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attempting to quiet the boys’ outburst. The four Jets then lower their outstretched arms with 
effort, shaping clenched fists to expel their uncontrollable emotions. Only A-Rab remains out of 
control, and his clenched fist repeatedly and painfully punches his own left hand, until a verbal 
admonishment from Ice serves to reinforce the claims of coolness, at which point A-Rab’s tight, 
curled-up fingers become loose, flexible, and mobile. He begins to cool down, and this affect 
spreads through his body as he glides from side to side, dancing out light, intricate footwork. 
Then, suddenly and unexpectedly, he relapses into his former hot demeanor, punching his arm 
out to the side as he makes his fingers into the shape of a gun and screaming, “Pow!” while 
laughing hysterically.

Over the course of the dance, A-Rab’s uncontrollable violent gesture will not be fully 
eliminated, but rather disciplined and integrated into the choreography, so that its violence can 

A-Rab struggles for self-control

A-Rab overcome by violent emotion
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be redirected at the appropriate target. As Brenda Dixon Gottschild has explained, the heat of 
emotion is always present beneath the surface of cool: “A laugh, a grimace, a verbal expression 
that seems to come out of nowhere to break, intercept, or punctuate the established mood by 
momentarily displaying its opposite and, thus, mediating a balance.” 30 Subsurface emotions 
are represented for example in the intensity of Ice’s facial expression, which reveals the tension 
resulting from his struggle to hold his emotions in check. As the dance progresses, individual 
Jets reach towards the garage ceiling, hurling themselves into the air, transferring their energy 
overhead by flinging their arms and legs high and shouting “Pow!” But each of these breaks from 
the dancing ensemble is short-lived, and the dancers finally join in a unison rendition of “Pow!” 
followed by a jumping turn which slides them onto the floor on their sides. Then the last phase 
of the dance demonstrates their accomplishment of cool, by presenting an extended period in 
which they display their capacity to dance and even sing in unison.31

Only when everyone has gotten cool, as evidenced by their ability to do this, does Ice lead 
the Jets back out of the parking garage and onto the street. Action then goes gunning for the 
man who threw the bottle, but this time with the full backing of the unified Jets gang. He points 
his finger coolly at the camera (which offers us a point-of-view shot from the man’s window) 
and mimes shooting him, reiterating “Pow!” Action’s final “Pow!” demonstrates the affective 
distance that the Jets have travelled since A-Rab’s original outburst, and the power of affective 
restraint in conjunction with confrontation.

30	 Gottschild, Digging the Africanist Presence, 16–17.
31	 For intriguing 21st-century equivalents, see the phenomenon of “combat dancing” among American 

soldiers in Afghanistan and Iraq, in which troops in battle regalia, carrying deadly weapons and 
surrounded by other materiel of war, record videos of themselves performing intricate ensemble 
dancing and then post them to social media sites like YouTube. For example, “The Cupid Shuffle — ​
Army Edition,” last modified March 1, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lbDHvt1jEYo; and 
“Just Dance Remake US Troops style Lady Gaga,” last modified October 3, 2009, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=o2DJCX4kcAY.

The Jets fight coolly. Pow!
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The “Diplomacy of Violence”

With the knowledge gained from our analyses of these dances, we can approach the political 
rhetoric of the Cold War era with a new vocabulary of analytical concepts. We are rewarded 
with new insights into the cultural basis of American Cold War diplomacy. This was founded on 
a compound of two potentially antithetical principles: confrontation and restraint.

Espousing an attitude of “political realism,” Cold War politicians and intellectuals 
alike stressed the need for a healthy degree of skepticism in navigating international power 
relations.32 To trust in the good faith of other powers was considered dangerously naive — ​
or, in the popular lingo of the time, “soft.” 33 After President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s death, 
Republicans accused Harry S. Truman’s administration of being “soft on communism.” 34 The 
most frequently referenced historical example of such softness was the “appeasement” of 
Hitler in 1938. Beginning with the Yalta conference in 1945, Americans worried publicly about 
the dangers of “appeasing” Stalin.35 John Russell Deane, a Major General in the U. S. Army who 
had served at the U. S. Embassy in Moscow during the war, warned in his 1947 book Strange 
Alliance (portions of which were published in Henry Luce’s influential Life magazine) that 
during the war “American generosity was taken as a sign of weakness, and the Soviet leaders 
became increasingly overbearing and demanding. . . We continued our appeasement policy long 
after it was necessary to do so.” By contrast, he continued, “whenever we did take a firm stand 
during the war, our relations took a turn for the better.” 36 Therefore, he concluded, a strategy of 
confrontation in relation to Soviet policy was necessary:

