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modities (and her value as one depends upon her value as
the other). In any traditional sense, Gregory Peck is not an
actor at all; he is a model, and the model has become the
American ideal. Advertising dramatizes a way of life with
certain consumption patterns, social attitudes and goals, the
same way of life dramatized in films; films are becoming
advertising in motion.

Is Executive Suite® in substance any different from an in-
stitutional ad—“This Company Believes in the Future of
America”’? Break it down into shots—the hero’s home, the
manufacturing process scene, the mother playing catch with
her son, and you are looking at pages in Sunset, Life, and
Today’s Woman. Then open Time, and there are the actors
from the film speaking into dictaphones to illustrate the mes-
sage: “Cameron Hawley, author of Executive Suite, says ‘1
use my Dictaphone TiME-MASTER constantly and with great
success.”” If we are no longer sure what medium we are in,
the reason is that there are no longer any organic differences.

The common aim of attracting and pleasing the public has
synthesized their methods and their content. The film and
the ad tell their story so that the customer can take it all @
at a glance. They show him to himself as he wants to be,
and if flattery is not enough, science and progress may clinch
the sale. The new toothpaste has an activating agent; new
shirts and shorts have polyester fibers running through them;
Night People is filmed in CinemaScope with Stereophonic
Sound. Can we balk at technical advances that “2000 years
of experiment and research have brought to us”? New “tech-
nical advances” increase not only the physical accessibility
of cultural goods, the content of the goods becomes increas-
ingly accessible. The film’s material has been assembled, the
plot adapted; sound engineers have amplified the hero’s voice,
and the heroine’s figure has been surgically reconstructed
(actresses who scorn falsies can now have plastic breasts
built-in), The new wide screen surrounds us and sounds

* In contrast with the situation in the film, some of the actual problems
of furniture manufacturers might provide material for farce: how to make
furniture that will collapse after a carefully calculated interval (refrigerator
manufacturers are studying the problem of ‘replacement”—i.e., designing
refrigerators that will necessitate replacement in ten years rather than fifteen
or twenty years) or that will be outmoded by a new style (automobile man-
ufacturers are wrestling with consumers’ lag—people just don’t yet understand
that the 1950 car is to be discarded with the 1950 hat). The desigaer-hero of

- Tutr’ve Suite can be a real menace to American business: good designs last
0 long,
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converge upon us. Just one thing is lost: the essence of film
“magic” which lay in our imaginative absorption, our enter-
ing into the film (as we might enter into the world of a
Dostoyevsky novel or Middlemarch). Now the film can come
to us—one more consummation of the efforts to diminish
the labor (and the joy) of imaginative participation.

All this has been done for us; all that’s left for us is to
buy. Suppose an audience does buy a film—what do they do
with it? The audience is not exactly passive, it has its likes
and its dislikes and it expresses them—in terms drawn more
from advertising, however, than from art. The audience talks
freely about the actor’s personality, the actress’s appeal, the
likableness of their actions. Film critics become experts in
“craftsmanship” and mechanics; Dreyer’s Day of Wrath is
considered impossibly slow and dim, while Night People is
found to be “racy,” “well-made,” and “fast-paced”—praise
more suitable to the art of a Studebaker than to the art of
the film. A patron who wanted to mull a Hollywood film over
for a while would be judged archaic—and rightly so. There
is nothing to mull over: a trained crew did all that in ad-
vance.

Melodrama, perhaps the most highly developed type of
American film, is the chief vehicle for political thought in our
films (Casablanca, Edge of Darkness, To Have and Have
Not, North Star). Melodrama, like the morality play, is a
popular form; structurally melodrama is the morality play
with the sermons omitted and the pattemn of oppositions is-
suing in sensational action. Its intention is primarily to en-
tertain (by excitation) rather than to instruct (entertain-
ingly). Labels stand for the sermons that are dispensed with,
and the action is central.

In some of the war and postwar films the writers and di-
rectors seemed to feel they were triumphing over Holly-
wood and over melodrama itself by putting the form to
worthwhile social ends: they put sermons back in. The demo-
cratic messages delayed and impeded the action, of course,
but they helped to save the faces of those engaged in the
work. (Perhaps without the pseudo-justification provided by
speeches about democracy, the artists would have been shat-
tered by the recognition that films like Cornered aroused and
appealed to an appetite for violence.) While the hypocrisy
of the method made the films insulting and the democratic
moralizing became offensive dogma, the effort did indicate
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the moral and political disturbances, and the sense of re-
sponsibility, of the film makers. Night People reduces the
political thought to what it was anyway—labeling—and noth-
ing impedes the action. The film is almost “pure” melo-
drama. The author doesn’t try to convince himself or the
public that he’s performing an educational service or that the
film should be taken seriously. The cynicism is easier to take
than hypocrisy, but it also shows just how far we are going.

Heroism is the substance of melodrama, as of standard
westerns and adventure films, but there is little effort
in Hollywood to make it convincing or even to relate it to
the hero’s character (in Night Pcople a few additional labels
—the hero went to a Catholic college, he was a professional
football player—suffice). We have come a long way since
the days when Douglas Fairbanks, Sr., winked at the audi-
ence as he performed his feats; now the audience winks
at the screen.®

The political facts of life may shatter the stereotypes of
Hollywood melodrama but economic facts support them. The
formula hero-defeats-villain has been tested at the box office
since the beginning of film history and it may last until the
end. Melodrama is simple and rigid and yet flexible enough
to accommodate itself to historical changes. The hero is al-
ways the defender of the right and he is our representative.
He rarely changes labels; on the few occasions when he is
not an American he demonstrates that those on our side are
just like us. (Gregory Peck’s first screen role was in Days of
Glory: as a heroic Soviet soldier he fought the evil Nazis.)

