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Dedicated to the feminist super-renegades of the 1970s 
and all women 
who have eased the way






Epigraph

It is useless to go to the great men writers for help, however much one may go to them for pleasure. Lamb, Browne, Thackeray, Newman, Sterne, Dickens, De Quincey—whoever it may be—never helped a woman yet, though she may have learnt a few tricks of them and adapted them to her use.

—Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own







Introduction


“You mustn’t give your heart to a wild thing. The more you do, the stronger they get, until they’re strong enough to run into the woods or fly into a tree. And then to a higher tree and then to the sky.”1


—Holly Golightly, Breakfast at Tiffany’s


 



 



 




Rebels have always populated my life. When I was young, mostly fictional outcasts fought for elbow room in my thoughts, on my overstuffed bookshelf, and in the prime-time television companionship I cherished when I was too young to know better. Many of the women and girls whose audacity I admired were questionable rebels at best, but they all somehow went against the cultural grain, informed  my own rebellious sensibility, engaged and emboldened my spirit, and propelled me to search for more marginalized stories, characters, authors, and images as I grew up. Among others, there was Jo Polniaczek on the sitcom The Facts of Life and Little Women’s Jo Marsh. There was the gum-cracking, rock ’n’ roll cool of Pinky and Leather Tuscadero on  Happy Days; Rizzo in Grease; a vengeful Carrie White; Cyndi Lauper; Pat Benatar; the quiet and confused opposition of the characters Judy Blume created; a shorn-haired Helen Slater running for her life in The Legend of Billie Jean; the outcast girls of John Hughes’s films; and Nellie Oleson on the TV version of Little House on the Prairie.

I always favored pop culture’s rebellious characters, whether sneaky, snide, or sassy—no matter what the medium or how badly they behaved. Any female character who couldn’t keep me laughing, reading, or rapt instantly lost my attention. I cringed at the transformation of an apathetic, goth Ally Sheedy into a pearls-and-lace “pretty girl” in The Breakfast Club, and delighted in the insolent frown of blond-haired, blue-eyed Nellie Oleson. I was perfectly content with the way all these individualistic characters clamored to inform my definition of girlhood and womanhood, and what kind of woman I wanted to be. I found kindred spirits in fictional outcasts, sympathized with acts of willfulness that I didn’t see in reality, and witnessed bravery greater than any I’d found in traditional leading women or mainstream pop stars. Rebel girls and brats inspired me, made me feel less alone, and allowed me to smile at my own impertinence and at the seemingly unlimited possibilities of being a young girl and, later, a young woman. With an inner sneer, an outer temper, and a bent toward mischief good and bad, I was utterly possessed by girls who were far from sugar and spice and everything nice. They legitimized me.

When I was twelve, something else came along. I saw Rebel Without a Cause for the first time, and was hooked faster than I could mutter, “Sayonara, Rizzo.” Maybe I needed the complexity (and sensuality) of James Dean’s Jim Stark as I grew into a more complicated and rebellious girl. I began watching Rebel Without a Cause at least once a week, forgoing reruns of movies and television shows populated with the varied characters I was raised with through the ’70s. Although I watched Rebel countless times, I have no memory of how I felt about Natalie Wood’s conflicted and angst-ridden Judy. All I remember is Jim, slumped over and brooding, as he suffered through and resisted the dysfunction of ’50s middle-class culture.

Later, as I became consumed with the counterculture that defined the 1950s and ’60s, I started reading Jack Kerouac, Tom Wolfe’s  The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, and Hunter S. Thompson, and listening to Jimi Hendrix and the Doors, wishing I could write and live the way they did. Though the classic rebel image excluded bad girls, such as the characters who had formerly resounded with me, I slipped uncomfortably into romanticizing countercultural rebels without a thought to where the women around them lived or how they loved. Lacking easy access to female rebels who evolved with my own resistance and cultural sensibility, I threw myself wholeheartedly into classic American-male rebellion. At the time—as all of the women rebels I’d witnessed as a girl slunk off the air or offscreen, or became victims of cultural amnesia—no other option seemed quite as appealing.

I willed myself to ignore the fact that mid-twentieth-century American rebel men were still the standard for cultural images of rebellion, and that women, on the whole, were denied the right to enjoy similar renegade status. Instead, they were relegated to merely  decorating the edges of men’s lives and art, or serving as folly between men’s travels, or plotting to foil male wanderers’ plans. And I didn’t think twice about why the presence of the women I saw as rebels and outcasts during my childhood were fleeting, while the male characters and icons—along with Marilyn Monroe straddling a subway grate and Lucy Ricardo whining to her husband, Ricky—long outlasted the zeitgeist from whence they came.

