Cinematic Repeatations of Vietnam Era
America During the Culture Wars, 1987-1995" (Unaigr of Nottingham: Unpublished Thesis,
2007)"
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An audience-based analysis may well require antitng of the relationship
between Hollywood cinema, American politics and¢biure wars. While the
standard culture wars narrative suggests thatehegfrom mid 1980s to the mid
1990s constituted a time of intense conflict amoedtes, political scientists such as
Alan Wolfe and Morris P. Fiorina demonstrate tlne ¢jeneral public was far less
divided on most issues than were political and metltes’®” As Fiorina puts it, the
“belief that a culture war rages in the United &tatis based on observing
“discourse and behaviour within the political cla$&® Furthermore, “the media are
part of the political class and talk mostly to ambut the political class [and so] the
myth of popular polarisation took root and greW>While political elites have
become increasingly polarised since the 1960setiserery little evidence of the
public following a similar path. In fact, some stdrs argue that, if anything, the
culture wars have been won primarily by libef8fin the light of this research, one
would have to consider what it was abBldatoonet althat appealed to audiences.
Did audiences reddlatoon et alas conveying an explicitly liberal message? Did
these films appeal because they promoted the Sixtipact on individual lives as
the era’s positive legacy? Was it simply becauskesuzes do not like being
bombarded with a political “message” and theretppreciated these films’
ideological diversity? Maybe audiences prefer t@ble to make up their own minds
on issues that directly impact upon their everyiiass.

*kkkkkk

Given that this thesis’ methodology has stressednight that can be gained from
examining in detail several stages of a film’s prcttbn, promotion and reception, as
well as its content and themes, my concluding aeslyf postorrest GumSixties

films will refrain from providing too strident cohssions as to the films’ political

97 Alan Wolfe,One Nation After Al[New York: Viking, 1998); Morris P. Fiorina, SamuklAbrams
and Jeremy C. Pop€ulture Wars: The Myth of a Polarised Ameri¢&earson Longman: New York,
2006).

"8 Fiorinaet al, p. 167.

" Fiorinaet al, Culture War p. 167.

890 pid., p. 123; James Patters@estless GianfThe United States from Watergate to Bush V. Gore
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 26%2Robert M. CollinsTransforming America:
Politics and Culture During the Reagan Ye@lxew York: Columbia University Press, 2007), pp.
248-250.
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and historical content. | will, however, offer ameoview of Hollywood productions
over the past fifteen years and raise a few questioat might be considered in
future research.

The year afteForrest Gumfs release, three high-profile Sixties pictures
made it to cinema screens: Oliver Stone’s biopiRiochard NixonNixon the Ron
Howard directed chronicle of an aborted missiotheomoonApollo 13 andMr.
Holland’s Opusthe story of a music teacher’s bitter-sweet r@heships with family
members and students from the 1960s to the 19909@5H). Nixoris failure at the
US box-office and the comparative successeéspoillo 13andMr. Holland’s Opus
were, | suggest, influential in determining theuhet production strategies mobilised
by filmmakers in the late 1990s and 2000s.

Produced on a budget of $43 million while garneongy $13 million at the
US box-office,Nixoris poor performance alerted Hollywood filmmakerghe
commercial risks involved in producing overly-darkd despairing representations
of the Sixties. This film presented Stone’s hypsth¢hat America had descended
into chaos after JFK’s assassination (but in faakér terms thadFK). The “rough
beast” of Yeats’ poem (noted in the introductiomyp thesis) becomes the rough
reality of Watergate-era Amerié&: The film ends with Nixon’s funeral in 1994 and
a voiceover from Stone himself informing of the dastion of Cambodia during
Nixon’s Vietnam campaign and the increased hasslibetween Russia and the
United States after Nixon’s resignation. UnlikeK, this film does not conclude on a
note of optimism. “When they look at you, they sd®t they want to be” Nixon
says to a portrait to John F. Kennedy towardsithesfend. “When they look at me,
they see what they are.” A “Nixon America” of cqgotion, war and death is what
Nixonenvisions for post-Sixties America.