The villains are marked by one constant: they are sub-
human. If the hero of Night People did not know that the
enemy are cannibals, he might feel some qualms about the
free dispensation of strychnine (he must feel as sure as
Hitler that those opposing him are beyond reconciliation).
Film melodrama, like political ideology with which it has
much in common, has a convenient way of disposing of the
humanity of enemies: we stand for humanity; they stand
for something else. The robbers who are shot, the Nazis who

w * The New Yorker carries sophisticated consumption to extremes: it is
knowing” about everything. The reader is supposed to “see through” what
he buys—whether it’s a production of Macheth, a lace peignoir, a biography
of Freud, or a $10 haircut (executed by vergnes himself). One must a.mit
that the consumer who doesn’t take anything too seriously is aesthetically pref-
erable to the unsportsmanlike consumer who takes buying so seriously that
he pores over Consumer Reports.
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are knifed—they are cowards or fanatics and they don’t de-
serve to live. Fear, on the one hand, and, on the other, devo-
tion to a “misguided” cause to the disregard of personal
safety are evidence of subhumanity. The villains are usually
more expressive than the heroes because their inhumanity
is demonstrated precisely by the display of extreme human
emotions. (Gregory Peck, who is always a hero, is rarely
called upon to register any emotion whatever. The devil can
be expressive, but the hero is a stick of wood.) The villains
are not human; if they were, they’d be on our side. When
historical circumstances change and our former enemies be-
comes allies, we let bygones be bygones and they are re-
stored to human estate. Thus the little yellow bastards are
now cultured Japanese; the blood-guilty Germans are now
hardworking people, so akin to Americans in their moral
standards and ability to organize an efficient economy; now it
is the Russians, the courageous pioneers and fighting men
of the war years, who are treacherous and subhuman. (In
Night People the enemy are variously described as “the
creeps over there,” “burglars,” “a methodical bunch of lice.”)
Political melodrama looks ahead.

This is the level of the anti-Communism of Night People.
And it is at this level that the advertising-entertainment me-
dium has political effect. In a culture which has been movie-
centered for thirty years, films are a reflection of popular
American thought as well as an influence upon it. At the
Army-McCarthy hearings, the participants, conscious of the
radio and television audience, find it necessary to proclaim,
each in his turn, that he hates Communists. McCarthy im-
putes wealmess and political unreliability to the Secretary of
the Army by suggesting that Stevens merely dislikes Com-
munists. In other words, if he knew what they were, he
would hate them: he lacks the hero’s sureness. McCarthy
draws political support by the crude, yet surprisingly con-
trolled, intensity of his hatred of Communists; the intensity
suggests that he, like Intelligence Officer Peck, knows how
to take care of rats, and his lack of scruples becomes a po-
litical asset. Further knowledge is irrelevant; the hero does
not need to look too closely into the heart of evil,

Knowledge may even be dangerous. The hero should know
that Communists are rats without needing to examine the
nature of Communism. Is our thinking so primitive that we
fear that a close look will not only expose us to destruction
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but will turn us into rats, that Communism is contagious?
Is that why there is so much fear that people may read
Communist literature, and why those who have had no con-
tact with Communism are deemed the only safe anti-Com-
munistsP The man of conscience who examines the enemy
sees human beings—the primitive explanation is that he got
too close and was infected. If you know enough to hate Com-
munists, you know enough; if you know more, perhaps you
can no longer hate. The ritualistic nature of this popular
anti-Communism was made apparent in the public reaction
to Acheson’s remark that he wouldn’t turn his back on Alger
Hiss. Acheson spoke as one human being talking about an-
other; he was attacked for his failure to recognize that Soviet
agents are not supposed to be regarded as human beings.
The morality play had meaning as an instructive dramati-
zation, an externalization of the conflict withip man. Our
popular culture and popular politics and even our popular
religion take this conflict and project it onto the outside world.
The resulting simplification has immediate advantages: we
are exonerated, they are guilty. In contrast with drama which
sensitizes man to human complexity, melodrama desensitizes
men. No wonder the public has no patience with real political
issues, nor with the moral complexities of Shakespeare or
Greek tragedy. The movies know how to do it better: in a
film, Stevens or McCarthy would prove his case; in a film,
Oppenheimer would be innocent or guilty. A reporter who
made a telephone survey asking, “Are you listening to the
Army-McCarthy hearings?” got the housewife’s response:
“No, that’s not my idea of entertainment.” It is the stereo-
typed heroes and villains of her brand of entertainment who
react upon our public figures—so that if Stevens admitted
that he had functioned in the real world of conciliation and
compromise, he would be publicly dishonored (yet he can-
not prove his basic honesty without making that admission).
Senator McCarthy has not the look of a man in the grip
of a fixed idea; rather he has the look of a man who has
the fixed idea well in hand. When national issues can be dis-
cussed in terms of “ferreting out rats” (and even Mec-
Carthy’s political opponents accept the term) the man with
the fixed idea is the man who appears to stand for something.
He has found the role to play. When Senator McCarthy iden-
tifies himself with right and identifies anyone who opposes
him with the Communist conspiracy, he carries the political
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morality play to its paranoid conclusion—a reductio ad ab-
surdum in which right and wrong, and political good and
evil, dissolve into: are you for me or against me? But the
question may be asked, are not this morality and this politics
fundamentally just as absurd and just as dangerous when
practiced on a national scale in our commercial culture? The
world is not divided into good and evil, enemies are not all
alike, Communists are not just Nazis with a different accent;
and it is precisely the task of political analysis (and the in-
cidental function of literature and drama) to help us under-
stand the nature of our enemies and the nature of our op-
position to them. A country which accepts wars as contests
between good and evil is suffering from the delusion that
the morality play symbolizes real political conflicts.

