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Introduction

Law and film both reflect and refract fundamental values of their societies and cultures. Both law and film participate in the construction of notions such as subject, community, identity, memory, couple, gender roles, responsibility, justice, equity, truth. They often do so in ways that echo and reinforce each other. Most importantly, film and law each invite “viewers” to take on a socio-cultural persona and become part of a community sharing the world-view it represents. These closely related functions performed by both disciplines call for careful attention and analysis since, as David Black rightly stresses, “film and law are two of our most prolific and important narrative regimes” (Black 1999: 1). 

In this context, “law-films”, films explicitly representing law, hold special interest. In Black’s terms, they are “a kind of narrative overdetermination”:

 The (real) courtroom was already an arena or theater of narrative construction and consumption, and so was the movie theater. The representation of court proceedings in film, therefore, brought about a doubling up, or thickening, of narrative space and functionality  - a bit like playing two baseball games on the same diamond at the same time  (2).

From a slightly different perspective, films treating the law as their subject matter create on-screen fictional legal systems which construct social worlds, communities and subjects both on-and off-screen.  At the same time such law-films “pass cinematic judgment” on these “legally constructed” communities and individuals by offering their own cinematic constructions of subjects and societies.
 A law-film may echo the world view encoded in its fictional legal system, allowing legal and cinematic mechanisms to reinforce each other in the creation of community and world-view. Alternatively, a law-film may constitute a community and value system which criticize or undercut those supported by its fictional legal system. Moreover, as a rich, multi-layered text, a law-film can perform both these functions concomitantly, through different means and on different levels. It may evoke complex and even contradictory responses towards social and legal issues presented on screen. Touching the viewer’s emotions and imagination, a law-film may provoke a host of emotive responses to jurisprudential questions. Telling a human story, featuring beloved actors and actresses, using witty dialogue, a forceful soundtrack, powerful imagery and sophisticated cinematic technique, such a film may leave deep impressions on a viewer’s soul and jurisprudential worldview. Since most viewers treat film as a source of entertainment and not as a jurispridential challenge to be critically examined, a law-film’s socio-legal influences may go unnoticed, uncritically embraced. In this respect, it may be more deeply powerful than analytical texts. 

Cinematic depiction and evaluation of legal systems invite legal-cultural interest and analysis. Separately and together, they play central roles in the construction of public perception of both the law in general and of specific social issues treated by the law. Such public perception, in turn, influences “real” legal systems as well as relevant social issues such as gender roles, women rights and the relations between the sexes.  

Adam’s Rib is a 1949 Hollywood classic courtroom drama.
 Featuring a female lawyer representing a female defendant and arguing the case for women’s equal rights, it is often read and remembered as a radical challenge to traditional, patriarchal hegemony.
 I analyze Adam’s Rib to demonstrate the multi-layered complexity of this law-film’s socio-legal message regarding women, law and feminist jurisprudence. My analysis illustrates how, relying on audience familiarity with legal and cinematic conventions, the film opens up new possibilities for the public perception of women in law. At the same time the film’s fictional legal system and cinematic techniques reinforce each other in upholding conventional, patriarchal social order. More specifically, in Adam’s Rib cinematic law and the film per se reinforce each other in precluding the possibility of triumphant feminist legal argument, the effectiveness of female protagonists, and the existence of a community of women. 

Structurally, this essay is organized as three incremental views of Adam’s Rib. The first encounters the film’s explicit flare of confident optimism regarding the social reality of women in law and in society at large. Portraying male and female attorneys struggling to share the task of making the world more egalitarian and just for women, the film invites its viewers, and women viewers in particular, to believe and act. The second view exposes the film’s less obvious mechanisms which undercut the first, optimistic impression. Here I explore the film’s choice of a liberal feminist legal argument which undermines itself and succeeds only in upholding patriarchal values and stereotypes. Against this straw-(wo)man feminism, the film offers an attractive, seemingly gender-blind liberal logic, put forth by a male protagonist. The liberal feminist legal argumentation, combined with the film’s array of female characters and the relations between them, preclude the possibility of an onscreen feminine community. The genre conventions against which the film is intuitively read by its viewers enhance and reinforce the social messages encoded in the film’s fictional legal world. The third view places the film’s complex message in a wider context of the social implications of Hollywood’s underlying conventions. I show how, on yet another level, the film invites its viewer to transcend Hollywood’s conventional dichotomous treatment of male and female characters and viewers. In conventional films, male viewers are often allowed to identify with several fictional male heroes without the need to choose between conflicting cultural myths; female film characters, on the other hand, are often constituted as role models for painful choice and personal sacrifice. In Adam’s Rib, Hollywood’s choice-free dream is extended to women, both on and off screen, thus transcending traditional gender distinction and hierarchy. This essay’s structure signals its reluctance to choose a single interpretation for the film; on the contrary, I wish to highlight the complexity of the film’s multi-layered social effect.

I should clarify that this discussion does not aim to reveal or expose the film’s “original” (conscious or unconscious) intent (or that of its creators), nor to critique an “original” ideological agenda or the film’s effectiveness in advancing it. My focus is on text and reader response, understanding the film’s likely social impact. The analysis of the film aims at disclosing explicit and implicit mechanisms which constitute the film’s implied viewer and its community of viewers. Using the term “implied viewer”, I allude to narratology and its conception of the “implied reader”[/viewer] as a 

theoretical construct, implied or encoded in the text, representing the integration of data and the interpretive process ‘invited’ by the text… Such a reader is ‘implied’ or ‘encoded’ in the text ‘in the very rhetoric through which he is required to “make sense of the content” or reconstruct it “as a world”’ (Rimmon-Kennan 1983:119).
 

Using the term “community of viewers”, I allude to literature associated with writers such as Benedict Anderson and  James Boyd White which concentrates on the community-creating mechanisms of socio-cultural regimes, such as literature and law. Whereas the “implied viewer” is a part of the text, distinct and distinguished from the flesh-and-blood person engaged in viewing, the “community of viewers” refers to the actual, historical public, which is constituted by law, film or literature as an “imagined community” in social reality. Nevertheless, in the specific case of Adam’s Rib, I posit a close resemblance between the film’s implied viewer and the actual community it mirrors and constitutes, not only in 1949, but also in the year 2000. 

Following writers such as Anderson and White, I attribute great importance to communities constituted by the film, as well as to those the film refrains from constituting. This is a major way a film, and a law-film in particular, can influence society and social norm. In my analysis of Adam’s Rib, I demonstrate how the film does not constitute a community of women, either on or off screen. I do not claim the film aimed to constitute such a community and failed, that any film must do so, or that the film’s creators intentionally refused to allow a feminine community. I point out the lack of a feminine community, show how it is not created (and how it could have been), and suggest the possible social implications of this lack. In this context I find it useful to read the film against another text, widely acclaimed for its constitution of a feminine community in the shadow of law: Susan Glaspell’s Jury of Her Peers (1996[1916]). In the context of textual construction of feminine communities, and in reference to the legal system in particular, Jury of Her Peers is a focal point, well worth remembering and using. Clearly, this 1916 text differs in many ways from the 1949 Hollywood film that is the focus of my discussion, yet many elements are close enough to justify a comparison which helps to highlight important aspects of Adam’s Rib. 