There’s nothing inherently wrong with wanting to follow the trails blazed by loner rebel males. Beneath the surface and beyond the formula, though, there are many ways in which to rebel, live creatively, and be an individual. The girls of every decade who are restless enough to want to follow the call of the road, and who aren’t satisfied with mainstream culture’s limited examples of female defiance, end up adoring the very heroes who would relegate them to the back seat of rebellion. The Beat Generation’s fixation on movement and spontaneity meant favoring new experiences no matter whom they left in their dust. Neal Cassady—Kerouac’s and Ginsberg’s mythic muse, a legend of the generation to younger fans, and the man on whom the enigmatic Dean Moriarty is based in On the Road—bounced from wife to lover and back to wife again. In 1950, he took a jaunt to Mexico, intending to get a divorce from his wife, Carolyn. After leaving Mexico, he headed to New York, married another woman, and got her pregnant without having divorced Carolyn.2 Later, he returned to Carolyn and then left her again. It wasn’t as if women were only a passing thought, either—Kerouac kept lists of the women he’d slept with and when, and Cassady sent letters to his friends detailing his conquests.3


The women involved in the Beat movement also wrote furiously, but without landing the acclaim granted to Jack Kerouac, William  Burroughs, and Allen Ginsberg. Diane di Prima, for example, has written forty-three books and has been praised by her male peers, yet she is hardly as synonymous with the Beat movement’s influence as the aforementioned men. Given all the old trappings of what we as a culture consider attractive and culturally legitimate when it comes to women—and given target-marketed cultural products’ recent return to extreme gender specificity—most girls will dream only of dating a rebel, not of actually becoming one. The former dream seems safer and more accessible, if we measure it based on the ways in which active female artists often seem ill-fated and undermined, versus the fame and comfort that many male artists’ wives and girlfriends enjoy. It certainly has a history of more tangible social success than rebellion itself does.

Our most iconic, earlier images of male rebellion captured the imagination as powerfully as they did in the 1950s and ’60s because, in an era when domesticity reigned, they symbolized courage, possibility, and liberation from the stranglehold of governmental authority and the status quo. But male rebellion also repeatedly whispers the limits women and girls represent to wandering American masculinity. As we sift through popular American rebel culture, we will find accommodating femininity in movies like The Wild One;  nonconforming women who renege on their rebellion (as in Breakfast at Tiffany’s); or women punished by others or by themselves for their difference (as in the cases of writers Sylvia Plath and Dorothy Parker). Exposed to repeated messages of what attracts the loner rebels they admire and what generally happens if they themselves rebel, as well as to the veneration of breathy and compliant female celebrities like Marilyn Monroe, young girls and women haven’t been given many  examples of how they can be simultaneously attractive, restless, roaming, and appealing in the same way that male icons are. In capturing the pop-culture imagination, our female legends’ claims to fame are usually limited to one of these characteristics—which makes their allure predictable and uninspired compared with the ever-present enigma that their male counterparts represent.

We worship certain men and women merely for their reinforcement, their embodiment, of the most hardened and pure aspects of traditional gender roles—Brando oozed machismo; Monroe was steeped in submissiveness. What I didn’t realize as a young woman was that iconic images also have certain hidden layers that deepen their meaning—underpinnings that our culture has forgotten or ignored, but that could be discovered by scratching their surface.

For instance, there are ways to read beyond the romanticization of Sylvia Plath’s desperation and Virginia Woolf’s despair, just as there are darker sides to the energetic bounce of the Beat movement. There are women whose insubordination we’ve largely forgotten, such as Mae West, and visionary women we might not consider subversive, like Susan B. Anthony. While the men we’ve come to know as touch-stones for rebellious imagery actually reinforce white masculinity, the women we deem immortal reveal how we as a culture view women who stand out. Marginalized outlaws who didn’t make the cut for the rebellion canon may not appear intriguing on the surface, but in reality, the backlashes of people of color, the queer community, and white women have always presented greater risks than those of culturally sanctioned male rebels. Questioning the narrow definitions we’ve allowed for our pop-culture rebels also makes room for examining and revering other, more interesting men and women.

The truth that may appear too late (or for some girls may never appear at all) is that women can be angry and restless and still appealing as women—and that we can be so without the complete social rejection we’re taught comes with rebellion.

Unfortunately, because we’re presented with such limited options of womanhood, we tend to downplay our differences, as pop culture’s examples have urged us to do, in order to remain acceptable and attractive in mainstream culture. Without having robust models of revolt that mainstream culture embraces, young girls are far less likely to explore their own self-defined, diverging paths.

 



 



Embodying rebellion or denying it tends to be an either/or proposition for female icons. James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause can appear alternately angry, frightened, sad, sexy, and tough. Women who exist outside of the traditional leading-lady role or the virgin/whore divide are usually quirky (like Edie Sedgwick) or evil (like Joan Crawford or Bette Davis). And the good, wholesome, loyal leading ladies don’t generally have a voracious sex drive or occasional wanderlust. Few female characters embody complex sexuality, rebelliousness, and kindness all at once. A woman who abandons a traditional female role or her family the same way men do, by easily hopping on her bike and leaving town, is considered cruel—a role saved for the vamp or the villain.