We should be fully prepared to meet force with force. [. . .] The [Soviet] program is 
doomed to failure unless the democracies completely close their eyes to its danger 
and facilitate its fulfillment through appeasement or apathetic indifference.37

What Deane termed “indifference” was another affective complex of cultural concern, 
which was qualitatively different from that of appeasement. While appeasement was 
emotionally “soft,” indifference was marked as excessive emotional detachment, resulting in an 
incapacity to respond appropriately due to too little connection between mind and emotion. 
Many social critics, including sociologist C. Wright Mills, worried that mass entertainments 

32	 See Joel Rosenthal, Righteous Realists: Political Realism, Responsible Power, and American Culture in 
the Nuclear Age (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1991), 8 and 123.

33	 Kyle A. Cuordileone, Manhood and American Political Culture in the Cold War (New York: Routledge, 
2005), 13 and 24–25.

34	 Cuordileone, Manhood and American Political Culture, 38–39.
35	 See Les K. Adler and Thomas G. Paterson, “Red Fascism: The Merger of Nazi Germany and Soviet 

Russia in the American Image of Totalitarianism, 1930’s‑1950’s,” American Historical Review 75.4 
(1970): 1057–58.

36	 John R. Deane, The Strange Alliance: The Story of Our Efforts at Wartime Co-operation with Russia 
(New York: Viking Press, 1947), 297.

37	 Deane, Strange Alliance, 330–31.
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were fouling the necessary connections between thinking and feeling, leaving people incapable 
of making sensible decisions. In his essay “The Structure of Power in American Society,” from 
1958, Mills polemicized that:

The demise of the public must be seen in connection with the rise of centralized 
organizations, with all their new means of power, including those of the mass media 
of distraction. These, we now know, often seem to expropriate the rationality and the 
will of the terrorized or — ​as the case may be — ​the voluntarily indifferent society 
of masses. [. . .] They lose their will for decision because they do not possess the 
instruments for decision.38

In its extreme, indifference was imagined to turn humans into virtual automatons, as in 
Mills’s condemnation of television viewers as “cheerful robots,” or in the popular science-fiction 
film Invasion of the Body Snatchers from 1956, in which emotionless aliens inhabit human 
bodies. The “brainwashed” Communist “puppet” in the 1962 film The Manchurian Candidate is 
an affectless assassin in a hypnotic trance. Its danger also registered in popular fears of a nuclear 
holocaust that would be unleashed mechanistically through “the push of a button.” 39 Social 
psychologist Erich Fromm, in his 1955 book The Sane Society, condemned what he called a 
“schizophrenic indifference” to the threat of nuclear war — ​a phrase encapsulating the element 
of psychological dissociation with which this emotional detachment was associated.40 	

Most importantly, the distinction between emotionally disciplined violence, marked as 
legitimate, and emotionally undisciplined violence, marked as pathological, emerges as an 
essential feature of American Cold War diplomacy. As political theorist Michael Rogin details, 
emotional self-restraint has historically stood as a core value in American political culture: 
liberal political ideology valorizes self-control as the necessary basis of personal independence, 
and of a social order founded on individual freedoms and contractual obligations.41 Thus 
affective discipline is enshrined in the mythification of the American frontier experience as a 
confrontation between the “civilized” and the “wild,” in which the Native American is constructed 
as a “savage” other.42 Nineteenth-century observers described the Native Americans as lacking 
the “principles of restraint” necessary to American civilization.43

Horatio Greenough’s sculpture The Rescue, which stood on the steps of the U. S. Capitol 
from 1853 until 1958, testifies to the centrality of this myth in American national identity. In 
Greenough’s monument, Civilization (in  classical garb) combats the nearly naked Savage, 
preventing him from harming innocents (the cowering woman and baby). This is accomplished 

38	 C. Wright Mills, Power, Politics, and People (New York: Oxford University Press, 1963), 37.
39	 Thomas Hine, Populuxe (New York: Knopf, 1986), 133–35.
40	 See Erich Fromm, Sane Society (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1955), 12–17; and Robert A. Divine, 

Blowing on the Wind: The Nuclear Test Ban Debate (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 166.
41	 Michael Rogin, Ronald Reagan: The Movie, and Other Episodes in Political Demonology (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1988), 135.
42	 Rogin, Ronald Reagan, 161.
43	 Lewis Cass, “Annual Report of the Secretary of War for 1831,” quoted in Rogin, Ronald Reagan, 142.