Some political theorists would like to manipulate this delu-
sion: they hold that the only way to combat Communism is
to employ the “useful myth” that the current world struggle
is a battle between Christianity and atheism, that the free
world represents God on earth and the Communist countries,
the anti-Christ. Such a “useful myth” may very likely, how-
ever, be purchased (for the most part) just as cynically as
it is sold. Is a myth a myth for the public that accepts it
without conviction? Or does “Fight for God” become more
like the advertising slogan “Always Buy Chesterfields”—a
slogan which does not prevent the Chesterfield smoker from
having nagging fears of lung cancer and heart disease? The
modemn man who fights in a mythical holy crusade laaows he’s
compelled to fight—whether it’s for God or not.

Cecil B. DeMille, who might lay claim to having falsified
history as much as any man alive, is now at work on The
Ten Commandments (in Vista Vision). He states: “It's amaz-
ing how much our story parallels the world situation today”
—the parallel may be a bit elusive, but no doubt DeMille
will make his point. Other film makers, suddenly confronted
with CinemaScope, have been raiding his domain; they ap-
pear to be so dazzled by the width of the screen they feel
it can only be filled by God. Their primitive awe is similar
to that of the public which is attracted to “big” pictures.
Though it is easy to scoff at the advertising which em-
phasizes the size of a picture—the cast of thousands, the
number of millions spent—magnitude in itself represents an
achievement to the public. The whole family goes to The
Robe or The Greatest Show on Earth—it's an event like
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Gone with the Wind or Duel in the Sun, as big as a natural
catastrophe. Primitivism takes many forms. We no longer
hear arguments on all sides about what causes wars: global
atomic warfare is so big it seems to be something only
God can explain. (Night People is not a small picture: the
closing shot leaves the hero confronting the heavens.)

The danger in manipulation and cynicism is not that
those who extol the greatness of the democratic idea and the
greatness of the common man while treating the public as
common fools are Machiavellians scheming to impose an
ideology upon the public. The democratic ideology has been
imposed on them: they are driven by economic necessity
(and political necessity) to give the public what it wants.
The real danger is that we may lose the capacity for those
extensions in height, in depth, in space which are the expe-
rience of art and thought. If the public becomes accustomed
to being pleased and pandered to, the content is drained
out of democratic political life. (The pimp who peddles good
clean stuff is nevertheless engaged in prostitution.)

After dozens of anti-Nazi films and countless slick stories
and articles, the public had had enough of Hitler. What
they wearied of had only the slenderest connection with the
subject of Nazism; they got tired of the old formula with the
Nazi label. But they didn’t reject the formula, they settled
for a change of labels. In the same way Hollywood may
well exhaust anti-Communism before it has gotten near it.
Night People is just the beginning of a new cycle—a cycle
which begins by exploiting public curiosity and ends by
satiating it.

All our advertising is propaganda, of course, but it has
become so much a part of our life, is so pervasive, that
we just don’t know what it is propaganda for. Somehow it
keeps the wheels rolling and that seems to be what it’s
for. Why don’t other peoples see that we are the heroes
and the Russians cannibals? One reason is that America’s
public relations romance with itself is a spectacle to the
rest of the world. In Hollywood productions, the American
soldiers and civilians abroad are soft touches, chivalrous
under the wisecracks, patronizing and generous towards un-
fortunate little people the world over; aroused by injustice,
the American is Robin Hood freed by birth from the threat
of the Sheriff of Nottingham. Though this propaganda fails
us abroad (too many Americans having been there) it func-
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tions at home as an entertaining form of self-congratulation
and self-glorification: it makes the audience feel good. While
we consume our own propaganda, other people are not so
gullible about us. They have a different way of being gul-
lible: they are influenced by Communist propaganda about,
us,

Propaganda—Salt of the Earth

One wonders if the hero of Night People, so sharp at
detecting the cannibal under the Communist tunic, would
recognize the Communist position when he saw it. Salt of
the Earth is as clear a piece of Communist propaganda as
we have had in many years, but the critic of the New York
Times saw, “. . . in substance, simply a strong pro-labor
film with a particularly sympathetic interest in the Mexican-
Americans with whom it deals,” and the critic of the Los
Angeles Daily News had this to say: “If there is propaganda
in this picture it is not an alien one, but an assertion of
principles no thoughtful American can reject” There are
Americans, then, who have not leammed that Communist
propaganda concentrates on local grievances. They fail to
recognize that Communism makes use of principles that no
thoughtful American (or Frenchman or Englishman) can re-
ject. Communism in each region appears to be divested of
its Soviet accoutrements; its aspect is not alien in Central
America, South America, Europe, Asia, or Africa. It is effec-
tive because it organizes, or captures the direction of, groups
struggling for status.