Images like these, which lean on stereotyping even while bucking it, appear paired with today’s Hollywood celebrities. The escapades of Kate Moss, Lindsay Lohan, and Paris Hilton have made them the real-life representations of Sex and the City’s sexually rabid Samantha Jones—wealthy, notorious, and hopelessly self-indulgent—and these  young women garner media attention for merely indulging themselves. If these are our culture’s “bad girls,” have we really evolved from last century’s symbols, whose cultural contributions were, at the very least, tangible? With women like these becoming more infamous and celebrated, how do women rebel, roam, and retain their sexuality? When our media markets shift from one celebrity sex scandal to another, and physical attractiveness is the most important feature on offer for teenage girls, what image will they be drawn to? Surely it won’t be Peter Fonda in Easy Rider, or even the eventually lonely and conflicted Holly Golightly in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.


In the stilted version of womanhood our culture touts, there is no love for outcast or wayward women. The underlying message remains the same: Rebellion rarely comes with love; if a rebel loves, she gives up her ability to be a rebel. There is no additional consideration for a woman’s love for the world around her, or for the autonomy that indicates self-love. As a result, what passes for female rebellion upholds the status quo, rather than breaking new ground. This pattern leaves real rebellion underrecognized and ignored by a culture that refuses to acknowledge that women experience the same restlessness as men do—and are naturally curious about and long for alternate paths of resistance.

What I learned as I delved into the cast of memorable and pioneering women nestled in these pages is that each of these women’s lives and personalities contain relevant, insightful stories that can help inform and enrich our own identities as strong, powerful women. From Sylvia’s and Virginia’s discipline to Marilyn’s and Janis’s disappointments; Bettie Page’s sexual liberation; Mae West’s biting wit; Angela Davis’s, Jane Fonda’s, and Eleanor Roosevelt’s optimistic drive;  Pam Grier’s gun-toting vigilantism; Susan B. Anthony’s determination; and Cindy Sheehan’s confrontational and public righteousness, each of these women have something inspiring and empowering to offer us—even when our culture remembers them less than fondly. They can propel us toward our own individual rebellions and can conjure the same contagious excitement and intellectual stimulation that male rebellions have provided decade after decade. Given the relative lack of freedom and the public criticism female icons face, our “other” rebels have more to offer us than the much-lauded rebel-male movement.

I know how bored I would have been as a young girl if pop culture’s quasi-rebels hadn’t filled my head, my bedroom, and my imagination. I want girls and young women to see themselves in our most influential public figures, and to be filled with a sense of possibility, rather than the isolation, inadequacy, or self-deprivation that we witness women inflicting on themselves in pop culture. I’d like to think these women could make our souls soar. And I can’t imagine what a dull world it would be if, as adults, we merely tiptoed the same slight tightropes as those whom we lionize. Only when we elect collectively to relish a broader range of emotion, intellect, humor, and misbehavior in the women we idolize will the general population of Western women accept their own broad range of flaws and strengths. And only then will others embrace us for flaunting those qualities.
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chapter 1

The Rebel Curve


“Hey, Johnny, what are you rebelling against?” “What’ve you got?”1


—The Wild One

 



 



 




Brooding and cool, slumped over and sneering, rebels have been a cultural landmark for each generation since the beginning of the twentieth century. In the 1931 film The Public Enemy, for instance, James Cagney’s Tom Powers perched at his breakfast table, perusing the paper and gorging on breakfast as he sat beside Kitty (Mae Clarke). A stereotypical early-twentieth-century gangster moll—anxious, gum-chewing, and cutesy—Kitty hounded him in her high-pitched voice.

Just as Kitty’s predictable cuteness and nagging misrepresented real womanhood, Cagney’s character was far from being the societal threat the film billed him as. The infamous outburst in which Powers, fed up with Kitty and her incessant squealing, ground a half-moon of grapefruit into her confused, crumpled face, should have made his character infinitely less likable. But instead of remaining a public enemy, his frustrated persona became a classic Hollywood image, and his resistance pumped blood into the portraits of angst-ridden men as time went on.

The classic rebel formula keeps rearing its macho head, proving that its popularity hasn’t faded. Fast-forward to 1980 and Raging Bull’s initial depiction of prizefighter Jake La Motta’s family life as he sat at home, eating and talking to his brother, Joey. In the first of many incensed moments that characterized Jake’s relationships in the biopic, he abruptly upended the kitchen table as his wife hurried into another room to the soundtrack of his death threats: “You break anything in there, and I’m gonna kill ya! I swear to God, I’m gonna come in there and I’m gonna kill ya!”2 The brutish reactions of both La Motta and Powers to these women were conveyed as “acceptable” emotion in male antiheroes. They also painted a dark picture of the rebels’ need to disrupt the domestic lives that suffocated them.

Beginning in the mid- to late 1990s and persisting today, many of the most successful rappers have promoted the themes of gangsta rap—once a subgenre of a larger, more politically and socially oriented hip-hop movement—from a place of ordained authority: 50 Cent brags about his multiple gunshot wounds, and the lifestyle of the hustler is routinely glorified, most notably in Snoop Dogg’s cartoonish, recent incarnation as a cane-wielding, slyly self-satisfied “pimp.” The 2005  film Hustle & Flow took a compassionate stance toward poverty and desperation but also deified its incarcerated bad-boy protagonist and received an Academy Award for 36 Mafia’s hit “It’s Hard Out Here for a Pimp.” And consider the anger simmering in Eminem, who, before his rhymes focused on his celebrity status, wrote “Kim,” the story of a man drowning his trunk-trapped wife while his daughter witnessed her murder.