Daniel Belgrad, Ying Zhu. Dancing with Knives: American 
Cold War Ideology in the Dances of West Side Story

17

not by harming the savage but by restraining him. The civilized rescuer stares meaningfully into 
the savage’s face, for the “rescue” that is being effected is also meant to be his. Through their 
bodily interaction, Greenough represents a process of subject formation through a coerced 
affective discipline. Nineteenth-century political leaders similarly expressed the conviction 
that “coercive discipline” 44 was necessary to inculcate restraint in the savage, who would 
otherwise exhibit a “violent loss of self-control.” 45

Horatio Greenough, The Rescue 46

This ideological structure was urgently re-energized in the Cold War context via the 
specter of “totalitarianism.” As an intellectual construction, totalitarianism merged the images 
of Nazism and Stalinism 47 to form the new face of savagery. In a 1953 conference on the topic 
organized by Harvard political theorist Carl Friedrich for the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences, social psychologist Erik Erikson offered a psychoanalytic analysis of totalitarianism 
that makes this connection clear. Erikson contrasted “wholeness” with “totality,” and described 
the former as built on a foundation of trust, while he associated the latter with an “unmanageable” 
rage.48 Erikson’s description of “wholeness” as an accomplishment of the mature personality 
duplicates the image of liberal political ideology as described by Rogin, in which self-restraint 
is defined as the necessary premise of the social contract. According to Erikson, “wholeness” 
is founded on a self-trust rooted in dependability: “For only when thoroughly dependable […] 
can he become independent […] [through] a slow developmental process which leads from 
extreme helplessness to a high sense of freedom.” 49 By contrast, in “totality” the impotence 

44	 John Forsyth in U. S. Congress, Register of Debates(1829–30), quoted in Rogin, Ronald Reagan, 161.
45	 Rogin, Ronald Reagan, 144.
46	 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Rescue_(statue)#/media/File: GreenoughRescue.jpg.
47	 Adler and Paterson, “Red Fascism,” 1046–48.
48	 Erik Erikson, “Wholeness and Totality — ​A Psychiatric Contribution,” in Totalitarianism, ed. Carl 

J. Friedrich (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1954), 169.
49	 Erikson, “Wholeness and Totality,” 156–57.
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of infantile frustrations leads to “an experience of ‘total’ rage, with fantasies of […] total 
domination.” 50 The result is an excessive “righteousness” that makes the individual susceptible 
to totalitarian indoctrination.51 Thus, as in Greenough’s sculpture, the absence of self-control 
will lead necessarily to others’ controlling you.

The challenge of totalitarianism, Americans were determined, would be met by a new 
round of “coercive discipline” directed at the Soviet savage. The realpolitik outlook of influential 
Cold War political thinker and Presidential advisor Henry Kissinger 52 reproduced the cultural 
logic of Erikson’s argument. Kissinger wrote in 1954 that “the achievement of self-restraint is 
the ultimate challenge of the social order.” He harbored the same distrust of “righteous rage” 
that Erikson associated with the totalitarian personality, arguing that “to restrain the exercise 
of righteous power” was the necessary focus of political realism.53 Political scientist Thomas 
Schelling, Kissinger’s colleague at Harvard, renamed the new coercive discipline the “diplomacy 
of violence,” characterized by a combination of confrontation and restraint on America’s part. 
American “commitment” must be displayed, he wrote, in confronting the threat of Communist 
expansion in Formosa and Korea.54 At the same time, the existence of competing nuclear 
arsenals dictated a strategy of “limited war” as opposed to “total war”; since America could not 
hope to conquer Russia, “with nuclear weapons available, the restraint of violence […] must 
occur during war itself.” 55

In this context, wrote Schelling, restraint must be wielded strategically, not just 
acknowledged as a limitation; for “the power to hurt is most successful [as a form of influence] 
when it is held in reserve.” As opposed to violence that is “wanton and meaningless or […] getting 
out of hand […] in the excitement and fatigue of warfare,” 56 Schelling argued for a diplomacy of 
violence that depended on the exercise of a “cool premeditated violence to persuade somebody 
that you mean it and may do it again.” 57

This “realist” orientation of restrained confrontation was opposed, in the American 
political imaginary, both to “appeasement” (a term that was used to denigrate the avoidance of 
confrontation) and to the option of all-out nuclear attack (a scenario in which the Soviets were 
typically imagined as the aggressors). These were not mere theories; the affective mappings they 
referenced were used to plan and justify actual military action. In the Cuban missile crisis of 
1962, for example, the political drama of President Kennedy’s “quarantine” of Cuba played out 
along these lines. The very word “quarantine” chosen by Kennedy implies pathological bodies 

50	 Erikson, “Wholeness and Totality,” 163.
51	 Erikson, “Wholeness and Totality,” 170.
52	 Kissinger’s published writings from this period include Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy (1957) and 

The Necessity for Choice: Prospects of American Foreign Policy (1961).
53	 Henry Kissinger, “The Conservative Dilemma: Reflections on the Political Thought of Metternich,” 

American Political Science Review 48 (1954): 1029–30, cited in Jeremi Suri, Henry Kissinger and the 
American Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 146.