Despite the reactions of some critics, it is not likely that
the American film audience would react favorably to the
publicity campaign, “At last! An honest movie about Ameri-
can working people.” If American working people seek an
image of their attitudes and beliefs they will find it in Holly-
wood films—they have helped to put it there. Though a
Hollywood version glamorizes their lives, it does justice to
their dreams. If they did go to see Salt it is not likely that
more than a small proportion would see anything that struck
home, and that perhaps would be only as a reminder of
depression days.

At special showings or at art film houses, it’s a different
story. Salt can seem true and real for those liberals and
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progressives whose political thinking has never gone beyond
the thirties. Depression social consciousness is their exposed
nerve: touch it and it becomes the only reality, more vivid
than the actual conditions they live in. Many Americans
felt the first stirrings of political awareness in the thirties,
and nothing that has happened since has affected them com-
parably. They look back to the social theater and WPA
art as to a Golden Age. The prosperity that followed is
viewed almost as a trick, a device to conceal the truth and
to prevent the oppressed workers from joining together to
defeat ruthless big business. Prosperity is integrated with
so much advertising and cynicism that it seems a sham—it
doesn’t look real. In search of something to believe in,
they see the hollowness of the films played out in modem
apartments and neat little cottages and tend to situate truth
in the worst possible setting—in what has been left out of
Hollywood films. What looks ugly and depressing must be
true, since what looks prosperous is as empty as an ad.
(The film that uses a Santa Barbara mansion for the home
of its heroine doesn’t advertise its documentary background,
but a film using a shack, even if it is a facade, stresses
truth and realism.) The depths to which they may fall have
a greater emotional claim on them than the prosperity they
(feal:fully) enjoy. The worst makes the greatest claim to
truth.

Salt of the Earth is not likely to be effective propaganda
for overthrowing the capitalist bosses at home, a task which
the Communists are not likely to envision in the United
‘States anyway. But it is extremely shrewd propaganda for
the urgent business of the U.S.S.R.: making colonial peoples
believe that they can expect no good from the United States;
convincing Europe and Asia and the rest of the world that
there are no civil liberties in the U.S.A. and that our capi-
talism is really fascism. The American Communists are not
so much interested these days in glorifying the Soviet Union
as in destroying European and Asiatic faith in the United
States. Fifteen years ago it would have been easy to toss
off a film like Salt with “it's worse than propaganda, it’s a
dull movie.” Flippancy makes us rather uneasy today: Com-
munist propaganda, seizing upon our failures and our im-
perfections, and, when these are not strong enough, invent-
ing others, has very nearly succeeded in discrediting us to
the whole world. The discreditable aspects of American life
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are realities to be dealt with. Communist propaganda, how-
ever, treats them as opportunities.

The raw material of Salt of the Earth is a 1951-1952
strike of Mexican-American zinc miners in New Mexico.
The film, made in 1953, was sponsored by the International
Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers (expelled from
the CIO in 1950 as Communist-dominated), and financed
by Independent Productions Corporation (the money was
“borrowed from liberal Americans”). The writer, director,
and producer are blacklisted in Hollywood as fellow trav-
elers.

What brought these people together to make a film—zine
miners, liberal Americans, blacklisted film makers? This was
no mere commercial enterprise, and in our brief history as
a nation of film addicts, there has never been anything like
a group of several hundred people working together in de-
votion to film art. If art was their aim, how misguided
their effort—for what work of art, in any field, has ever re-
sulted from “group discussion and collective constructive
criticism” (“no less than 400 people had read, or heard a
reading of, the screenplay by the time we commenced pro-
duction”). Collective constructive criticism—where have we
heard that term before? It is not irony but justice that the
artists who chose this method came out with a film as
dreary and programmatic as the films made by those who
have collective criticism forced upon them,

Here is the opening of the film and our introduction to
the heroine, Esperanza: “A woman at work chopping wood.
Though her back is to the camera, we sense her weariness
in toil by the set of her shoulders . . . we begin to gather
that she is large with child. The woman carries the load of
wood to an outdoor fire, staggering under its weight. . . .”
It doesn’t take us long to find out that this is eternal down-
trodden woman, but if were slow, her first words set us
straight: “How shall I begin my story that has no beginning?
How shall I start the telling of all that is yet becoming?”

The miners of Salt of the Earth are striking for equality
(principally equality of safety conditions) with the “Anglos,”
but the strike is not a bargaining weapon for definite limited
objectives. It is inflated with lessons, suggestions and im-
plications until it acquires symbolic status. This is the dia-
logue as the hero Ramon watches Esperanza, his wife,
nursing the baby:
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Ramon: A fighter, huh?

Esperanza: He was born fighting. And bom hungry.

Ramon: Drink, drink, Juanito. You'll never have it so good.

Esperanza: He'll have it good. Some day.

Ramon (half-whispering): Not just Juanito. You’ll have it good
too, Esperanza. We're going to win this strike.

Esperanza: What makes you so sure?