Although it’s too soon to know whether today’s rebels will outlast their generational popularity in the same way the post-World War II American renegades did, the popularity of someone like 50 Cent—whose 2003 mainstream debut album, Get Rich or Die Tryin, sold more than eight hundred thousand copies in its first four days, and whose follow-up album, The Massacre, sold 1.14 million in the same stretch of time—indicates that some of these rebels are destined to become legends.3


 



 



Since the male rebels we dote on treat women with such contempt, we need our own antiheroic cachet. That’s precisely why female rebels are so essential to growing up in this crazy country. When I say “crazy,” I’m referring to the hands-down maddening mixed messages we’re bombarded with when we’re young: We’re told that courage involves doing the right thing, being ourselves, thinking our own thoughts, and sticking by our developing ideals and those instilled in us. We are educated about the American Revolution and the revolt against authority that developed the United States. We’re taught that freedom, liberty, and our historical rebellion against an oppressive authority are the cornerstones of American life. We learn about the value of difference—but only enough to retain that old “melting pot”  moniker. And we’re expected to conform enough to succeed in school and obey the law.

Then we become young women who are expected to avoid getting too fat, too loud, too inquisitive—no matter who we are, what our backgrounds are, or whether or not we’re receiving other, more accepting messages at the same time. We should hold ourselves out there for young boys to see, but retain our virginity for as long as we can. Look, but don’t touch. Indulge, but not too much. Love ourselves, but with limits. We’re told to avoid being too angry or unhappy, yet we’re also taught that we should never be satisfied with ourselves: We should constantly seek self-improvement through wearing what the media tells us is the “right” clothing, makeup, and accessories, and through avoiding typically masculine behavior. We shouldn’t be too aggressive (though assertiveness occasionally makes a comeback). For women, having “enough” self-love translates into caring for ourselves in the way traditional beauty standards and the industries relying on those standards require, but not enough to inspire an all-out rejection of them.

Perhaps the most powerful societal message of all is an idea that’s imposed on us starting from the time we’re old enough to harbor memories: We’re bamboozled by the idea of marriage and true love as the ultimate life-success story. And even as the number of single women in the nation grows, we’re told that if we don’t marry by a certain age, we’ve done something wrong. We’re told that our wedding day is the biggest day of our lives—next to having a baby, of course. We’re often pitied or reviled for valuing our careers over our children, our minds over our bodies, or wanderlust over suburban stability.

Pressure to conform to these traditional ideas about womanhood can negatively affect wandering, wondering, questioning women when  we try to explain our lives to uncomprehending family members, friends, and even strangers. We begin to doubt ourselves. The looks and the questions can make us feel undervalued, unworthy, or unwomanly. We become oddities and rebels, alienated from ourselves—and often lonely. When we become aware of the expectation to rein in our zestful girlhood dreams as we get older, that knowledge can deaden our former passion and foster resentment of other women who can represent the female ideal easily.

Sorting out that conflict can lead young women to become consumed with being desirable, especially at a time when social rejection is a daily fear. But when we begin resisting our true spirit—as layered human beings who don’t always want to eat, do, wear, or say the “right” thing—the sense of mischief that seems so present in childhood slips away. Instead of embracing our complexity and imperfections and questioning the physical and behavioral standards set for us, we end up turning for inspiration to the examples we’re inundated with on television, in new media, and in our daily lives.

To complicate matters, the media landscape that influences our ideas about femininity and encourages us to display overt sexuality is increasingly vast, technologically complicated, and individualistic. We have access to more diverse depictions of women, many of which fill the representational gaps that existed in the past. But how many of those are prevalent enough to drown out the narrower view of womanhood lurking in publications like Cosmopolitan, on television shows like Desperate Housewives, or in the menagerie of backstabbing, emotionally damaged women found in gossip magazines or on almost any “reality” television show today? The most accessible and repetitive presentations of women, those traveling through the pop-culture pipeline, become the most resounding messages young girls receive about what kind of women gain cultural attention, and what kind of women young girls should become. Unsurprisingly and unfortunately, the most ubiquitous images of women are usually the most ridiculously self-indulgent, greedy, and debased—and least interesting and complex—ones readily available to the general public. We see Victoria’s Secret ad campaigns; America’s Next Top Model, Rock of Love, and The Real Housewives of Orange County; a host of hopelessly mediocre sitcoms; MTV’s parade of shallow programming and video vixens; blockbuster Hollywood comedies full of boring or witless beauties; vicious, violent, lonely, or corrupt women (most recently glorified in Notes on a Scandal); and the even less engaging army of stock characters retread in romantic comedies, often highlighted by the toothy, white-bread smile of a non-threatening, multimillionaire actress such as Julia Roberts.