Film Synopsis

Let me begin by quickly sketching the film’s plot. A young woman follows her unfaithful spouse from his office to his lover’s home, where she pulls a gun and, both eyes shut, shoots at the embracing couple. In the next scene, the Bonners, a married couple, Katharine Hepburn’s Amanda and Spencer Tracy’s Adam, wake to their morning papers’ reports of the shooting. Amanda expresses sympathy for the woman, and subsequently driving the couple to town, she argues passionately that were the defendant a man he would have benefited from the “unwritten law” allowing a man to protect his home and enjoyed a sympathetic public. A desperate wife resorting to violence to save her marriage, she argues, deserves similar treatment. “As she questions the fairness of society’s view, she becomes excited and emotional, her driving becomes erratic and she almost has an accident” (Graham and Maschio 1995-6: 1036). Entering his office, Adam, an Assistant District Attorney, is requested to prosecute the attempted murder, to which Amanda, a private attorney, responds by volunteering to represent the defendant, Judy Holliday’s Doris Attinger. Rejecting Adam’s repeated attempts to convince her to abandon the case, Amanda explains how important women’s rights are to her, insisting that Adam himself shares her ideological convictions: “Listen, Adam – she says – I know that deep down you agree with me – with all I believe and want and hope for. We couldn’t be so close if you didn’t. If I didn’t feel you did” (Gordon and Garson 1949:55). Amanda’s legal argument is that equal to men in their skills and talents, women are entitled to equality before the law; like men, women too should – and do - have the right to defend their homes against home-wreckers. “Amanda’s strategy is to show that women are equal to men. She fills the courtroom with prospective women witnesses who she hopes will testify to their accomplishments. A chemist testifies about her scientific accomplishments. An acrobat demonstrates her athletic ability, at one point hoisting Adam aloft and subjecting him to ridicule” (Tushnet 1996: 247-8).

The film presents courtroom scenes in which Adam and Amanda battle over the Attinger case, each courtroom scene followed by a domestic scene at the Bonner home after work. As the legal battle intensifies, the marital relationship grows stormier. We witness the Bonners hosting a dinner party and viewing a home movie of their newly acquired country house, cooking dinner together and massaging each other. But as the legal battle progresses, their evenings together gradually grow more tense, and their loving, lively dialogue is replaced by long, awkward silences. When one of Amanda’s witnesses demonstrates her strength by lifting Adam up in the air, Adam accuses Amanda of disrespecting both the law and himself. “I’m old fashioned”, he continues, “I like two sexes. Another thing. All of the sudden I don’t like being married to what’s known as the new woman. I want a wife, not a competitor! Competitor! Competitor! If you want to be a big he-woman go ahead and be it – but not with me!!” (Gordon and Garson 1949:85). Suitcase in hand, he leaves home, slamming the door behind him.

Amanda wins her case, as the jury finds Doris Attinger not guilty. That evening, with a flirting neighbor, Amanda exclaims “Be something, won’t it? Win the case and lose my husband” (102). Soon after, Adam walks in, finding Amanda and the neighbor in a posture that could easily be mistaken as romantic. As Adam pulls a gun, Amanda calls out “stop it, Adam, stop it! You’ve no right! You can’t do what you’re doing. You’ve no right! No one has a right to – “ (105). Adam, content, replies: “That’s all, sister. That’s all I wanted to hear. Music to my tin ear. … I’ll never forget that no matter what you think you think – you really think the same as I do. That I’ve no right. That no one has a right – to break the law. That your client had no right. That I’m right. That you’re wrong.” (106). He puts the muzzle in his mouth, and biting it off explains to the horrified Amanda: “Licorice. If I’m a sucker for anything it’s for licorice”(106).

In the next scene, at their tax consultant’s office, Adam and Amanda are gravely and reluctantly dividing their property. When Adam bursts into tears, Amanda stops the meeting and supports him as they leave together for their country house. That night, in their bedroom, Adam announces that he has been asked by the Republicans to run for judge, to which Amanda responds by asking whether the Democratic candidate had been nominated. Adam replies that if she competed against him he would cry, revealing that his earlier tears were a trick to win Amanda back, and Amanda concludes that this “shows what I say is true. No difference between the sexes. None. Men, women. The same. .. Well, maybe there is a difference. But it is a little difference.” “Vive la difference!”, responds Adam triumphantly (118), as he climbs into bed and pulls the curtains. 

A First View: 

Optimism

Critical academic writers and lay audiences alike are engaged by Adam’s Rib, hailing it as feminist and uniquely progressive. Scholars analyzing the “female attorney” sub-genre find that the film’s feminist theme and positive portrayal of the female attorney are unique and unprecedented, not only in the context of the 1930’s and 1940’s but also in comparison with contemporary, end-of-the-century cinema. 
 I suggest that a major factor in the film’s feminist reputation is the confident, optimistic tone with which it portrays an egalitarian social reality. Women, in the film’s fictional world, are fully integrated in both the labor force and the legal system; they assertively voice their values and present their point of view in the public sphere, and are heard by both men and the legal system. In this fictional world, women respect themselves and are respected by men and society; they can and do influence the law from within, succeeding in advancing their social status and achieving these heroic accomplishments in a hilarious atmosphere at a very low personal price. Where there is a will, there is surely a way, the film promises, cheerfully presenting utopia as reality and encouraging women to dare. Such an optimistic portrayal of reality is indeed fresh and unusual. Let me elaborate this point by reading Adam’s Rib against an earlier, classic feminist text, Susan Glaspell’s 1916 Jury of her Peers (1996[1916]).

 In Glaspell’s story (based on a court case which Glaspell covered in 1900 as a reporter
) an abused woman, Minnie Foster (Wright), strangles her abusive husband to death in his sleep. The narrative begins when the sheriff, the county attorney, and a witness visit Minnie’s home, the scene of the crime, in search of evidence and a motive. They are joined by the sheriff’s wife, Mrs. Peters, and the witness’s wife, Mrs. Hale, who were asked to select some clothes for the imprisoned Minnie Foster. As the men inspect the outdoors and the upper floor in search of clues, the two women bond with the absent Minnie as they explore her kitchen. Through dialogue, applying their own life experiences while closely reviewing the details of her oven, armchair, towel and preserves, the women piece together Minnie’s secluded, lonely, silenced life. Finding an empty birdcage and the body of a strangled canary, they recognize the deceased man’s dominating brutality which had triggered Minnie’s desperate, violent outburst. “No, Wright wouldn’t like the bird, … a thing that sang. She used to sing. He killed that too” (Glaspell 1996: 90). 

The women reasoned that the strangled bird had been treasured by the desperately lonely farmwife for its companionship and killed at the hands of her husband, and must have been the proverbial last straw prompting the wife to kill her abusive husband (West 1997: 243).

Examining the stitches of the quilt she was knotting, they learn of her distraction and excitement after committing the killing. Belittling the women, the condescending men exclude them from the legal investigation, doubting the women would know a legal clue if they came across one (82). External to the official process, the women collect the evidence, analyze it and reach their own verdict:

[T]he  women try the case, find the accused guilty, but dismiss the charge, recognizing the exigencies that led her to the act. In the process of judging they become compeers, Mrs. Peters recognizing her own disenfranchisement under the law and her own potential for violence, Mrs. Hale recognizing her failure to sustain her neighbor and thus her culpability in driving the desperate woman to kill (Ben-Zvi 1995: 34).  

They refrain from supplying the investigating men with the dead canary and undo and replace Minnie’s uneven stitches. Realizing their social position outside the legal arena as well as the law’s inability to see women’s lives, to hear their stories, to recognize their pain or to try them justly, they refuse to cooperate and instead apply their own justice in a silent, collective act of civil disobedience. “Not waiting to be given the vote or the right to serve on juries, Glaspell’s women have taken the right for themselves” (39). Yet their disobedience is secretive and their voices remain mute. Perhaps they save Minnie Foster, but they do not attempt to change the world. Excluded from legal process and the public sphere, their brave act of feminine solidarity and resistance remains unnoticed. Thrown together through the tragic fate of another woman, they are momentarily enlightened and empowered. Yet they do not reach out to other women, nor do they attempt to leave their mark on history before returning to their respective solitary kitchens.