Ramon (brooding): Because if we lose, we lose more than a
strike. We lose the union. And the men know this. And if we
win, we win more than a few demands. We win . . . (groping
for words) something bigger. Hope. Hope for our kids. Juanito
can’t grow strong on milk alone.

This is a strike in which the workers grow. “Have you learned
nothing from this strike?” Esperanza asks her husband, and
speaks of her own development: “I want to rise. And push
everything up with me as I go. . . .” “Strike” in Salt of the
Earth is used in its revolutionary meaning, as a training
ground in solidarity, a preparation for the big strike to come
~—a microcosm of the coming revolution.

If the author had cut up a pamphlet and passed out the
parts, he wouldn’t have given out anything very different
from this:

Esperanza: They tried to turn people against us. They printed
lies about us in their newspapers. . . . They said . . . that all
the Mexicans ought to be sent back where they came from. But
the men said . ..

Antonio (slapping newspaper): How can I go back where I
came from? The shack I was born in is buried under company
Property.

Kalinsky: Why don’t nobody ever tell the bosses to go back
where they came from?

"Cente: Wouldn't be no bosses in the state of New Mexico if
they did.

Alfredo (dreamily): Brother! Live to see the day!

Antonio: Talk about wide open spacesl Far as the eye can see
~no Anglos.

"Ramon holds up a finger, correcting him,

Ramon: No Anglo bosses.

This pedagogical tone, so reminiscent of the thirties, is
maintained throughout much of the film. Social realism has
never been able to pass up an opportunity for instruction:
these strikers are always teaching each other little constructive
lessons. Here is Ramon reprimanding Frank, the “Anglo”
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union organizer, for his failure to recognize a picture of
Juarez:

Ramon: . . . If I didn’t know a picture of George Washington,
you'd say I was an awful dumb Mexican.

Frank (deeply chagrined): I'm an awful dumb Anglo . .. I've
got a lot to learn.

Then, of course, there are the big lessons: when Esperanza
is in labor and the Sheriff is asked to get the doctor he
responds with, “You kiddin’? Company doctor wont come
to no picket line.” A miner’s widow then speaks to the men
picketing: “They, up there, your bosses—they don’t care
whether your children live or die. Let them be bormn like
animals! (A pause.) Remember this while you're marching,
you men. Remember well.” (She spits in the road.)

Another facet of social realism is the inflation of dialogue
to the rank of folk wisdom (Ramon: “‘No money down.
Easy term payments.’ I tell you something: this instaliment
plan, it’s the curse of the working class.”) and folk wit
(Esperanza: “Finding scabs in Zinc town, Ramon said,
was like looking for a rich man in heaven . . .”). These
“oppressed” are not confused by book-learning and bosses’
lies. They are the custodians of the real social truth.

The story is not just slanted: the slant is the story. Even
the baby’s christening party—in the nighttime—is interrupted
by deputy sheriffs with a repossession order for the radio.
When the company gets an eviction order, we see the deputies
“dumping the precious accumulations of a lifetime on to
the road: the shrine, a kewpie doll, a faded photograph.”
And, of course, the photograph of Juarez is “smashed in
the dust.” If you have half an eye for this sort of thing,
youll know when you first see Esperanza’s shiny radio that
it will be taken away from her, just as you'll know when
you see the photograph of Juarez that it wouldnt be framed
except to be smashed.

Detail upon detail adds up to a picture of fascism. How
can responsible critics fail to see what they're getting? Well,
something has been added to this old popular front morality
play, something that seems to give it new credibility.

The superintendent of the mine (from his Cadillac) suggests to
the sheriff that it would be nice to cut Ramon “down to size.”
The sheriff “touches his Stetson courteously” and, a few moments



MORALITY PLAYS RIGHT AND LEFT * 303

later, gives the signal to four deputies—Vance, Kimbrough and two
others. They arrest Ramon (who offers no resistance), handcuff
him and thrust him into their car. Vance, “a pale, cavernous,
slackjawed man,” is “slowly drawing on a pigskin glove.” After
an exchange of a few words, the “gloved hand comes up, swipes
Ramon across his mouth,” as Vance says softly, “Now you know
that ain’t no way to talk to a white man.”

Ramon sits tense now, awaiting the next blow. A trickle of blood
runs down his chin. The two deputies in front sit like wax dum-
mies paying no attention to what is going on in back.

Kimbrough: Hey, Vance. You said this Mex was full of pepper.
He don’t look so peppery now.

Vance: Oh, but he is. This bullfighter’s full of chile.

He drives a gloved fist into Ramon’s belly. Ramon gasps, his
eyes bulge. . . . Vance strikes him in the abdomen again. Kim-
brough snickers. . . . Ramon is doubled up, his head between his
legs. Vance pulls him erect.

Vance: Hold your head up, Pancho. That ain’t no way to sit.

Ramon (a mutter in Spanish): I'll outlive you all, you lice.

Vance (softly): How’s that? What’s that Spic talk?

He strikes Ramon in the belly. Ramon gives a choked cry. . . .
Kimbrough holds up Ramon’s head while Vance punches him
methodically. Ramon gasps in Spanish:

Ramon: Mother of God . . . have mercy. . . .

As if this were not enough, the next shots of Ramon
being struck in the belly are intercut with Esperanza’s con-
tractions as she gives birth. Finally, “the two images merge,
and undulate, and blur . . . we hear the feeble wail of a
newborn infant.”