Few other films of the 1990s and 2000s have attednjat depict the recent
past in such depressing terms asNixbn Perhap8obby(2006), a film focusing
on the lives of several fictional characters dutimg day of Robert Kennedy’s
assassination in August 1968, is a rare attemjaliltmv Nixonand paint the Sixties
as an all encompassing rupture in the nationahhaer. Ending with a montage of

images of Robert Kennedy and Sixties events anohaganied by Simon and

801 Stone himself has referred to his vision of pastagsination America as “the beast.” See Charles
Kiselyak,Oliver Stone’s AmericaDVD available with the Oliver Stone DVD box s€he Ultimate
Oliver Stone Collectioiwarner Home Video, 2004).
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Garfunkel’s brooding tune “The Sounds of Silend3pbydoes for Robert Kennedy
whatNixondid for John F. Kennedy; it presents RFK’s assasisin as the death of
idealism. Whereas Stonel&K suggested that there was the potential for otloers t
take up John F. Kennedy’s mantle and continuettinggle for a better society (see
Chapter ThreeBobbysees the death of JFK’s younger brother as theéesi for
American optimism. After RFK, say@obby hope and idealism evaporated.

| would argue that such bleak interpretations ef$liixties legacy are,
however, few and far between. In different waygollo 13andMr. Holland’s Opus
were the direct heirs tBorrest Gumfs more positive representation of the recent
American pastApollo 13garnered $172 million at the domestic box office,
becoming 1995’s third highest grossing film in theited States. | would argue that
this film provides an optimistic, but quite conservative espntation of the Sixties.
Directed by Ron Howard and starriRgrrest Gumfs star Tom HanksApollo 13
begins in 1969, with a crowd gathered to watch Reihstrong and Buzz Aldrin
land on the moon. This film turns viewing the mdanding into a generational clash
of sorts. A room full of astronauts and their wiyggluding Jim and Marilyn Lovell
[Tom Hanks and Kathleen Quinlan]) mingle in the elbhouse awaiting news of
the successful disembarkation. The younger geoeratie, however, seemingly
disinterested. Lovell’s hippie daughter hides inlbedroom dressed in tie-dye shirts
and listening to Jefferson Airplane. The youngsstomaut, Jack Swigert (Kevin
Bacon) seems more interested in flirting with yodemale guests than in watching
his country’s moment of glory.

The rest oApollo 13s action sees Lovell and his crew begin a jourtoethe
moon, only to suffer technical difficulties forcirigem to return home. As family
and friends wait for their safe return, it becorokesr that the astronaut’s
homecoming is being coded visually as a symbotigrnefrom the “turbulent
Sixties.” Captain Jim Lovell's (Tom Hank’s) daughtwho began the film dressed
in hippie beads and listening to rock music, awaéts/ously the spacecratft’s re-
entry in a demure polka dot dress; Lovell’'s sos amongst fellow well-turned-out
teenagers at military academy. Precise side parang Jackie Kennedy bobs are the
order of the day at the Lovell family house as@nat prepare for the patriarch’s
triumphant return. The image of a stereotypicafti€s” family reunion, the safe
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return of Lovell and company serves to reverseSilkges, as if all of the era’s
transformations are turned back again, and evergetnens to their “proper place.”

Given that much of the content noted above appedre film’'s visual as
opposed to aural representation it does raise saer@sting questions with regards
to Apollo 13s production history. Firstly, it would be wortlrsidering whether
these references were present in the memoir upahwie film is based (called
Lost Moonand co-written by the real Jim Lovell and Jeffrdydger). If not, then
were they present in early drafts of the script?v@re they added during the
shooting stage? If the latter is the case themaighat consider why this conservative
material was added and whether, in the wakeoofest Gumfs commercial success
(and widespread assumption tRatrest Gumpwvas a conservative film), director
Ron Howard was tempted to align his picture witls iroader political culture
where conservative voices dominated? Considerioly guestions would again offer
insight into the processes of negotiation takiragelduring a film’s production. Did
Howard, Hanks, their collaborators or their baclsatsout to provide a conservative
representation of the Sixties or were they simailpting their film to what they
believed to be the current political/box-officencite?

At the same time, it is difficult to argue that &&s films released in the
immediate wake oforrest Gumpwere all attempting to align their films with the
political Right. Indeed, the same yearAgmllo 13s release, another commercially
successful picture appeared, one that, in my veaw @gain based on textual
analysis alone), had a longer lasting impact orptbeuction of Hollywood’s Sixties
films than did the Howard-Hanks pictuidr. Holland’s Opus though taking a solid
if not earth-moving $82 million at the box office (ank in 14' place in the annual
domestic theatrical gross table for 1995) is, giketack of popular stars, perhaps
the more surprising success story of 1995. This fitesents what — for want of a
better phrase — can be described as a wishy-wdsdmall representation of the
Sixties. Mr. Holland, played b&merican Graffiti(1973) star Richard Dreyfuss, who
had not starred in a commercially successful fiimrhany years, arrives at the
newly named John F. Kennedy High School a cynie yéar is 1965 and Holland
has accepted a teaching post in the hope thall gme him enough spare time to
write his own music. It soon becomes clear thalahaol's dreams of a career as a
composer will have to take a back seat. Dashirautiir thirty years of American
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history — the Kennedy assassination, the Vietnam \Wdn Lennon’s assassination
etc —Opusreveals its central protagonist to be a flawed w@hately
compassionate man, who quickly learns that hisae@dribution to the world is as a
music teacher.