As a woman who doesn’t meet mainstream beauty standards; who has never had enough money to even consider indulging in material overconsumption (another expectation for women); who questions too much and is too loud, too angry, and too unhappy with the world around her much of the time, I know the most important thing to me during some of the most challenging times in my life has been cultural images commemorating women who pick up, move on, and stare down convention like a time-tested enemy. As American culture continues to overvalue beauty and wealth—as in our continuing fascination with Hollywood’s cadre of rich, young, and socially irresponsible women—it abandons women who don’t slip easily into the very narrow roles we prescribe, and makes affirming our own worth seem impossible. Young girls are surrounded with the message that  being underweight, privileged, and fairly ignorant is the primary way to hold society’s attention. Relishing female rebellion and widely permitting women to be as “cool” as the boys, on the other hand, allows other, less prominent rebellious females to love themselves.

Amid such pitiful fare, culturally prominent female rebellion becomes increasingly important in battling the broken, battered, bruised images we’re subjected to as women. Rebel women fill the holes, inhabit empty spaces, and help American girls seeking more engaging, attainable images feel less lonely and less insane. They certainly make America seem less crazymaking and less alienating. For those reasons alone, female images are worth reevaluating—and female rebellion is worth celebrating.

 



 



Throughout our pop cultural history, we have occasionally celebrated acts of female bravery—such as those of Rosa Parks or Florence Nightingale—and we admire many women for it. We do not, however, make such women as seductive or as glorified in film or in print, or grant them as much mystique and power as we do pop culture’s Ameri-or can rebel male. Our stories of female rebellion, both fictional and true, are tempered by self-destruction (Janis Joplin), desperate isolation (Sylvia Plath), or political or social abandonment (Cindy Sheehan). When women have spoken out, instead of honoring them, we memorialize the ways in which female rebels have been maligned, burned, driven to destruction, reduced to physicality alone, or, worst of all, forgotten and neglected. The moral of the conventional story is rarely that a woman who fights the good fight will win—or even survive.

Women certainly deserve to be remembered for fighting the good fight and taking risks. We have been suffragists like Susan B. Anthony;  feminists like Gloria Steinem; and courageous groundbreakers like the girls of the Little Rock Nine, who desegregated Central High in 1957, despite the presence of an irate Arkansas governor and the National Guard. We have been Italian immigrants protesting unsafe working conditions in New York City’s Greenwich Village in the early twentieth century; women who formed the reactionary New York City and Washington, DC, dyke marches in 1993. We have fought for birth control, abortion, sexual freedom, job safety and security, childcare, women’s safety, and gender, racial, and class equality. We have spoken out against war, nuclear weapons, and global oppression; we have died for more causes than one woman can list. We continue to be leaders, resistance fighters, political prisoners, soldiers, and activists. In other words, women have always actively contributed to progressive rebellion. When these movements haven’t wanted us in their ranks, we’ve shrugged our shoulders, mobilized, and struck out on our own. Privately and individually, we rebel by assessing cultural messages and choosing which ones we will walk away from, which ones we’ll publicly critique, and which ones we’ll accept. Whenever we’re empowered or inspired by another woman’s courage, we demonstrate the necessity of diverse, widely recognized images of and stories about rebellious women.

Giving voice to our dissatisfaction galvanizes support, facilitates change, and provides comfort for outcasts. Female artists have always been defiant in a culture that legitimizes male pursuits in music, literature, and all forms of visual art far more than it does works produced by women. In 1928, Radclyffe Hall published the controversial novel The Well of Loneliness, which laid bare the struggle and secrecy associated with being a lesbian, and sparked censorship  debate and a 1928 trial in London.4 In 1963, Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique explained how damaged suburban housewives were and sparked the feminist revolution of the late 1960s and ’70s. Punk rock and its most revered female progenitor, Patti Smith, sprouted dozens of women of her generation who looked, acted, and thought differently than most other popular female musicians did, affecting the way women performed rock music across all styles and expanding female musical self-expression. These and other landmark female artists sparked new movements, articulated women’s unexpressed, repressed desires, and validated female misbehavior.

Real-life women rebels are necessary for progress—not only to sustain the vitality and vibrancy that individuality brings to the world, but also because they improve our general quality of life. Without rebels, we’d be pioneer women procreating and cooking with only the exception of spinsterhood to save us. Slavery would still be legal. Our schools, restaurants, and transportation systems would still be segregated. We wouldn’t pay tribute to (or have access to) black culture’s contributions—except for what white culture has appropriated. Minorities wouldn’t be able to vote. In life, in politics, and in society, rebels have always paved the road for the majority’s acceptance of progress. The unpopular, often mocked positions that rebels push for eventually affect the mainstream mindset, and sometimes even the law.

As we learn in school, rebellion generates revolution. But beyond simplified classroom examples of the civil rights movement and the American Revolution, we don’t ever clearly define exactly what a rebel is. There is no single standard for rebellion, but rebels are first. They break ground, and they make our lives easier through their example  and by struggling against the blowback that visionaries suffer in a culture commandeered by conformity—which is why the notion of what rebellion actually is changes for every generation.