This full dress racial treatment is the politically significant
ingredient in Salt of the Earth. Although socially, eco-
nomically and legally the United States has been expiating
its sins against minorities in record time, it is still vulnerable.
The Communists exploit this vulnerability: the message for
export is that America is a fascist country which brutally
oppresses the darker peoples.

Frank, Salt’s union organizer, tells us that “equality’s the
one thing the bosses can’t afford.” The explanation offered
is pitifully inadequate: “The biggest club they have over
the Anglo locals is, ‘well—at least you get more than the
Mexicans.” ” Ramon replies, “Okay, so discrimination hurts
the Anglo too, but it hurts me more. And I've had enough
of it.” This catechism of Communist economics has a creaky
sound. A rational Ramon in a film set in 1951 might very
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well ask: Why can’t this company afford equality when so
many others can?

To ask that would expose the mystification central to Salt
of the Earth by indicating that this community is no micro-
cosm of our society, and that the situation depicted is gro-
tesquely far from typical The film’s strike has not been
placed against the background of American life which would
provide perspective and contrast. It stays within a care-
fully composed system of references. (Esperanza describes
the help the striking miners got—“messages of solidarity and
the crumpled dollar bills of working men.” After fifteen years
of wanting to know who the company president is, the miners
come across a picture of him in .a “Man of Distinction”
ad. One of the men in the union truck that delivers food
to the starving miners is a Negro; when a miner comes
over, “the Negro leans down and shakes his hand warmly.”)

Let’s take a look at the film’s claims to truth and “hon-
esty.” The union president (who played Ramon) has written
that a Production Committee had “the responsibility of seeing
that our picture ran true to life from start to finish. Occa-
sionally there were meetings in which the union people
pointed out to our Hollywood friends that a scene we had
just shot was not true in certain details. When that hap-
pened, we all pitched in to correct the mistake.” I think
we may accept the evidence that those several hundred
people who made the film believed that it was true; from
this it does not follow, however, that we can assume that
all the film’s incidents belong to the period of the 1951-
1952 strike,

Let’s take a further look at what the union president
writes: “We dont have separate pay rates any more. . . .
Thank God for our union and for the men who organized
it. Back in the ’thirties, they were blacklisted, thrown off
company property and told to take their houses with
them . . . Salt of the Earth was not intended to be a docu-
mentary record of that particular strike (1951-1952). But
I will say this. It is a true account of our people’s lives
and struggles.” So perhaps the eviction in the film does not
derive from the 1951-1952 strike; perhaps the miners in
1951-1952 were not striking for equal safety conditions at
all. And it would still be a “true,” honest movie to those
‘who made it. If they accept this film as “fundamentally”
true of their lives, a “symbolic” truth that is higher, more
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true than the plain details of that strike, then, probably,
they can also take the next step, and believe that their
struggle is typical and symbolic of American society (the
sheriff who takes orders and bribes from the hosses sym-
bolizes government as capitalism’s hired man; the company
officers represent the decadent quality of American business;
the love story of Ramon and Esperanza symbolizes the vi-
tality of the masses, etc.).

Can the people who had a “constructive” hand in the
script believe in the abstract, symbolic characters as repre-
sentations of their livesP Don't the miners wives see that
something is wrong somewhere when the famous Mexican
actress who plays Esperanza,. the symbol of their lives, is so
unlike them? The miners’ wives—big women in slacks and
jackets, with short permanented hair, and a pleasant, rather
coarse plainness—suggest the active, liberated manner of free
American women. Esperanza, fine-boned, gentle and passive,
her long hair pulled back, dressed in drab, long skirts, is
the Madonna on the picket line. Can the women accept
nobility incarnate as the image of themselvesP Or is it
that they have gotten so far into symbolic thinking that they
believe in this heroine not merely as their representative
but as the symbol of all suffering humanity (“Esperanza”
means “hope”)—so that she doesn’t really have to be at all
like them, since she represents a higher truth about them?
I think we must allow for the possibility that those who
see themselves as symbols are capable also of holding rather
symbolic notions of truth.

Just for fun, let’s try out Salt’s realistic method. We de-
cide that a true account of Negro life in a Northem city
begs to be done. We take the simple story of a Negro
girl led into a life of vice and crime by a white business
man who seduces her and then casts her off on his corrupt
cronies. We follow her to the brothel where she is forced
to work (our brothel scenes are the first authentic record
of a brothel to be included in a work of art). We take
incidents from actual newspaper stories (the police own the
brothel; city big-shots cover-up for the police). Real pros-
titutes not only play themselves, they supply us with in-
formation that makes it possible for us to give accurate
representations of the impotent and perverted white business-
men who are their clients. The girls are rather a buxom
crew, but our heroine (we were fortunate indeed to secure
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the services of Miss Greer Garson, who had dreamed all
her life of playing a noble Negro prostitute) ®* suggests
endurance and infinite patience. The heroine’s only friends
are among the other prostitutes—and, as there is a white
girl among them, she learns that not all white people are
customers: there are white workers, too. The brutal mech-
anization of the heroine’s existence is forcefully presented
in a sequence intercutting from her room to the rooms of
the other girls. When, finally, the girls realize that in solidar-
ity there is strength, they force the white madam (a cold,
shrewd, hard-eyed aristocrat) to grant them better percent-
ages.