 Adam’s Rib’s plot line closely resembles Glaspell’s. As in the earlier play and short story, here too an abused woman attacks her brutal husband and, brought before the law, she is protected and saved by another woman, who sees her plight. Read in this context, Adam’s Rib’s unusual optimism becomes apparent. When compared with Mrs. Peters, Amanda Bonner is a remarkably optimistic character. Mrs. Peters “didn’t seem like a sheriff’s wife. She was small and thin and didn’t have a strong voice. … But if Mrs. Peters didn’t look like a sheriff’s wife, Peters made up in looking like a sheriff. … a heavy man with a big voice..” (Glaspell 1996:76). “Of course Mrs. Peters is one of us” (82) says the county attorney, later adding that “a sheriff’s wife is married to the law” (92). Accordingly, responding to Mrs. Hale’s complaint of the men’s invasion of Minnie Foster’s privacy, the sheriff’s wife states: “the law is the law” (85). Only gradually does she secretly bond with the other women and betray her marital obedience to the law. 

Like Mrs. Peters, Hepburn’s Amanda Bonner is also “married to the law”. But in Adam’s Rib she is an assertive, successful practicing lawyer, graduate of Yale law school. Like Mrs. Peters, Amanda is married to an official prosecuting the case at hand, but she is also “married” to the law through her chosen career. Like Mrs. Peters, Amanda sympathizes with another woman’s desperate violence, realizing that the legal system, mirroring traditional, patriarchal norms, cannot hear her voice, see her perspective or understand her plight. But unlike her predecessor, Amanda is no longer excluded from the public legal arena or reduced to a silent act of civil disobedience. In Adam’s Rib, Amanda, a skillful, powerful woman lawyer, uses her profession to publicly challenge discriminating social norms and the legal system. Speaking legal language better than any man, she summons other powerful women to battle prejudice and change the law from within. Part of the system, she demands that the law be interpreted and applied in a manner suitable to women. No longer does she humbly accept that “the law is the law”, just or evil; she fiercely opposes this position, voiced by her spouse. The law must be made to be good, she demands, and it should be equally fair to men and women. In the 1916 text, Mrs. Peters’ perspective and findings were prejudged “irrelevant” by the legal system; in 1949, Amanda actively participates in determining the legal rules of relevance.  

Amanda speaks out and her voice is heard. Moreover, she is successful in her mission. A jury of 12 men and women listen to Amanda, see Doris Attinger, understand her, and find her not guilty. Amanda succeeds in changing the law, and with it – the world.

In Glaspell’s play, men and women are strictly separated into distinct spheres (Alkalay-Gut 1995: 72). They speak different languages and never meet. No real dialogue is possible between them. Men oppress women by publicly patronizing them, and women meekly accept their inferior position, finding refuge in mute disobedience. In Adam’s Rib, Man and Woman, Adam and Eve, are constantly engaged in intense dialogue. In the public sphere, in the courtroom, as well as in the private sphere, at home, they are always together, occupying the same space. They speak the same language of law and justice, listening to each other respectfully, seeing each other’s point of view and sharing values, concerns and ideals. Partners in intimacy and profession alike, they create the world together, struggling to make it fit and just for both.

In Adam’s Rib, law is the arena where Man and Woman struggle together to acknowledge and accept each other and to bravely confront social reality and restate social norms from an inclusive, egalitarian perspective. The film’s energetic pace and witty dialogue rejoice in this vision, sweeping viewers to participate in the celebration. In this, the film is truly outstanding. 

A Second Look
Adam’s Rib’s optimistic tone is dramatically emphasized by the film’s intensive, dynamic, carnavalesque, “screwball comedy” temperament.
 Extroverted and dominant, the film’s tone overshadows other, more subtle tendencies. But a closer look at the film’s choices, on both “legal” and cinematic levels, reveals a different, less obvious – yet not less powerful - tendency.

1. The Film’s Legal Argument 

Undermining Feminist Jurisprudence 

In the film’s fictional legal world, Amanda Bonner, champion of women’s rights, defends a woman accused of shooting her husband by fiercely pursuing a liberal feminist approach. A man shooting at his adulterous wife and her lover would be viewed as acting under provocation or in self-defense, she claims. The law, echoing and reinforcing public opinion, would sympathize with his anger and pain, objecting to the violence but ultimately condoning it. A woman, claims Amanda, deserves the exact same treatment. Convicting a woman for attempted murder where a man in her shoes would walk free amounts to sexual discrimination. The highlight of this argument is Amanda’s plea to the jury and viewers to see in Doris Attinger a wronged husband, in Mr. Attinger an unfaithful wife and in Beryl Caighn, the third party, a “slick home-wrecker” in “a pin-stripe suit” (Graham and Kanin 1949: 89). “Now you have it, Judge it so” exclaims Amanda. “An unwritten law stands back of a man who fights to defend his home. Apply the same to the maltreated wife and neglected mother. We ask you no more. Equality!” (89).

Dramatic and extravagant as it may be, this line of feminist argument fails not merely because the film’s grotesque visualization of the characters in drag renders it ridiculous and unconvincing. It fails because it undermines itself while zealously upholding the worst manifestation of patriarchal oppression of women. A man’s unwritten right to take the life of the woman who sexually betrays him is the most extreme manifestation of the patriarchal honor code.
 Within this world-view, a woman’s sexual availability is a commodity owned by her husband. A woman’s “indecency”, i.e., exposure of her sexuality, shames and humiliates the man who owns it, by willing “submission” to another man. A woman’s sexual infidelity is therefore a devastating attack on her husband’s honor, entitling him to “self-defense”, i.e., to prove his manliness by cleansing his stained honor and eliminating both the guilty wife and the invading male opponent. 

Within the film’s legal world, feminist legal thought is equated with explicit demands to uphold this honor culture, to render it legal support, and to extend to wives honor rights heretofore reserved exclusively for husbands. Equality (Amanda-style) means that women too are legally entitled to possess honor, and that men’s sexual behavior can be constructed as shameful. This supposedly feminist stand elicits little sympathy. It stands in clear contrast to every humane and liberal notion of the value of human life, human autonomy, liberty, free choice, and the rule of law. It upholds patriarchal values of domination, physical violence and separation of the private, domestic domain from the public arena. Rather than undermine the legal support of patriarchal ideology and practice, this line of argument serves only to reinforce such support, and is therefore all but feminist.
 Practically speaking, it is almost exclusively men – and not women – who use the defense of provocation in cases of domestic homicide. Hence extending this defense to women offers no practical advantage that would justify the consequent reinforcement of patriarchal values
.

Furthermore, Amanda’s line of argument strongly reinforces patriarchal stereotypes of women. In her attempt to secure sympathy for the defendant, Amanda positions her in sharp binary opposition to her rival, the unmarried homewrecker. Assisted by the film’s casting, Amanda constitutes the good woman as a fair, domestic, modest, dependent wife and a devoted mother. Her opponent, the evil woman, is a dark, loose, unattached woman, a shameless temptress and an inherent threat to society’s sacred family values. The film’s seemingly feminist legal argument divides women into Eve and Lilith, the pure and virginal vs. the whore, throwing them at each other to struggle over a man. Within this traditional metaphoric realm, clearly condoned by the film and its legal feminist protagonist, Amanda herself is an outstanding, unique woman who transcends the conventional roles of good and bad women. Amanda, the female attorney, is thus not a role model for ordinary women on and off screen, but rather a transcendent exception. The powerful, feminist female attorney is thus an anomaly. Further, her professional characterization strongly collides with Amanda’s role as a married woman, as “Adam’s Rib”, rendering Amanda a conflicted, impossible character. 

