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V55.0751, Expressive Culture:  Television 
 “Television Studies:  THE TWILIGHT ZONE and the expressive culture of the 
1950s/1960s” 
 
Dana Polan 
phone:  998-1614 
email:  dana.polan@nyu.edu 
 
office hours: 
Wednesdays, 9:30-12 (other times by appointment) 
Humanities Initiative 
524, 20 Cooper Square (5th Floor) 
East 5th Street 
 
Description: 
According to cliché, the 1950s in America were a period of conformity and consensus, 
but it is clear that there were many signs of discontent with and within the image of 
cheerful homogeneity. For example, at the end of the decade, the television program The 
Twilight Zone, showed everyday life as a source of paranoia in which ordinary existence 
revealed its frightening underside. And as the nation engaged with the  New Frontier of 
the Kennedy 1960s, the show used science fiction to represent dreams as American 
nightmares. This course studies expressive popular culture in 1950s and 1960s America 
with a focus on The Twilight Zone as a way of making the cultural and social concerns of 
the moment concrete and of testing available methods in the study of television. Most 
broadly, the course will attempt to examine the medium of popular television as an 
expressive cultural form which enlightened liberals like Serling tried to use as a mode of 
moral and aesthetic uplift.  We will look at critical methods that might help us understand 
the potentials of television as expressive culture.  The goal here will be both aesthetic – 
what is television as an expressive form and what are the methods of analysis appropriate 
to the medium? – and historical – what in the period under study either enabled or 
disabled television as a form of popular culture that could engage with the concerns of 
the day?  Along the way, the course will examine the shift in American television from 
East Coast production of liberal drama to West Coast production of escapism and 
entertainment and will situate Rod Serling's career within that shift. The course will also 
examine other renditions of conformity and discontent across the popular culture and 
politics of the moment:  the overall emphasis on The Twilight Zone will keep the 
aesthetic inquiry focused but the comparison to other works will show how cultural 
expression in the period could offer a range of representations and salient takes on the 
concerns of the age.    
 
There are several required books for this course.  
Jack Kerouac, ON THE ROAD 
J.D. Salinger, CATCHER IN THE RYE 
Philip Dick, TIME OUT OF JOINT 
Sharon Ghamari-Tabrizi, WORLDS OF HERMAN KAHN 
William Boddy, FIFTIES TELEVISION 
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There are several requirements for the course.  Each is required and failure in any one 
requirement can entail failure for the course: 
 
1.  Regular attendance.  Unexcused absences may affect your grade; 
2.  Submission of a weekly comment or question (10% of grade) 
3.  Regular attendance and participation in sections (30% of grade) 
3.  Submission of a 2 part mid-term working paper that will lead into your final paper 
(20% of grade, 10% for each part).  I will hand out a more detailed description later.  In 
short, in the first paper, you will outline the project you want to work on for your final 
paper, explaining why you think it is a worthwhile topic and how you plan to go about it.  
For the second paper, you will report on your research and how it is proceeding. 
4.  Submission of a final research paper (approx. 10-20 pages), due exam day (40% of 
grade).  I will hand out a more detailed description later. 
 
 
 
Schedule (subject to change)  
 
8 September:  Introduction:  American Popular Culture as Expressive Form 
screening:  episodes of The Twilight Zone 
 
15 September:  Introduction to the Aesthetics of Popular Television 
screening: The Comedian (John Frankenheimer, 1957) 
 
22 September:  Fifties Television 
reading:  William Boddy, Fifties Television, Intro plus Parts 2 and 3 
screening:  Patterns (Fiedler Cook, 1955) 
 
29 September:  Science-Fiction and the Sociology of 1950s Paranoia  
screening:  The Incredible Shrinking Man (Jack Arnold, 1957) 
reading:  Philip K. Dick, Time out of Joint  
 
6 October: 1950s alienation and disaffection 
screening:  Rebel without a Cause (Nick Ray, 1955) 
 
13 October:  1960s alienation and disaffection 
screening:  The Gypsy Moths (John Frankenheimer, 1969) 
 
20 October:  The New Frontiers of the 1960s 
screening:  episodes of The Twilight Zone 
PAPER PROPOSAL DUE 
 
27 October:  Comic Spirits 
screening:  episodes of The Twilight Zone 
reading:  J.D. Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye 
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3 November:  Questions of Television Style 
screening:  episodes of The Twilight Zone 
 
10 November:  Varieties of Television 
screening:  selected television shows (to be announced) 
 
17 November:  Paranoia Comes Down to Earth 
reading: Sharon Ghamari-Tabrizi, The Worlds of Herman Kahn, pp. 1-123; 236-80 
screening:  The Manchurian Candidate (John Frankenheimer, 1962) 
PROGRESS REPORT DUE 
 
24 November:  American Dreams/American Nightmares 
screening:  Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 1960) 
 
1 December:  Legacies of the Paranoid Tradition 
screening:  The Stepford Wives (Bryan Forbes, 1975) 
reading:  Jack Kerouac, On the Road 
 
8 December:  Conclusion 
screening:  Seconds (John Frankenheimer, 1966) 
 
 
 