Have we told any lies? There is nothing in it that hasn’t
happened at some time. All we had to do was select the
data carefully and build up the story so that no “extraneous”
material showing other forms of Negro life entered in. And
it would be simple enough to inflate the dialogue so that
the brothel becomes a microcosm of America, a symbol of
race relations under fascism. Perhaps the best way to ex-
pose the falsification is to point out the brothel down the
street—with white workers and a Negro clientele, and hence
to suggest that perhaps America is too vast and pluralistic
an enterprise to be symbolized in any one brothel.

If we want to know something about the treatment of
minority peoples in the United States we don’t look at one
community, we examine and compare data in various com-
munities, cities, industries and institutions. We examine the
extraordinary social phenomenon of pecking (in one town
the Irish peck the Italians, in the next the Italians peck
the Mexicans, in other towns the Mexicans peck the Negroes,
and some cities are a regular chicken yard, with Armenians
or Portuguese last in the line) and other forms of internecine
warfare among minorities. We look at the life of the inte-
grated as well as the unintegrated minorities; we don’t
assume that the life of the Mexican-American zinc miner
is more symbolic of the treatment of minorities than the
life of the comer grocer whose name is Ramirez.

Compare Salt of the Earth with the films—social films,
too—of artists whose work is informed with individual imagi-
nation. Bufiuel, whose shocking Los Olvidados gives the lie
to the concept that the oppressed are the salt of the earth.

* Miss Rosaura Revueltas (Esperanza): “In a way it seemed I had waited
all my life to be in this picture. My own mother was a miner’s daughter.”
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De Sica, whose joyful little masterpiece Miracle i. Milan
flouted the expectations of Americans who looked to Italian
neo-realism for sombre, serious “truth.” Eisenstein, who se-
lected and stacked his images for ideological purposes, but
who did it, at least, on a grand scale. The enemy was
flamboyantly gross and evil, the violence obsessively brutal.
Barbaric splendor, excesses overflowed the bounds of the
ideology—just as Griffith’s fairy tale riches could not be
contained in the moralistic framework of Intolerance. These
artists use the film as a feast for eye and mind.

The proletarian morality play is a strict form: the heroes
and villains illustrate a lesson. The hero is humanity, the
struggling worker trying to reach consciousness of his his-
torical role. He is vital, full of untapped strength; the brutal
oppression to which he has been subjected has made him
all the more human.® He is a man who can learn. The
villains are the hero’s class enemies—they are representatives
of a decadent ruling class and they must be taught a lesson.
Though they control economic power, they are personally
weak: they have lost the life-force. They are subhuman.
The play is not so much a sermon as a guide to action.
It serves as a demonstration of the potential strength of the
working class—or, in this case, minority peoples. Salt of the
Earth is full of violence; it avails itself of the excitations
of melodrama, but the violence is symbolic.

Communists have their own fear of infection: the member
or sympathizer who explores other ideas may be deflected
from orthodoxy; he may succumb to the attractions of
“bourgeois” thought. Unless he stays within the bounds of
the approved ideas, he jeopardizes his own dedication to
the cause and he may infect the circle of his acquaintances.

“Social realism” is supposed to derive its art from reality.
The art is negligible and nothing could be further from
reality than these abstractions performing symbolic actions
in a depressing setting. The setting does refer to the real
world, however, and Salt of the Earth can seem “true” to
people who have been in the Imperial Valley or New Mexico

* The gloriﬁcadon of the common man denies him bis humanity in the
Very process of setting him up as more human than others. If you believe
in the greatness of the oppressed, you are very likely mot looking at the
oppressed at all, but at an image of what they should be. Marx predicted
that a degenerate society would degrade the working class; the latter day
“Marxists” accept the notion of a degenerate society but hold as a con-
comitant the curious notion of an uncontaminated “oppressed.” The concept
is not analytic, of course, but propagandistic.
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or the southern states. They have seen shocking living con-
ditions and they may feel the moral necessity to do some-
thing about them. Communist propaganda takes this desire
and converts it into a sense of anxiety and distress by
“demonstrating” that all of American power supports this
shocking situation and thus uses this situation for a total
condemnation of American life. The moral sensibility that
has given vitality to American principles is manipulated by
these propagandists into a denial that America stands for
those principles, and into an insistence that the real prin-
ciples of American life are revealed in the sore spot. The
moral person feels helpless and alienated unless he accepts
the path that is offered to him—identifying his moral in-
terests with the revolutionary aims of the working class.
It is symptomatic of the dangers in a commercialized cul-
ture that these people—the ones who made the film and
the ones who believe it—can find nothing else in American
life to which they can give allegiance. They are articulate,
literate. They are, no doubt, sincere in their dedication to
the cause of the downtrodden. A film like Salt of the Earth
seems so ridiculously and patently false that it requires some-
thing like determination to consider that those who make it
believe in it. They serve a higher truth—and, of course,
they have a guiding thread for their beliefs, a lifeline which
directs them through the maze of realities and symbols.
Those who hold the other end of the line are very shrewd
in jerking it—mow this way, now that. But what artist with
vision or imagination could keep his fist closed so tight?