Amanda’s witnesses, women carefully selected to represent the power and worth of womanhood, are similarly caricatures. The first witness, “an exceedingly handsome young woman” (Graham and Kanin 1949: 77), is a thirty-three-year-old chemist holding the following positions: “Chief Consulting Chemist, Institute for Advanced Studies; Director, Brodeigh-Halleck Laboratories; Civilian Consultant, United States Army Chemical Warfare Service; Advisor to Supply Officer, British Embassy; Director of Chemical Field Research, United States Department of Agriculture. That’s this year” (77-78). The second witness is a woman foreman, in charge of three-hundred-and-eighty workers including her husband, and the third is an acrobat who can support five men as an “understander” in a pyramid. These women are neither typical of real women, nor “feminine” in any way. Each excels in a man’s world by outdoing men at their own game, playing by men’s rules. Not one challenges masculine norms and conventions or manifests any characteristic that could be viewed as uniquely “feminine”. They are exaggerated, unconvincing “he-women”, to use Adam’s derogatory term. In order to be successful women, they signal, women must and do fully adjust to the masculine world and learn to be better men than men. Those who possess outstanding “manly” skills may succeed. Such images of women are no more realistic or less damaging than the traditional Eve and Lilith.

Is the film pushing the liberal feminist legal argument ad absurdum? Does it subversively invite its viewer to see through its extreme presentation of Amanda’s argument, thus exposing the danger of legal upholding of the honor code? I have no doubt that resistant viewers may read the film’s depiction of Amanda’s argument this way. However, rather than leave the viewer to struggle with the difficulties of the liberal feminist jurisprudence it presents, the film offers an attractive, easy alternative. This alternative is not an improved feminist argument, but rather a gender-blind liberal one, offered by the film as Adam’s superior jurisprudence. In Adam’s Rib, it is Adam’s liberal legal position that, in stark contrast with Amanda’s line of reasoning, both advances women’s interests and invites viewers’ sympathy. Within the specific legal situation as constituted by the film, Adam’s uncompromisingly positivistic stand that “the law is the law” and no one has a right to break it, accords with his enlightened, gender-blind liberal argument that no one has the right to shoot at a spouse, as well as with deep respect for the rule of law. Unlike Amanda’s so-called feminist legal argument, it is clearly this legal stand that both secures the rule of law and challenges the unholy pact between patriarchal honor culture and the law. Adam’s demand to sever the ties linking honor and law combined with his respect for the law at all cost carries with it real hope for society and for women generally threatened by patriarchal domination and domestic violence. Significantly, this legal stand is depicted by the film as non-feminist. Clearly, the legal attitude that is both enlightened and most desirable for women is the common-sensical, no-nonsense, non-feminist stand advanced by the mainstream male protagonist. Unlike the film’s feminist, subversive legal argument, which separates men from women, women from women, the rule of law from feminist causes, ideology from the interests of real-life women, Adam’s common-sense attitude to the law offers the just and enlightened solution for men and women alike, and for society at large. The pervasiveness of this legal argument’s appeal is such that, in a moment of truth, at gun-point, Amanda herself instinctively embraces it. Subjected to the ordeal, the truth speaks through her mouth, announcing that no one has a right to take another’s life. Disappointed and confused by this scene’s dramatic weakness, Mark Tushnet (1996) views it as the film’s “only real error”:

Adam apparently threatens to shoot him [David Wayne’s Kip character] (with a gun that, it turns out, is made of licorice). Amanda invokes ‘the law’ as an argument against Adam’s threat, seemingly betraying her adherence to ‘justice’ in the courtroom. The scene is complicated, however, by the fact that Adam earlier appears to acknowledge the flirt’s homosexuality, and to communicate that acknowledgment to Amanda. As Cavell says, ‘We cannot imagine Adam to take Kip’s attraction to Amanda seriously’, which makes his indignation at the flirtation, and Amanda’s fear at Adam’s threat, somewhat ambiguous. The overt message, that allowing justice to determine every case would lead to violence, is undermined by the scene’s unreality (248). 

In my reading of the film, the scene is no “error”. Its “unreality” is a price the film goes a long way to pay in order to secure the viewer’s realization, voiced by Amanda herself, that Adam’s legal stand is inherently compelling.

Adam’s legal stand may have lost the battle in the film’s fictional courtroom, but only to enhance the dramatic effect of winning the war within the film’s social reality and in the realm of common sense. Amanda’s feminist jurisprudence may have fooled the film’s fictional jury, but not the film’s viewers, its real life jury. It is Adam’s inclusive perception of law that invites the viewer to join a community of liberal, law-abiding citizens. This enlightened community, created in the shadow of the film’s “real”, “good” law, believes in human life, liberty, equality and the rule of law. Although not feminist, this gender-blind community of men and women, united around the figure of a non-feminist male attorney, offers the best solutions for women’s predicaments. 

Precluding a Feminine Community

By dividing the female characters into Eve, Lilith, Mary and “he-woman” types, the film’s feminist legal argument precludes the possibility of a feminine community within the law. This effect is strengthened by the obvious class distinction between Amanda and the other central female characters. The woman lawyer’s elitism is taken to the extreme, almost to the point of ridicule. Real contact between her and the other women (defendant, witnesses, secretaries), or, for that matter, contact among any of the women, seems impossible. The film’s fictional female characters are thus separated in their distinct patriarchal categories, and women viewers are offered no feminine community to emulate. Accordingly, the film’s women do not share a unique, distinctive “feminine culture”. Amanda’s treatment of her female client is not caring, compassionate and empathic in any way that could be considered as a “feminine” alternative to masculine standards. On the contrary, her relationship with Doris is purely “professional” in a tradional patriarchal mode: cold and dry. Amanda’s logic of sameness between the sexes is embraced, enhanced and taken to its limits by the film.   

A quick reference to Jury of Her Peers will contextualize this point. In that earlier work, women are neither Eves nor Liliths; they are average women who work hard, love their sons, neglect some social duties and leave their kitchens untidy on occasion. Witnessing another woman’s misfortune, confronted with a hostile legal system, Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale share a developmental process of collective realization, enlightenment and empowerment. Excluded from the law, they find each other and themselves as a community outside the law. Furthermore, in bonding together outside and against law and society they do so as women, establishing a feminine community that is culturally unique. It is, in that sense, truly a community of their own. Quilting serves Glaspell as a metaphor for the women’s unique, common perspective, skills and modus operandi, as well as for their bonding mechanism and pattern of community. 

The little squares of material being formed into a quilt that the women decide to bring to Mrs. Wright to ‘occupy her time’ is ridiculed by the men but provides an unrecognized key to this male exclusion because this quilting method parallels the only way clues could form the truth: the joining together of scraps of details allow the women to comprehend the situation of Minnie Foster and her development from housewife to criminal. … Each  patch has an individual entity, but its beauty (and meaning) is in relationship to the other patches formed with similar painstaking consideration. The colors are coordinated and contrasted by balance and relationship, but the general pattern is one that emerges with the quilt (Alkalay-Gut 1995: 73).