Once I uncovered it, real rebellion resonated more deeply with me than its fictional versions did. I admire the rebels who question everything, whose actions have compassionately, creatively changed the course of American reality, and who have repeatedly impelled many others to action through their thoughtful willingness to fight—or at least to try. The rebels who have inspired me plunge into causes they’ve never encountered before and muddle their way through, learning from their mistakes. They accept difference in themselves and in others. They don’t capitulate when their opinions are vilified, or when their lives are disrupted because they’ve taken a stand. Sometimes they laugh in the face of oppression or repression, and encourage their audiences to do the same. They live brashly (as long as no one gets hurt). They believe in equality for all. And they have often kept me hopeful and feeling alive.

But real rebellion nestles uncomfortably next to fictional, mainstream representations thereof. Pop culture romanticizes fictional rebels even as it ignores or avoids real-life resistance. In the 1950s, for example, James Dean questioned authority in his movies and stood for excitement and possibility—a foreshadowing of the upheaval lurking ahead in the turbulent ’60s. Meanwhile, in real life, and in direct opposition to Dean’s entertaining and accessible portrayal, the police rooted out homosexuals for illegal sexual behavior, and the House Un-American Activities Committee weeded out the nation’s suspected communists.

Rebellion in reality, then, wasn’t welcome at all, even as the fictional version marked the youthful spirit of the decade, and the  fictionalized version is what stuck. Furthermore, it has exacerbated the challenge of excavating instances of female rebellion from the dominant image of the American rebel as white and male. In many cases, fictional representations of rebellion, in films such as Rebel Without a Cause and in novels like Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, have become intertwined with the men creating the characters. In the cases of James Dean and Marlon Brando, for example, the cool they exhibited onscreen was folded into their celebrity personae. Whether or not they actually embodied machismo (Dean didn’t) became irrelevant as cultural legend sprang up around them. Their perfected false sense of masculinity and their simplified rebellion transformed Dean’s and Brando’s images into acceptable, desirable versions of hypermasculinity. Our cultural icons today are often sculpted into rebels through these time-tested perceptions of rebellion, and through their similarity to older versions of pop culture-defined rebels. For men to perpetuate these legends’ power, they have to ape the same old masculine formula, often including out-and-out rejecting women around them. Real rebellion is overshadowed by an overblown portrayal of cool in mass culture.

No matter how each generation lives vicariously through the antiheroes it worships, lashing out at what pop culture’s women have come to symbolize—the taming of wild men, a safe place in which to prove dominance, and the dashed dreams of the wanderer—is a repetitive mainstream idea that underscores the rebellion of male characters. We have a bounty of historical outcasts that could enable us to redefine “real men” and how to identify their power (not to mention redefining who has the power), but U.S. popular culture happily relies on the tried and true to do so. Despite our having divergent inspiration  in the form of mobs of rockers, politicos swaggering on the far left, transgendered performers, experimental visual and noise artists, the whole of the 1960s, punk culture, the black liberation movement, the women’s liberation movement, the gay rights movement, radical activists, and pacifists for diverging inspiration, the traditional male still owns the rebellious image.

The ubiquity of our male rebel icons reinforces our collective captivation with masculinity, and provides poor examples of manhood to emulate. The very masculine ideals attached to them prevent women from being anything more than the “other.” Unless we’re copying conventional masculinity ourselves, we’re the antirebel by default. Worse, while we’re portrayed as a collective obstacle to movement and change, most glorified male rebels don’t actually stand for progress or change at all.

Besides being the most widely disseminated image of rebellion, Hollywood’s cinematic rebel is created from a fairly simple and predictable recipe: Take one part lonesome drifter, one part enigma, and add emotional detachment. He doesn’t speak much. When he does, it’s not to utter anything revelatory, but to sound and appear less vulnerable. Hollywood’s rebel usually exudes sex appeal, avoids eye contact (preferring to stare loftily toward the horizon), is somehow embroiled in illegal or unnamed activities, and is prone to anger or violence. He typically treats his motorcycle or his car more reverentially than he does people, and the vehicle becomes a part of his roaming physical identity. The rebel stares down his nose at the women fawning at his feet, and usually leaves them behind as he rides off to another small town to inflict the same pathology and seduction on another overly intrigued population. He dresses differently than the people  he encounters and regards almost everyone with disdain or merely silence. Overall, he is unpopular, the underdog, and misunderstood. The women he encounters exist to feed his image and affirm how seductive his emotional distance can be.

