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In Search of a Father to Trust


Conveyance of meaning that may be useful in our lives is the goal of art, and as a form of artistic expression, film often achieves this by depicting the interactions between characters.  By learning about their relationships and how various circumstances affect them, we gain understanding of different types of people and things such as how their past may have impacted their current behavior.


The title of Rebel Without a Cause (Nicholas Ray, 1955) suggests that the focus of the movie is in fact on someone who acts in a way different from society's norm.  Jim Stark is this person, and we see that he in fact plays different roles to different people he interacts with; he is a juvenile delinquent to the police, a tough guy to Buzz and company, a man to his father, a significant other to Judy, and a father to Plato.  As if the context specificity of his role weren't complex enough, we realize that at different points in the story, even to the people above he is someone different; he is a well-meaning child with unfortunate circumstances to the juvenile delinquent counselor, a mark for Buzz and company, a confused son looking to his father for advice, a source of support to Judy, and a friend to Plato.


Jim and Plato share the screen and interact in approximately six sequences during the length of the film.  By examining their experiences at the police station, the chicken run, the abandoned mansion, and the planetarium, and making reference to their introduction at the planetarium earlier on, and the brief glimpse we catch of Plato's home, we can see their relationship waver between that of prospective friends and that of father and son.


The police station provides our first insight into Jim's and Plato's backgrounds.  Jim has a family that he's displeased with for several reasons, among them that his father is incredibly submissive to his mother and makes a horrible role model.  It's not unreasonable to assume that he believes he could be a better father and would like an opportunity to try.  Plato, on the other hand, is missing a father (his parents divorced), and is left to be with the maid on his birthday.  We also learn that his mother has suppressed thoughts of him seeing a psychiatrist, and so it's not unreasonable to assume that he wants a father and his issues have been long festering.


Upon the realization that Plato is cold, Jim offers his jacket.  The jacket is refused, but it's not Plato's doing – the maid is positioned between the two boys and prevents their interaction.  Their first actual meeting comes at the planetarium, after our suspicions that Plato misses his father are confirmed when we see the picture hung in his locker, and are reconfirmed when we see Plato's emotional response to the utterance of the phrase, “man alone,” by the projectionist.  The notion that Plato may want to use Jim to fill the gap in his life is supported by the former's decision to invite the latter to his mansion hideaway, which later turns out to be very significant.


Though the participation of Plato in the chicken run scene is brief, it very clearly depicts the confusion he has in defining his relationship with Jim.  One of Buzz's gang refers to Plato near the opening of the scene as “chicken little,” highlighting that Plato appears to be Jim's protege, who we learn has hitched a ride to the cliff.  Despite having only met Jim earlier that day, Plato tells Judy that Jim is his best friend and describes him as sincere.  Somewhat in contrast with that, he reveals that he'd like to learn how to hunt and fish from Jim because he, “won't get angry if I goof.”  Though that isn't entirely inconsistent with a best friend relationship, it fits more neatly into a father-son bond.


Until this point, we only have a hint that Plato isn't exactly sure about where to fit Jim into his life.  Then comes a striking confirmation that his imagination is busily at work picturing his new life with Jim – he tells Judy that Jim lets his close friends address him as “Jamie.”  That's something we've never heard of before, and from the interactions we've seen, we have no reason to believe Jim feels terribly close with Plato yet.  We're now all set to have Plato's confusion explicitly laid out in front of us when he says, “if only you could have been my dad,” to Jim when the two of them arrive home after the run, and from this point on for quite a while, Plato treats Jim as if there were a paternal link between them.


The relationship Plato and Jim have is most deeply probed at the mansion hideaway, and it is there that we find out Plato isn't ready to accept Jim as his father yet.  We see Plato briefly stop at his home after finding out that Buzz's former gang is actively hunting Jim.  Seeing a child support check that refers to him as “Son,” Plato grabs his mother's gun and holds it to his heart, which emphasizes that what he is about to do is out of love.  Then he runs off to protect his surrogate father.  Upon arrival at the mansion, when Plato realizes somebody else is with Jim, he asks who it is in a tone that betrays his fear of finding that there's someone else, possibly more important than him, in Jim's life.  During the tour of Plato's “castle,” he admits to never having had fun there before as a result of being alone.


Along with Plato's newfound family, he needs a new past.  So, he begins to describe to his new parents how he ran away frequently in his youth and refers to his crib.  Jim, suspicious of what he's being told, asks how it could be possible to remember that far back.  With one clever line, he responds in a satisfactory way to Jim's inquiry and tells us that all of what he's saying is fantasy – he claims to have been to a “headshrink” to recall such distant events.  We know from the maid's explanation at the police station that he hasn't been to a psychiatrist.  The fantasy doesn't work well to fool Jim either; he catches Plato in a lie about his father's past, and at this point Plato gives up the charade saying that his father, “might as well be dead.”  That Plato stopped digging himself deeper into a web of deceipt in Jim and Judy's eyes is not so significant as that this was the point where he begins to realize that replacing his actual family with Jim and Judy as more than just friends isn't likely to work.


When Plato awakens from his nap to find the goons surrounding him in the gazebo and Jim and Judy not by his side, he begins to cry and feels as if he had been deceived.  While what had actually happened was that Jim and Judy thoughtfully covered Plato and left him a candle before going exploring, he assumes he has been betrayed and that they have gone to escape the goons while leaving him at their mercy.  When he encounters Jim, he screams in a fit of rage and sorrow, “Why did you run out on me?  Why did you leave me alone?  You're not my father!”  This finally clears up for Jim what had been going on in Plato's mind, and hiding in the bushes, he explains to Judy that Plato is in desperate need and had tried to make them into his family.


The final sequence at the planetarium shows us Plato's struggle to grapple with the reality that Jim is not his father, and that he isn't ready to bestow in Jim the blind faith one usually places in their father when they're in real trouble, but that all of this isn't to say that Jim isn't a true friend looking after Plato's best interests.  Throughout this sequence, no false stories about paternalism are told; what is discussed in the darkness of the planetarium is friendship.  Plato's initial response to Jim's assertion of the importance their friendship holds for him is to remind Jim that he has a gun (of course, it is still Plato who is hiding – he's afraid to trust Jim again after the betrayal he conjured up whilst pretending Jim was his father).


As Jim and Plato attempt to resolve their relationship and Plato works on accepting Jim as a friend, we see several connections to the part of the tale before the chicken run, when Plato hadn't yet convinced himself that Jim should replace his father.  Plato asks and icebreaker question about whether the end of the world will come at night, which connects with his cowering at the phrase “man alone,” earlier at the planetarium.  Additionally, Jim offers Plato his coat, just as he did at the police station, except that this time there's nobody standing in the way of their relationship.  The gift is accepted, and this is a major step towards acceptance of their friendly connection.  Jim did everything in his power to get Plato out of trouble safely, but after the failure of his efforts, he walks up to Plato with Judy and zips the jacket up, saying, “He's always cold,” and they grieve as if they'd just lost a member of their family.


Thus we can see that the link between Jim and Plato varied between friendly and paternal throughout Rebel, and that Plato's needs in the relationship were different at different times.  The real danger comes in deluding yourself into believing that someone is fulfilling a role for you that you're not prepared to trust them to play.