In Adam’s Rib, women successfully interact with men and with the law as equal partners; they do not, however, form a community, and femininity bears no cultural significance. Robin West (1997) concludes her discussion of Jury stressing the text’s critical exposure that “[t]he function of the law is to validate, through the institution of marriage, the isolation of women from each other” (254). Women’s isolation facilitates their silencing, domination and subordination. Glaspell’s female characters come to acknowledge this oppressive socio-legal mechanism and resist it by creating a feminine community. In striking contrast, Adam’s Rib does not raise the issue, upholding the existing social order by this audible silence.

In her discussion of Glaspell’s feminist work, Marina Angel (1997) notes that:

“Two philosophical debates influenced the struggle for women’s rights during both the first and the second waves of feminism: one is whether the world can be divided into a personal, private sphere and an opposing political, public sphere; the other is whether equality is defined by sameness of differences” (795). 

Jury argues for equality of difference and against the distinction between public and private. In clear contrast, Adam’s Rib’s liberal feminist attorney advances the sameness argument. This choice is complemented by the film’s sympathy for the traditional distinction between the public sphere (where sameness between the sexes is conceded) and the private sphere (where, behind the closed curtain of the Bonner’s bed, difference triumphs). These telling attitudes highlight the film’s preclusion of a community of women and a feminine culture. 

To conclude the discussion of the film’s legal world, let me stress that both the facts of the fictional case and the legal arguments as presented by the parties manifest a series of cinematic choices, and could have been constructed differently. Much like the text of an appeal court’s legal decision, Adam’s Rib opens with a report of “the facts of the case”. As in a legal text, these “facts” are presented and perceived as the given, objective framework dictating the legal discussion and much of its outcome. Even more than in a legal text, such fictional facts are, in fact, products of an ideological-rhetorical process manifesting a series of choices. In Adam’s Rib, the case at hand is clearly as sensational and unusual as that of a man biting a dog. The film could easily have depicted a more plausible, realistic case, such as that of a battered woman attacking her abusive spouse. (Clearly, public awareness of this phenomenon was not then what it is today, yet Susan Glaspell’s Jury of Her Peers, mentioned above, was written as early as 1916). In fact, the film’s Doris Attinger is a battered, abused wife. Yet this fact is almost lost in the sensational context of a violent “love triangle”. Moreover, the film chooses to present legal arguments that all but ignore this aspect of the case. Rather than concentrate on Mr. Attinger’s abusive behavior as that which provoked his wife’s violent act, the case is presented as a reversed story of familiar, patriarchal jealousy and honor.

This choice is complimented by the film’s choice of feminist legal argument. Rather than stress the defendant’s oppression and domination as an abused wife, her helplessness and frustration as a mother and housewife dependent on a negligent husband, the film chooses a feminist legal argument that equates Doris Attinger’s situation with that of a sexually betrayed husband. This gender-blind, liberal feminist perspective inherently undercuts itself, depriving the defendant of more coherent, effective arguments that would stress the uniqueness of her predicament. A genuine feminist legal argument, focusing on Doris Attinger’s unique situation, would have prohibited the film’s equation of her predicament to that of Adam’s in the licorice scene. It would have made clear the inherent difference between the situation of a successful lawyer finding the wife he had left behind in the arms of another man (homosexual or not), and that of an abused, dependent housewife, fearful of losing her sole income and support for her three children. Whereas the first is indulging in patriarchal honor and jealousy, the latter is a victim, desperately responding to ongoing abuse that undermines her existence. A compassionate feminist legal argument could have brought the film’s fictional female characters together, inviting the viewer to join their feminine community. 

Clearly, in 1949, feminist legal theories of dominance had not yet been fully articulated. Nevertheless, in her summary before the jury, Amanda does present what could have been developed into a dominance type of feminist legal argument. “Deep in the interior of South America, there thrives a people known as the Lorcananos, descended from the Amazons. In this vast tribe, members of the female sex rule and govern and systematically deny equal rights to the men  - made weak and puny by years of subservience. Too weak to revolt. And yet, how long have we lived in the shadow of a like injustice?” (Graham and Kanin 1949: 89). Had the film allowed her, Amanda could have defended Doris along this feminist line of argument. Her victory would have then been convincing and compelling.

Finally, let me mention the film’s choice not to see through its suggested experiment of reversing traditional gender roles. Throughout the film, Amanda is often situated in typically “masculine” roles: she is a Yale school graduate, she drives the couple to work, she has a private practice, is expected (by Adam) to earn well, and she sometimes returns home later than he does. It is her picture that appears on the front page.
 Tracy’s Adam, in contrast, wears an apron, expresses his emotions, cries, and is, arguably, the “softer” character of the two. Had it pushed this theme further, the film could have posed the following question: if Amanda were a man and Adam were a woman, would Adam attempt to prevent Amanda from attempting to advance men’s rights? Would it have occurred to a woman to implore her husband not to take a man’s case because it involves an ideological, sectorial men’s issue that would turn the court into a circus? Would she have thought that fighting for men’s rights could come between them, undermine her husband’s manliness and threaten their marriage? Clearly, the film could have invited the viewer to see the improbability of these questions. Such realization could have suggested to the viewer that in reversed gender roles, Amanda’s professional behavior would not have been viewed as problematic, and would not have caused marital difficulties. According to Amanda’s plea for equality, if a man can make such professional choices, a woman deserves no less. More importantly, the realization could have demonstrated the inherent shortcomings of simplistic gender reversals, undermining the comparison between Adam and Doris’ violent outbursts, inviting serious socio-legal consideration of the abused woman’s unique situation. Clearly, the film chooses to not pursue this line fully, leaving the alert viewer the option of doing so.

2. Genre Conventions: Cinematic Support of Legal Argumentation

Viewing a film, we read it against its genre. Generic conventions orient us in identifying the “good guys” and the plot structure; they point to encoded clues and help construct our expectations. Adam’s Rib invokes the conventions of a courtroom drama.
 It is therefore useful to explore how a viewer’s familiarity with the conventions of this genre is likely to influence his or her reading of and response to the film’s characters and Amanda’s feminist argument. 

Much like a classic western, a classic courtroom drama of the “hero lawyer” type features a hero in pursuit of an idealistic social mission. By “classic western” I refer to Will Wright’s typology: 

The classical Western is the prototype of all Westerns, the one people think of when they say ‘All Westerns are alike’. It is the story of the lone stranger who rides into a troubled town and cleans it up, winning the respect of the townfolk and the love of the schoolmarm. There are many variations on this theme… The classical plot defines the genre, and … the other plots – vengeance, transition, professional – are all built upon its symbolic foundation and depend upon this foundation for their meaning (Wright, 1975, 32). 

In “hero lawyer” I refer to the classic good cinematic lawyer, who, like the western hero, “rides into a troubled town and cleans it up”. Although cinematic lawyers vary greatly, I suggest that the prototypical “hero lawyer” is modeled, to some extent, on the classic western hero.
 Such cinematic hero lawyers are powerful, charismatic loners who, courageously performing their professional duties, uphold the community’s fundamental values, doing what needs to be done to protect the social order from external enemies and internal weakness. Often outsiders to the communities they struggle to save, cinematic lawyers stand for the justice, courage, integrity and equity at the heart of the idea of law. At times frustrated and weary, they are nevertheless devoted to worthwhile social causes as well as to the rule of law, struggling to maintain them against all odds. Like its predecessor, the western hero, the cinematic lawyer is not an east-coast upper class man of words, but a small town man of action. His biography is often mysterious, and at times he leads a bitter, lonely life in the shadow of a tragic past. His antagonist is the cynical, articulate, big-city-lawyer, ruthlessly representing money and specific, often elitist interests. Unlike the John Wayne western hero, the cinematic lawyer is not cool, tough and macho, but shy, awkward and sensitive. The soft-spoken James Stewart epitomizes this ideal type in the 1959 Anatomy of a Murder (Columbia) and the 1962 The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (Paramount). Other familiar, classic examples, likewise released around the year 1960, are Gregory Peck’s Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird (Universal 1962) and Spencer Tracy’s Drummond in Inherit the Wind (United Artists 1960).