Besides being lonesome, misunderstood, brooding, and male, the rebel’s characteristics depend upon the particulars of each new youth generation or aesthetic movement. What constitutes rebellion eventually becomes acceptable to the mainstream, and new outlaw ideals must therefore expand in order to infuse new characters with power. Cinematic culture has traveled from Brando to Dean to Steve McQueen; to Peter Fonda and Bruce Dern in The Wild Angels; and to Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper in Easy Rider, and then abandoned the open road for dark characters such as those found in Martin Scorsese films like Taxi Driver and Raging Bull or in Dirty Harry; Quentin Tarantino’s parade of underdog criminals; the aimless young addicts in Gus Van Sant’s  Drugstore Cowboy; Blaxploitation heroes such as Shaft; and the many so-called heroes of post-1980 action films, including the Road Warrior  series and Die Hard’s John McClane. Rebellious music has moved from rock ’n’ roll sensuality to improvisational jazz, an articulation of the black struggle found in 1960s and ’70s soul, from psychedelic rock to garage, from punk to hip-hop to techno and noise.

Regardless of generational change, the most frequently referenced images of rebellion are built on a few key images of the 1950s postwar period: Rock ’n’ roll, James Dean’s mystique, Marlon Brando’s hypermachismo, and Jack Kerouac’s On the Road all converged on the culture at a time when the United States was fixated on the traditional, white nuclear family as the “dream” of the nation. These countercultural elements paved the way for later interpretations of rebellion,  helped lay the groundwork for the social revolt of the mid- to late 1960s, and continue to inform our cultural definition of the rebel as a macho, wandering, loner male who needs no one but himself.

The oppressive attitudes against which rebels struggled were displayed abundantly in 1950s television programming. Families included happy-go-lucky, shellacked, inevitably white children and teens spawned by inevitably toothy, doting, ever-stylish mothers and hardworking, chipper, well-mannered fathers (as in the frighteningly mild Leave It to Beaver). Houses were immaculate. Families, it was assumed, always had enough money and were never broken by infidelity or alcohol. When families like The Honeymooners’ Kramdens struggled financially, it became a classic recipe for comedy. And a rigorously chaste love always prevailed—all in the miraculous span of a mere thirty minutes. Such shiny, homespun comedies certainly didn’t leave room for any rebellion, let alone that of the female variety. Since television’s family portraits were rigidly stable and suburban, women were relegated to roles as happily attentive housewives who didn’t give a thought to the possibility of restlessness.

Hollywood usually followed in the same simplistic “happy ending” vein as television. No matter what happened between the opening and closing credits, Hollywood’s profitable and canned entertainment reflected television’s candy-coated narratives: Nice guys finished first and married their girls, and happiness wasn’t only promised; it was guaranteed. As if the message wasn’t broadcast often enough in prime time, a major sign of the saccharine times was the screen musical. Musicals were at their peak in the 1950s: Singin’ in the Rain (1952), Oklahoma (1955), Guys and Dolls (1955)5, Kiss Me, Kate  (1953), Annie Get Your Gun (1950), Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953),  and Showboat (1951) were all released during this era, and most were powerful moneymakers for Hollywood. When it came to clean, feel-good endings, nothing could wrap up two gleeful, light hours and send them off into the sunset like a musical. As with television’s smiling families, the musicals sang primarily of love, marriage, and the eventuality of children, and insisted on the middle-class, suburban dream as their happy ending. But alongside pop culture’s repressed and narrow images of the alleged good life, the reality of vicious racism, homophobia, and the anticommunist McCarthy witch hunts made rebellion in the 1950s fairly easy. There was a lot to revolt against, and rebels didn’t have to stray very far from the mainstream to shrug off the iron fist on their collar.

Still, when it came to character development and plotlines, ’50s Hollywood had a bit more elbow room than the staid suburbia television offered. While Beaver Cleaver sweetened television with his high-pitched innocence, psychological intricacies surfaced in Academy Award Best Picture nominees like A Streetcar Named Desire  (1951) and On the Waterfront (1954). Both films starred a restless, sullen Marlon Brando, who in Streetcar portrayed the downtrodden Stanley Kowalski, prone to rage and violence toward women. In On the Waterfront, Brando’s Terry Malloy struggled against a corrupt dockworkers’ union, wrestled with his own code of ethics, and sorted out his life’s failures. Kowalski’s and Malloy’s complexities, along with Brando’s exceptional acting and sensuality, brought a roiling sensibility to an otherwise simplistic Hollywood, and Brando quickly became the epitome of the consumable rebel.

Hollywood’s complex women were not rewarded with the same accolades. Instead, they were punished if they rebelled, and rewarded  if they swooned over their men at the end of the film. Only rarely did a film, such as 1949’s Casablanca, allow a leading lady (in this case, Ingrid Bergman’s Ilsa) to win out and leave her costar and lost love (Rick, played by Humphrey Bogart) behind. Rick was bewitched by this elusive, unattainable woman who wandered in and out of his life. She was almost otherworldly—ethereal, mysterious, and presented in the period’s soft-focus aesthetic—and she exhibited conflicting emotions and exuded the qualities of an untouchable idol. She whispered breathily, alternately clinging to Rick and pulling away—an exquisitely rendered object of torture to him. The push-and-pull nature of their relationship allowed Rick to be the long-suffering jilted lover—a role that wasn’t necessarily macho, but that did reinforce the idea of woman as man’s downfall—although he eventually became the heroic one, sacrificing his love for the good of victory during World War II.