In many waysMr Holland’s Opuspresents the figure of John Lennon as the
most inspirational figure to have emerged from3dies. Lennon’s assassination in
1980 serves as a key moment in the film during Wwilolland quarrels, but finally
reconciles, with his son Cole (Anthony Natale).tassJim Garrison in a sense
“becomes” JFK in Stone’s film, Holland “becomes™rmmn toward the end of the
film. He sings the dead musician’s “Beautiful Bag”honour of Lennon, but also in
honour of Cole. “We are your symphony, Mr. Hollaps&ys a former student at a
concert arranged in honour of Holland’s thirty \seas a teacher, “we are the
melodies and notes of your opus.” Mr. Holland’s teidmution to the world has been
instilling a love of music in his students, and figdt to promote the value of music
education in an increasingly cynical school systena sense, Holland’s search for a
life that is personally authentic sees him accepshortcomings as a composer and
devote his life to the less prestigious professibhigh-school teaching. No wonder
this film was viewed in some quarters as a deatdfeethe Sixties generation. “The
populous baby boom generation”, wrote one reviettas reached, or will soon
reach the Mr. Holland stage of life, when one bsgmreflect on the mismatch of
youthful hopes and actual achieveméfit.”

Other critically and commercially successful Holywd Sixties films of the
2000s have focused on the school and universigysite of positive Sixties
experiences. Set in 1971, against the backdroprdfaversial federal government
sponsored civil rights legislation — affirmativetiaa policies and the desegregation
program of public school “busing® — Remember the Titarf2000) chronicles how
a successful championship football season helpgthge the racial conflicts ignited
by these forced integration programs. As | haveiedgelsewherd&emember the

892 william Grimes, “Mr. Holland Succeeds Almost Despitself,” New York Timesebruary 21,
1996, p. C9.

803 Busing refers to the transportation of black aitevschoolchildren to schools not in their
neighbourhoods. This was done so as to ensurd daogasity.
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Titans representation of affirmative action and busisgaélitically ambiguou&®*
The film invites viewers to interpret these polgia line with their own outlook, as
either positive and necessary tools in the strufygleacial equality (both policies
lead to improved race relations within the locaing; or, conversely, as rather
irrelevant (if one subscribes to the view that &siwhe football team and Coach
Herman Boone [Denzel Washington] who did teal integrating). Nevertheless,
this film, much like another civil rights-themedasts film Glory Road(2006),
provides positive representations of the civil tegbtruggle in that they highlight
African-American roles in this struggle. Far frohetpassive victims of 1980s and
early 1990s civil rights cinema suchMsssissippi BurningandHeart of Dixie these
films seem to emphasise collective action and gemey of white and black
character§®

One feature of the posterrest Gumpinematic landscape is the increased
number of black-centred productions. The releadéno$ such ag’he Hurricane
(1999),Ali (2001),Ray(2004),Dreamgirls(2006) andrhe Expres§2007) support
Carolyn Anderson and Jon Lupo’s findings that, sitiee 1990s, Hollywood
biographies have focused increasingly on peopt®iiur®® The first decade of the
twenty-first century has seen an increased numig8ixties films in which black
characters take a central role. With this in mindther research might consider if
these films imbue their central characters withdhme political agency as 1980s
and 1990s civil rights films imbued their white caeters Ali would seem to provide
a reasonably positive representation of boxer MuhacthAli’s anti-war stance. |
would suggest the opening forty minutes of thisfiltilises a number of formal and
narrative techniques intended to present Ali aditbeal heir to Malcolm X’s
political activism (almost redressing the fact thaé’sMalcolm Xdoes not mention
Ali and Malcolm X'’s relationship)Rayhighlights the musician Ray Charles’ civil
rights activism (his refusal to play at segregatedues). It does not, however, depict
Charles’ more controversial decision to play inrépeid South Africa in 1981. One

might ask whether, given that boi andRayessentially conclude in the “Sixties”

804 Oliver Gruner, “You're Only As Good As Your Lase@e:Remember the Titafigemembers
Civil Rights,” in Andrew Leiter (ed.)Beyond the Plantation: Southern Identities in Comerary
Film (McFarland and Company Inc), forthcoming.