Amanda Bonner is a lawyer fighting for a social cause and is thus a natural candidate to be portrayed as a “hero lawyer”. The film could have constructed her character along the familiar lines of the small town, underdog loner, inviting the viewer’s sympathy and identification. Yet the film chose to cast the majestic Katharine Hepburn, and characterize her Amanda as a sharp, cold, articulate, upper-class, Yale graduate East-coast lawyer. Amanda dresses better than any character in the film’s fictional world, and speaks faster, more, and far more eloquently than the rest of the characters. Overly aggressive, militant and self-assured, she is a ruthless warrior, lacking any of the Jimmy Stewart sympathetic characteristics. This undermines not merely her femininity, but also her generic position as the film’s point of identification. It is her antagonist, Spencer Tracy’s Adam, whom the film portrays as the clumsy, small-time, stuttering, lovable underdog, fighting for an unpopular but just social cause: the rule of law. The defeat and humiliation Adam suffers at Amanda’s hands (highlighted by the insult of the flirting neighbor) further invites sympathy and identification. Interestingly, Spencer Tracy’s subsequent cinematic legal career bloomed, casting him, among other roles, as the memorable attorney in Inherit the Wind and judge in Judgment at Nuremberg (United Artists 1961). Indeed, Rennard Strickland (1997) claims that of all the “actors whose screen ethos has made them ideal cinematic lawyers … Spencer Tracy deserves to hold the screen-lawyer prize for sustained service at the bar…” (16).  Not surprisingly, Adam’s Rib was Hepburn’s last appearance as an attorney of law.
 

To complicate things further, Adam’s Rib is not merely a courtroom drama. It is a classic romantic comedy of the type Stanley Cavell (1981) defined as “the Hollywood comedy of remarriage” (1981). In films of this genre, a couple encounters an obstacle, breaks up, overcomes the obstacle and reunites, forming a stronger, more mature marital unit. It is the woman, Cavell argues, who is the film’s protagonist, and it is she who must undergo symbolic death and rebirth to enable the revival of the relationship.
 Read against these conventions, Amanda’s legal feminist “crusade” is clearly the obstacle to overcome on the road to happily-ever-after, a youthful folly the couple needs to endure and transcend.  

Pressing this point, I suggest that in addition to the genres already mentioned, Adam’s Rib belongs to the exclusive “Tracy-Hepburn” genre.
 At the heart of this distinct group of nine films, is the unique, captivating chemistry and intimacy that characterized this on-and-off screen Hollywood couple. Enchanted by the deep, authentic, moving closeness between the Tracy and Hepburn characters, a viewer cannot but perceive anything that comes between them as a temporary hurdle on the path to true love. 

Immediately after the film’s initial, shooting scene, the viewer is shown the Bonner’s warm, loving intimacy. Breakfasting in their bedroom, Tracy and Hepburn are the perfect couple. Anything that threatens this perfection must be inherently wrong. Against this point of departure, Amanda’s feminist cause and legal activism are too risky. In light of the couple’s compelling intimacy, the threat posed by Amanda’s lawyering is too great; the price to be paid is too dear. A typical male film lawyer’s professional activity typically increases his manliness. In films presenting a feminist agenda (think of Thelma and Louise (and the 1981 Dutch Question of Silence) women’s bonding replaces – or at least supplements - unfulfilling, abusive male-female relationships.
 Unlike either of these types of films, Adam’s Rib chooses to construct Amanda’s professional activity as threatening to undermine the film’s most cherished (family) value: the Tracy-Hepburn relationship. In this context, feminist lawyering and a community of women cannot be but temporary comic diversions. Supported by its legal and cinematic conventions, the only community the film allows is the Tracy-Hepburn fan club. 

A Third View: 

Applying Hollywood’s “No-Choice” Policy to Women 

Having examined the film’s feminist optimism as well as the undercutting effects of its choice of feminist legal argument and subtle reference to Hollywood’s conventions of portraying hero-lawyers, let me conclude with yet another twist. In his extensive study of deep structures and conventions underlying Hollywood’s classic films and their contemporary descendants, Robert Ray argues that these films’ basic paradigm and major source of attraction is their comforting promise that deep contradictions can be reconciled and that no hard, painful choices between America’s fundamental values must ever be made. The viewer is repeatedly reassured that he can, in fact, have his cake and eat it too. In order to best introduce Ray’s compelling theory, let’s consider essential highlights of his own formulation of it:

Hollywood’s thematic conventions rested on an industrywide consensus defining commercially acceptable filmmaking. This consensus’s underlying premise dictated the conversion of all political, sociological, and economic dilemmas into personal melodrama. … Such displacement turned on Classic Hollywood’s basic thematic procedure: repeatedly, these movies raised, and then appeared to solve problems associated with the troubling incompatibility of traditional American myths. …[T]he dominant tradition of American Cinema consistently found ways to overcome dichotomies. … The ideal was a kind of inclusiveness that would permit all decisions to be undertaken with the knowledge that the alternative was equally available. …The movies traded on one opposition in particular, American culture’s traditional dichotomy of individual and community that had generated the most significant pair of competing myths: the outlaw hero and the official hero. Embodied in the adventurer, explorer, gunfighter, wanderer, and loner, the outlaw hero stood for that part of the American imagination valuing self-determination and freedom from entanglements. By contrast, the official hero, normally portrayed as a teacher, lawyer, politician, farmer, or family man, represented the American belief in collective action and the objective legal process that superseded private notions of right and wrong. … While the outlaw heroes represented a flight from maturity, the official heroes embodied the best attributes of adulthood: sound reasoning and judgment, wisdom and sympathy based on experience. …In sum, the values associated with these two different sets of heroes contrasted markedly. Clearly, too, each tradition had its good and bad points. … The parallel existence of these two contradictory traditions evinced the general pattern of American mythology: the denial of the necessity of choice. … The American mythology’s refusal to choose between its two heroes went beyond the normal reconciliatory function attributed to myth by Levi-Strauss. For the American tradition not only overcame binary oppositions; it systematically mythologized the certainty of being able to do so. Part of this process involved blurring the lines between the two sets of heroes. … The reconciliatory pattern found its most typical incarnation … in one particular narrative: the story of the private man attempting to keep from being drawn into action on any but his own terms. In this story, the reluctant hero’s ultimate willingness to help the community satisfied the official values. But by portraying this aid as demanding only a temporary involvement, the story presented the values of individualism as well (Ray, 1985, 57-65).

Hollywood’s viewer, according to Ray, is invited to identify with both the onscreen outlaw hero and with the official one, or with a character combining both functions, thus transcending the choice between individuality and loyalty to community. More specifically, male viewers are invited to see themselves in both types of Hollywood’s male heroes. In these Hollywood films, good women are avoided by outlaw heroes and married to official heroes; identifying with both types of onscreen male heroes, the male viewer needn’t choose between family values and freedom. Onscreen women are not, themselves, heroes of either type. In the “woman’s movie”, on the other hand, where female characters are the protagonists, the underlying conventions are dramatically different. 

According to Haskell, the main themes of the woman’s movie are sacrifice, choice, affliction or competition. … Even when the featured woman was a professional, she would have to sacrifice her career for her marriage, choose between her career or her children, compete with another woman for a man’s love, or die on the heels of a professional triumph (Caplow 1999: 60). 