Another unconventional woman appeared in 1952’s Sudden Fear.  Joan Crawford played an independent, successful playwright swindled by a new husband who was interested only in her money. After marrying him, she uncovered a plot he and his partner had hatched to kill her for the money she’d willed to him. Crawford deftly deceived both of them and ended up saving only her own life. It was an intense role: a woman who plotted alone and prioritized herself over love. There was also the smart, curious, and courageous Grace Kelly investigating the apartment of a possible murderer in Rear Window. But any role in which women rose to the top, without love being the focus or the film’s eventual ending, made for unusual plot twists in 1950s Hollywood. And a film that starred an atypically beautiful woman like Crawford was even rarer than one featuring happily single women.

Other mainstream roles for women in the 1950s were less complex. Women were perky sidekicks, like Debbie Reynolds in  Singin’ in the Rain, or marriage-obsessed dimwits, such as the burlesque blond Vivian Blaine played in Guys and Dolls. Love stories abounded, such as Love Is a Many-Splendored Thing, From Here to Eternity, Sabrina,  and The African Queen. Any curves thrown were mostly in body alone: Women focused solely on men and how to trap them in comedies like  How to Marry a Millionaire and Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. They were overwhelmingly reduced to roles as love interests or objects lacking character depth; psychologically conflicted roles like Brando’s and Dean’s were beyond their reach.

The early-1950s rebel was encapsulated in 1953’s The Wild One,  starring Marlon Brando. While the movie’s campy, klutzy dialogue is unimpressive, the drifting main character is imprinted on our cultural consciousness. Brando’s sneering, leering, leather-clad Johnny Strabler was also a walking checklist for his rebellious descendants to follow. Like mysterious and unwelcome cowboys sidling up to saloons, Johnny and his gang rode into a small town at the beginning of the film, quickly confounding its population. The film itself centered on the disruption the gang caused in the town, but its underlying focus was Johnny’s apathy and rejection of the stable “American” way of life. Throughout The Wild One, the gang’s nomadic lifestyle was embedded in the dialogue ad nauseam. When the group made its grand, roaring entrance, two bystanders kicked off the following exchange: 



 




“Where’s that bunch from?”

“I don’t know—everywhere.”


“I don’t even think they know where they’re goin’.”6







Regardless of Brando’s later eccentricities, the cool and mysterious aura he conveyed in films like The Wild One managed to color his entire life. In Brando’s New York Times obituary, Rick Lyman summed up his cultural significance in the 1950s: 



 




To American audiences who first saw him in the late ’40s, what was most apparent about Mr. Brando was that compared with other actors of the period, he was brooding, muscular, and intense. Detractors called him a slob. He appeared in tight blue jeans and torn T-shirts, grimy with sweat, alternately slack-jawed with stupidity and alive with feral cunning. And he was more openly sexual—in an animal way—than the actors who immediately preceded him.7





 



Even when the women playing opposite Brando exhibited more complexity than his characters, he outshone them with his animal attraction. In A Streetcar Named Desire, for example, Brando’s sensuality rippled beneath ripped T-shirts and exploded intermittently in rage. Although the film was not an independent product of postwar rebellion—it was based on a Tennessee Williams play—Brando also played Stanley Kowalski in Streetcar’s stage production, and thus bound his image permanently to the character Kowalski. The furious, frustrated, alienated Stanley was the role that first widely showcased his talent and demonstrated his onscreen virility.

Vivian Leigh, most famous for her role as Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind, played Blanche, the sister of Kowalski’s wife. Blanche was a degenerated, debauched debutante, an aging, desperate woman, and was much more mysterious, manipulative, and complicated than other  roles for 1950s actresses—and infinitely more intricate than Stanley. In fact, the New York Times review of Streetcar described Blanche as “lonely,” “brave,” and “defiant”—yet the role didn’t permanently romanticize her, or Leigh, as a rebel. Her beauty diluted the public’s receptiveness to her defiance: A nod to Leigh’s “beautifully molded face” kicked off an extremely positive review of her performance,8  whereas Brando’s equally appealing body wasn’t noted at all.

Although Leigh delivered an outstanding, multilayered, and unique performance, Brando still surfaced as the film’s centerpiece. Kowalski was hardly heroic—his rape of the fragile Blanche sent her over the psychological edge. Brando, who didn’t win the Oscar, while the two leading actresses did, is still more renowned for Streetcar than either Leigh or Kim Hunter (who played Stella, his wife). The legendary articulation of Stanley’s rage relied on his having Stella and Blanche as unlucky sounding boards and punching bags. It also involved Brando in one of the most memorable moments in mid-twentieth-century cinema: the infamous, guttural calls for “Stella!” from a desperate Stanley on the street after a violent argument. Even for those who hadn’t seen the film, the reference was instantly recognizable and forever linked to Brando’s macho reputation. Blanche ended up unwound, terrified, traumatized, alone—and nowhere near as widely referenced as Stanley was in cinematic history.
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