Salt of the Earth

The Editor, Sight and Sound

Sir,—Had 1 praised Salt of the Earth no doubt your cor-
respondents would have considered me properly “objective”
and my line of thought would not have been turned into
an obstacle course. As I expressed something less than de-
light, Walter Lassally found that, “Her description . . .
clearly derives from the viewpoint of one who has never
been in close contact with working class people.” J. D. Cor-
bluth thought it “a pity that some critics are rather far
away from real life and those sections of the populace who
work with their hands.”
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Surely Mr. Corbluth has let the cat out of the social
realist bag: manual workers are more real than other people.
The callus is mightier than the pen.

The crude view of reality held by some of the corre-
spondents is, not too surprisingly, shared by the producer
and director—“we were agreed that our films must be based
in actuality. . . . A true account of the miners of the South-
West and their families, predominantly Mexican-Americans,
begged to be told. . . . We asked the miners and their fam-
ilies to play themselves . . .” etc. For social realists, ar-
tistic truth means not the artist’s fidelity to his individual
vision, but an approximation, a recreation of “actual” exist-
ence. (Cocteau seeks to “rehabilitate the commonplace,”
the social realist seeks to deify it.) The miners are not to
play roles but to “play themselves.” This aesthetic would
take art back to before the beginnings of art: it aims, os-
tensibly, to reproduce the raw material from which art de-
rives. A ludicrous aesthetic but not without a purpose: by
means of it, material which is not really raw at all can be
offered as more true (based in “actuality”!) than art which
is a clear and open transformation of experience. Salt is
real to them because, they claim, it happened once; Les
Parents Terribles is not real—though it happens forever.

Ralph Bond suggests that the method of “collective con-
structive criticism” means simply that you consult strikers
when you are making a film about a strike—as if it were no
more than using good sense. We are all aware, or I thought
we were, that artists who begin by sacrificing independent
judgment in order to serve and express the masses, end up
merely dramatizing political directives. What a parody of
democracy the makers of Salt hold up for our admiration:
four hundred people sit in on the script! Visualize Dreyer
confronted with a committee asking for a little more earthly
humor in a scene, or Cocteau trying to explain to a few
hundred people why he needed the glazier in the “zone.”

To the degree that Christopher Brunel can so confuse
the film with a slice of life that he can reprove me for not
being “moved by the struggles of the Mexican Americans
for a better life,” the social realist method has succeeded,
with him at least. Salt wasn’t a strike, it was a movie; but
the confusion goes to the heart of the propagandistic
iisthetie—you're considered a strike breaker if you didn’t

ike it
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Communist propagandists do not attack the values of Amer-
ican prosperity because that prosperity would be too attrac-
tive to poverty-ridden countries. They claim it's an illusion,
“a big lie,” and that the “real” America is a picture of
class war: poor workers are dispossessed, capitalists set race
against race, only the plutocrats enjoy the benefits of produc-
tivity, etc. (Russian propaganda identifies Cadillacs with cap-
italists, Americans identify Cadillacs with Negroes.)

G. M. Hoellering is mistaken in thinking that had I not
known who made the film, I would not have objected to it.
Esperanza tells us that the house belongs to the company
“but the flowers, the flowers aré ours”—does one have to
be briefed? (Did Mr. Hoellering accept the saccharine no-
bility of Greer Garson or the wartime Claudette Colbert?
Why should he be more willing to accept Miss Revueltas’s
saccharine deprivation?) If were familiar with propaganda
methods we know that “oppressed” women don’t have babies
like the rest of us, that they go through epic labor pains,
with the life force finally triumphant in the birth of the
little worker. How else is mediocre propaganda to achieve
symbolic stature? When “the oppressed” see themselves as
a chosen people, and they certainly do in Salt, they become
as morally and aesthetically offensive as any other righteous
band. If those who made the film experienced “fearful pres-
sures,” so did the Seventh Day Adventists in Hitler's con-
centration camps—did it ennoble them or make their dogma
any more acceptable? A man may be ennobled when he
fights for a good cause; a cause is not ennobled by fighting
men.

At no point did I suggest that Communists, fellow trav-
elers, or anyone else should be prevented from making
movies, publishing books, or otherwise addressing the public.
But, believing in the free dissemination of ideas, I must
defend my right to criticize any of those ideas. Is it in
good faith that some of the correspondents set up a double
standard—defending freedom of expression for those who
would set up an image of a fascist United States, and at-
tacking freedom of expression for anti-Communists as witch
hunting? I cannot accept the implication that because Com-
munists and fellow travelers have been subjected to some
abuse in the United States, they are therefore exempt from
analysis of their methods, purposes, and results. Is one not
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to call a spade a spade, because Senator McCarthy lumps
together spades, shovels, and plain garden hoes?P

Are we to pretend that there are no spades? Are we to
look at Salt and say with Mr. Brunel, “All right, so it’s
propaganda—for a better understanding between races.”? But
why, then, does the filn caricature the Anglo-Saxons and
why are the representatives of business and government all
Anglo-Saxons? If Salt is supposed to be an accurate “real-
istic” picture of the United States, what éxplains this split
—which is at complete variance with the statistical facts of
American life?

The social realist aesthetic develops out of a political
dogma, and the whole meaning of the aesthetic is that
art must, so to speak, pay its way—by serving immediate
socio-political ends. When a film is as loaded as Salt, surely
the critic is obliged to examine what it’s aiming at. Or is
the film critic supposed to limit himself to sight and sound
as if they had no relation to meaning?

Yours faithfully,

PavLine KAEL

[1954]
San Francisco.
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