In fact, these conventions are apparent even outside the woman’s movie: Hollywood’s women characters typically confront choice, sacrifice and pain, while male heroes and viewers are freed of them by the powerful underlying structures depicted by Ray. Let me illustrate this point with a familiar example. Ray’s most compelling case study is the film that brings Hollywood’s conventions to perfection: Casablanca (Ray 1985: 89-112). Bogart’s Rick and Henreid’s Laszlo epitomize the complex relationship between outlaw and official hero, and Rick is the ultimate reluctant hero. The classic blurring of differences between them is manifested, among many ways, in their common love of a single (good) woman whom one marries and the other leaves behind. Adding Haskell’s perspective to Ray’s, it becomes apparent that, throughout the film, Bergman’s Ilsa, the film’s single female character and role model, suffers choice, sacrifice and pain. The (male) viewer, on the other hand, deeply identifying with both Rick and Laszlo, has it all: both the girl and the freedom. Ilsa’s sacrifice is both obvious and transparent (even Ray, concentrating on the male characters and viewer, does not seem to notice it). 

These underlying conventions, feminist writers convincingly show, were typically applied to women-lawyers films:

Surprisingly, there were a notable number of movies made during the 1930s and 1940 that featured women lawyers. … These were largely woman’s movies in a legal setting with sacrifice themes that frequently highlighted their heroines’ flaws, moral lapses, or failures as women… Typically, the women lawyers were forced to admit their hubris for wanting it all at the expense of their more feminine duties of wife or mother. Like other woman’s films of that period they were melodramas (Caplow 1999: 61).

If we accept Ray’s thesis, which I find highly convincing, it seems that Hollywood’s most appealing promise is that the male viewer, identifying with cinematic male heroes, can have it all and pay no painful price. At the same time, Hollywood illustrates how women must make painful choices at great cost. The gender roles mirrored and affirmed by Hollywood are thus defined by the necessity to choose, pay and sacrifice: what distinguishes man from woman is man’s freedom from difficult choices. This panoramic view of Hollywood conventions sheds new light on Adam’s Rib. Clearly not adhering to the conventions of the woman’s melodrama, it does not force its female lawyer to choose, sacrifice and pay. On the contrary: the explicit risk of losing her husband does not prevent her from pursuing her professional, ideological mission, nor does it undermine her confidence. Standing her ground, it is he who is forced to choose between the woman he loves and his traditional views of family and gender roles. The price and pain of his sacrifice and choice are mitigated by the film’s comic, “screwball” tone; nevertheless, it is he who is forced to make the choice, while Amanda does not yield.  

Adding Ray’s perspective to Haskell’s, it becomes apparent that despite Adam’s choice, the film offers its viewer Hollywood’s precious, seductive dream: a priceless reconciliation of contradictory fundamental American myths. Justice in a particular, difficult case is reconciled with the rule of law, as is the sacred status of family with the notion of equality for all, including women. Cast in Ray’s terms, Adam is the official hero, standing for community, stability and the rule of law, while Amanda is the outlaw, reluctant hero, who takes action only when she feels forced into it by Adam’s condescension, doing what needs to be done and retreating to personal life. The bold casting of a woman in the sacred role of outlaw hero is striking. This role, notably filled by John Wayne and Humphry Bogart, is the bastion of masculinity. Additionally, in Adam’s Rib, the blurring of boundaries between official and outlaw heroes is also the blurring of boundaries between Adam and Eve. Hollywood’s formula merging the two paradigmatic heroes typically brings together the Bogart type with the Henreid type; i.e., the John Wayne and the James Stewart characters of The Man Who Shot Liberty Valence. The association of these two types of masculinity enables the male viewer to identify with both, leaving the woman as the film’s “other”: the prize, gift, object. In Adam’s Rib, the convention of merging official and outlaw characters is subversively used to bring together man and woman, both on and off screen. The ancient notion of “couple” takes on a new dimension when, in the context of Hollywood’s conventions, the viewer is invited to identify with a symbiotic pair of male-female heroes. Gender roles - both on and off screen - are transcended when the man-woman couple is posed as the fundamental unity reconciling contradictory myths. Viewers, men and women alike, are invited to perform the revolutionary experiment and identify with a transgendered couple, combining masculinity and femininity while blurring the rigid boundaries between them.

The film’s choice to construct this subversive, revolutionary reconciliation is enhanced by its selection of the courtroom as its arena. The adversarial American legal system epitomizes the idea of binary rivalry, intuitively associated with manly, zero-sum war-games. The film’s positioning of male and female attorneys as adversaries could have had the exclusive effect of subjecting the woman attorney to the masculine conventions of the legal world, thus reinforcing them. But in the context of the previously discussed Hollywood conventions it can be argued that by co-opting the adversarial legal system into transcending society’s deepest binary distinction, that between man and woman, Adam’s Rib fundamentally “demasculanizes” it, suggesting that, like other realms of life, the law must be rethought to accommodate women and men alike. In this, the film echoes Amanda’s demand within the fictional legal system for equality between the sexes, lending her legal argument cinematic support. Better yet, the film in fact improves Amanda’s feminist argument, substituting a more subversive demasculanization of the legal system for the problematic liberal notion of the sexes’ sameness. If Amanda’s legal argument only goes as far as demanding for women the same rights created and enjoyed by men, the cinematic subtext further suggests a fundamental reconceptualization of the legal system to accommodate femininity and masculinity alike.  

There is yet another perspective. Read from the perspective of Hollywood’s conventions of reconciliation and choice, Adam’s Rib lends Amanda’s legal struggle further, more straightforward support in demanding for the film’s women characters and viewers what Amanda demands for women within its legal system. Amanda demands that rights given exclusively to men be equally extended to women: if man is justified or excused when violently protecting his home, woman must enjoy that right as well, she claims. Similarly, the film insists that if male viewers are offered the dream of reconciled contradictory myths at no painful cost, the same dream should be extended to women. In freeing Amanda from the need to choose between husband and career, in freeing the viewer – and the woman viewer in particular – from the need to choose between Adam and Amanda, between family and women’s rights, the film echoes Amanda’s campaign to offer Doris Attinger, and all women, the same provocation defense traditionally reserved for men.

But, like Amanda’s quest, the film’s strategy is not free from feminist doubt. Discussing Amanda’s legal argument, I suggested that the provocation defense is inseparable from patriarchal ideology and that, rather than extending it to women, it should be confronted. I further noted that in reality it is men who commit violent jealousy crimes, hence extension of the provocation defense to women is not of great practical significance. Is a life free of choice and sacrifice a man’s dream? Does the vision of painless reconciliation of contradictory myths serve the ruling patriarchal ideology? Clearly, it offers a way of accepting reality without rebellion, of settling for personal solutions that avoid ideological clashes. Just as clearly, in contemporary social reality, most women are still required to make both choices and sacrifices, and to pay painful prices for any deviance from traditional gender roles. Professional life still requires of women choices and compromises most men needn’t face. Should women be offered participation in the dream of choice-free reconciliation, or is it in women’s best interest to confront that dream and expose its conservative, constraining effects? Which is more empowering for women: Adam’s Rib’s optimistic extension of men’s legal rights and cinematic dreams to women, or the bleak, realistic vision of law and life offered in feminist texts such as A Jury of Her Peers, Thelma and Louise and A Question of Silence? I leave you with this troubling question, and conclude by returning with it to one of this essay’s central themes: the possibility of a community of women. In the very last scene of A Question of Silence, the film’s woman protagonist, a legal psychiatrist, walks away from the courthouse, where the legal system has failed to see her point of view and to hear her voice. Stepping down the stairs in the direction of her lawyer husband, she stops on sighting of the group of women who witnessed the film’s violent crime: the murder of a man by three women. Crowded together, these silent women, who did not come forth to testify in the legal proceeding, look at her: smiling, sharing, encouraging, inviting. Her husband, who had previously pleaded with her to drop the case, now impatiently blows the car’s horn. The woman protagonist looks at the women, at her husband, and at the women again, now smiling. Like A Jury of Her Peers, the film concludes with the woman’s choice. In Adam’s Rib women on and off screen are not faced with a choice because the film does not represent a community of women and does not offer it as a possible choice. There is no pain in Amanda’s return to Adam – because the film fails to imagine an alternative for her; in the absence of a real option, her union with Adam is made to seem choice-free, pain-free and free of sacrifice. It is constructed as natural and unavoidable. Fifty years later, a film envisioning a realistic reconciliation of a community of women with meaningful couplehood is still unrealized. Are women better off with the unresolved choice?
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� Elsewhere in the book, Black offers an additional articulation of this point: “all film that include representation of legal process may be said to possess an automatic reflexivity” (58).