895 Gruner, “You're Only As Good As Your Last Game.”

896 Carolyn Anderson and Jon Lupo, “Hollywood Lives$teTState of the Biopic at the Turn of the
Century,” in Steve Neale (ed@enre and Contemporary Hollywodldondon: bfi, 2002), 92-95.
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—Rayends in 1966 andli ends after the famous “Rumble in the Jungle” fight
1974 — biographical narratives, especially thosdentzy baby boomer flmmakers,
have simply become vehicles in which to exploreSheies as a generational
experience (as Stone and Sklar attempteliFi), as opposed to attempts at
representing real individuals. It would therefolgodbe worth considering these
films’ public receptions. Did commentators criteithe elision of controversial
subject matter, or were such films seen as moraphetical attempts to make
meaning of the Sixties? Certainly, films suchAisandRemember the Titangere,
on their US theatrical releases, incorporated pratiitical debates on the Sixties and
on race relations in contemporary AmefitaOne can therefore say that
Hollywood's Sixties films continue to resonate paofu#ly in the public sphere.

The final question | would like to raise with reddo Sixties films of the past
fifteen years is whether, alongside an increaseaben of black-centred filmshere
has been a concurrent increase in politically conscfilms featuring female
protagonists. Does, for examplgreamgirlsmake any gesture toward civil rights or,
in general, politics of the Sixties? | am inclinedsuggest that it avoids a great deal
of political commentary. Indeed, it would seem te that many of the above noted
civil rights films have contributed to a masculatisn of public memory in which
black and white men become active agents in sohehge while women are either
sidelined Ali, Glory Road or even presented as impediments to this change
(football player Gerry Bertier's [Ryan Hurst's] itfend in Remember the Titans
for example). The early-Sixties set film, which hadven reasonably fertile ground
for examinations of women’s Sixties experiend@sty Dancing Peggy Sue Got
Married and the television movi& Private Mattey for example) has received fewer
outings in recent years. Tom Hanks’ 1964-set diméait effort, That Thing You Do
(1996) relegates Faye Dolan (Liv Tyler), the onadiée character, to a bit-part love
interest role. One could certainly make an argurfmnnhdependent films such as
the biopic of Sixties radical Valerie Solan&hot Andy Warhd1996), quasi-biopic
of singer songwriter Carol Kingzrace of My Hear{1996) and even the family
melodramaEve’s Bayoy1997), which focuses on a young girl and her iahahip
with, and eventual murder of, her womanising fathsrproviding a forum for the

representation of feminist issues. Finally, the288make of John Walters’ 1988

897 For Remember the Titaheeception see Gruner, “Last Game.”
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film Hairsprayis a rare Hollywood production to feature a strangd politically
active female protagonist. Perhaps the commera@ess of this film will inspire
other filmmakers to producer similar representagion

I hope that the interdisciplinary methodology amdblpc politics/personal
authenticity critical framework utilised throughdtts thesis may provide a useful
starting point for future analyses of Sixties pieti As | write, another well-known
baby boomer director, Steven Spielberg, is devalppb less than three new Sixties
films: biopics of Jackie Kennedy and Martin Luting and a picture about the
1969 court trial of the radical activists knowntls Chicago Seven. Long-
circulating rumours that films on the lives of Jadoplin and Timothy Leary and
Phil Ochs are in the pipeline further indicate aigeon the part of industry insiders
to explore diverse aspects of Sixties politics popular culture. Much the same can
be said about producers of cultural artefacts rgereerally, as those of the Sixties
generation continue to “retell their coming-of-ageries and reinvest in the ef8>
And, with politicians, journalists and public commt&tors continuing to mobilise
the Sixties as a rhetorical weapon and/or as giratgnal call to arms,
Hollywood’s operations in this public debate rensaantimely subject of analysis.
How will the next batch of Sixties films depict teea’s political transformations?
Whose lives will be declared “authentic”? For asg@as powerful interests continue
to shape recent history for their own ideologigad® what is past, to paraphrase

JFK, is but the prologue.

808 Sharon MonteithAmerican Culture in the 196@Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008),
p. 200.
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