54	 Thomas Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966), 49–50.
55	 Schelling, Arms and Influence, 20.
56	 Schelling, Arms and Influence, 9.
57	 Schelling, Arms and Influence, 1 and 3.
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and the urgency of coercively managing their spatial location and relocation — ​a metaphorical 
choreography involving battleships and missiles as props and prosthetics. In his televised address 
on October 22, the President invoked the cultural binary of civilized and savage, vowing to meet 
the “sudden,” “reckless” and “provocative” acts of the Soviets with America’s own “patience and 
restraint.” He reminded his viewing public of the nation’s need for “self-discipline” during the 
coming confrontation, “in which our patience and our will will be tested.” He characterized Cuba’s 
revolutionary leaders as lacking emotional independence, describing them as the “puppets” 
of Soviet “tyrants.” Conversely, his characterization of the American position emphasized the 
virtues of trustworthiness and contractual responsibility, stating that the Soviet provocation 
could not be ignored if “our commitments are ever to be trusted again by either friend or foe. 
[…] This nation is […] true to our word.” On these grounds Kennedy justified his confrontational 
stance and eschewed softness. While acknowledging the terrifying possibility of nuclear war, he 
insisted that America would meet the Soviet threat with “determination” and would not “shrink” 
from “that risk at any time it must be faced.” In this connection, he reminded his audience, 
“the 1930’s taught us a clear lesson” that appeasement was ultimately more dangerous than 
confrontation.58 Speculating on the possible Soviet response to the quarantine, the President 
and his advisors worried about the potential for an “unmanageable escalation” 59 but, as Dean 
Acheson summarized, “we hope that cooler heads will prevail.” 60

Conclusion

Affective strategies are a key component of the ideological processes of subject formation. 
Focusing on this enables a new methodology aimed at understanding the historically specific 
structures by which a culture maps affects and assigns them values; and beyond that, how this 
mapping legitimates social power. The legitimation of the exercise of force by the nation-state 
is one of the most important functions of ideology. In Cold War America, this was accomplished 
through an affective mapping denoted by the terms “soft,” “indifferent,” “hot,” and “cool.”

This affective mapping was culturally reinforced by innumerable texts and instances of 
lived experience. For the purposes of this essay, we have focused on how it was communicated 
in the film West Side Story. We chose this text in particular because it is a dance musical and, 
as an art form, dance is particularly focused on a bodily display of affect and the processes of 
affective discipline. While language can signify affective complexes such as “cool,” it can do so 
only symbolically 61 and must treat them perforce as found objects; the dancing body, on the 
other hand, can signify indexically both the affective complex and the very processes of its 
formation in the subject. This is what is displayed in the West Side Story dance “Cool,” just as a 

58	 See John F. Kennedy, “Address on the Cuban Crisis October 22, 1962,” in Modern History Sourcebook: 
Fordham University, accessed July 4, 1998, https://legacy.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1962kennedy-
cuba.html.

59	 Allan Winkler, Life under a Cloud: American Anxiety about the Atom (Urbana-Champaign: University 
of Illinois Press, 1993), 173.

60	 Quoted in Winkler, Life Under a Cloud, 174.
61	 See Charles Peirce, The Essential Peirce, vol. 2 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 53–56.
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troop of marching soldiers offers indexical signification of the affective discipline of repeated 
military drills.

The dances of West Side Story reproduce the cultural logic legitimating Cold War militarism. 
The affective disposition that is valorized is confrontational, not soft; committed, not detached; 
and not emotionally excessive, but cool. The pivotal fight scene constructs unregulated violence 
as the only alternative to regulated violence. Pacifism is rejected as inviting victimization. We are 
also shown how choreographed violence is disciplined (cool) violence, and thus regulated and 
limited in scope and capable of being harnessed to a rational purpose. By contrast, the failure of 
cool is marked by the kind of unregulated violence that we are shown at the end of the rumble: 
the indiscriminate violence of a Hobbesian war of all against all, like the specter of an atomic 
destruction unleashed on an unsuspecting population of non-combatants. Face up and keep 
cool must be said to be the real moral lesson of this musical — ​one shared by America’s Cold 
War political thinkers like Schelling and Kissinger, Erikson and Deane, Acheson and Kennedy. 
What is often taken to be its moral lesson — ​the evils of racial prejudice — ​functions only as a 
context for demonstrating this important ideological principle.
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