� For further analysis of this point see Kamir 1999. 


� Produced by MGM studio, script written by Ruth Gordon and Garson Kanin, directed by George Cukor. For further details see Gordon and Kanin 1949.


� See Sheffield 1993: 73, 92-93; Shapiro 1995: 955, 962-963; Tushnet 1996: 244, 247-9; Bailey et al. 1998:180, 189; Caplow 1999: 55, 62-63. Representing a unanimous feeling among these writers, Shapiro summarizes that “As a film portraying women lawyers, [Adam’s Rib] has still not, more than 40 years later, been surpassed” (note 36, 963). Graham and Maschio (1995-6) stand out in arguing that “the movie … is not only ambiguous in its attitude toward equality for women, but it paints an ambiguous image of the lead character, Amanda Bonner, as a woman lawyer” (1034).


� For professional praise see note 5. As for “lay audiences”, I can testify that over the last few years, many of my students who viewed the film for a seminar on women in film and law, both at the Hebrew University and in the University of Michigan, were immediately engaged by it. 


� Glaspell published this work as a short story titled “A Jury of Her Peers” and as a play titled “Trifles”. 


� For a detailed comparison of the fictional drama with the historical event see Ben-Zvi 1995. For historical background see Hedges 1995.


� For a full discussion of the genre see Everson 1994.


� For a general discussion of honor cultures and an extensive bibliography see Miller 1993. For discussion of honor in the context of women, law and film, see Kamir 1999: 69.


�Speaking of provocation, Horder (1992) suggests that “From a feminist perspective the existence of such mitigation simply reinforces in the law that which public institutions ought in fact to be seeking to eradicate, namely, the acceptance that there is something natural, inevitable, and hence in some (legal) sense-to-be-recognized forgivable about men’s violence against women, and their violence in general” (194).


� See Horder, Chapter Nine: “Anger, Mitigation and Gender” (186 – 197).


� In fact, the film’s choice to open with an “objective” presentation of Mrs. Attinger’s criminal act is, in itself, telling. Glaspell chooses to start her text by presenting Mrs. Hale’s point of view. The details of the female defendant’s crime are slowly patched together and presented through Mrs. Hale’s sympathetic point of view. Clearly, in its “objective” tone, the film’s choice is far less sympathetic to the female defendant.


� Of course Amanda is also situated in other, more stereotypically feminine roles, and it is possible to read the film as stressing these rather than the “masculine” ones. So, for example, Graham and Maschio (1995-6) argue that  “The film’s plot and action are driven by subtly contrasting shifts in traditionally gendered roles. During the first moments of the film the audience sees the maid bringing up the breakfast tray, which she places outside the couple’s bedroom. Amanda gets the tray, places it on Adam’s bed, and attempts to wake him up. She pours his coffee and offers it to him. From the start of the film the balance of power is a traditional one – the woman serves the man” (1036). More convincingly, they claim that Amanda’s “masculine” roles are undercut by the film’s belittling: “Amanda’s erratic driving is the strongest visual image in this scene. Not only does her driving make her a manic figure who cannot be taken seriously, it demonstrates that Adam is the actual authority figure in the couple” (1037). I suggest that the text is rich enough to support these readings as well as the one I am pursuing here. 


� Adam’s Rib is, of course, a comedy, and a “screwball” one at that. (For reference to the film’s comedic aspects see below.) I see no contradiction between this characteristic and its strong reference to courtroom drama conventions. Neither characterization should be read as exclusive. Similarly, a film can be read as both a drama and a comedy of remarriage, or as a western and a musical, or as a melodrama and a detective film. Some of Alfred Hitchcock’s best films are both thrillers and comedies (think of The Lady Vanishes). More specifically, I believe the genre of courtroom drama should be defined very loosely to include a wide variety of films which may also be melodramas, comedies, westerns and musicals. The rich variety of courtroom  dramas suggests an inner division of the category into sub-genres. This is a topic which deserves separate consideration. Some writers have begun to offer typologies, and I hope to pursue this further elsewhere. Here I merely refer to what I define as the “courtroom drama of the hero-lawyer type”.  


� Writers have put forth dramatically different portrayals of film lawyers. So for example, Judith Grant (1996) argues that contemporary film lawyers are American Superheroes (1113), Ralph Berets (1998) claims that films have always portrayed lawyers negatively, (99), Michael Asimov (1996) claims that in the old days they were heroes, whereas in much of contemporary film they have deteriorated to anti-heroes (1132-1133) and Rennard Strickland (1997) offers a variety of types of law films and film lawyers. I believe there is great potential for the study of film lawyers in a close comparison between types of westerns and western heroes and types of law-films and film lawyers. I believe it is useful for the understanding of law-films to analyze them with reference to the types of westerns suggested by Wright (1975): classical, vengeance, transition and professional. This line of thought clearly deserves a separate study, and I hope to pursue it elsewhere. Here I will limit my reference to “hero lawyer” films.


� As to the lack of machoism of the latter two characters, think, for example, of Jim’s surprise at the sight of his father, Atticus, shooting straight at a stray dog in To Kill a Mockingbird. Tracy’s Drummond in Inherit the Wind is a big city big- shot lawyer, yet his advanced age, chubby figure, heavy sweating and sentimentality distinguish him from the film’s cool journalist character. 


� In Love Among the Ruins (Twentieth Century Fox 1974), the next courtroom drama she participated in, she is reduced to the character of an aging vain lady sued by a young lover for breach of marriage agreement. 


� Cavell (1981) develops this line of thought; see in particular 1, 19, 22, 31-32 and 140.


� Woman of the Year (MGM 1942); Keeper of the Flame (MGM 1942); The Sea of Grass (MGM 1947); State of the Union (MGM 1948); Adam’s Rib (MGM 1949); Pat and Mike (MGM 1952); Desk Jet (Twentieth Century Fox 1957); Guess Who’s Coming To Dinner? (Columbia 1967).


� In this respect, both these films continue the structure suggested by Susan Glaspell in Jury of her Peers. 


� In their discussions of contemporary female-lawyer film, Caplow (1999), Graham and Machino (1995-6), Miller (1994), Sheffield (1993) and Shapiro (1995) argue that little has changed. “Female attorneys in film have been presented as an oxymoron; they have two identities – ‘female’ and ‘attorney’ – which cannot logically coexist” (Miller 1994 205).
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