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   Citizen Funt: Surveillance as Cold War Entertainment
 
  Fred Nadis
 
   A New York City bus station phone operator receives a series of phone calls from an annoying customer. The first call he asks the operator for the scheduled departures and the length of the trip. The second call he asks if he would get a seat and if the bus drivers were good. The third call, did the buses ever get lost? Was Spring Valley a nice town? How many stops along the way? Could the driver make a special stop to pick him up at 114th and Broadway? The fourth call, could he speak to another operator? The exasperated operator responds, "I've told you all about the buses, do you want to know how often they clean them maybe?" He asks again the departure times. Then he asks if the buses have reclining seats.
  	
 Click for larger view	Figure 1
 Allan Funt, CBS television

  Throughout the call we hear only the phone operator's voice with its New York working class accent, sense her general good humor, the caller's difficulty flustering her, her rising aggravation balanced by her fellow feeling for the caller of whom between calls she wonders out loud to a co-worker "where he was when they passed out the brains." The caller was the then 33-year-old Allen Funt, and the recording was made in 1947 for his radio series, "The Candid Microphone." In this radio show he explored ways to provoke unrehearsed behavior that would eventually crystallize in the Candid Camera sequences he filmed off and on from the late 1940s until his death in 1999.
 In provoking these unrehearsed responses, Funt thought of himself as a researcher, conducting experiments in human nature; in his sketches he dared his victims to act badly and dared his audiences to consider what "acting badly" meant. In the bus station operator sequence, we as listeners come to admire the phone operator. She is polite but nobody's patsy. By the sequence's finish, when he asks if he'll get lost in Spring Valley she sings out, "Take a chance!" Along the way Funt has tested her character—or to use a more old-fashioned coinage—her "virtue" and, with her, the virtues of the working public in Cold War America.
 Frequently, Funt's surveillance "victim" would not fare as well as the bus station phone operator. For example, in one sequence for Candid Camera in 1963, Funt filmed a young man in a suit and fedora boarding an elevator crowded with Funt operatives. Before the elevator doors close, the Funt extras turn to the back of the car. The young "victim" notices this, then casually turns backwards. Next the extras slowly turn forward; again the young man, baffled, does the same. They continue to put him through his paces, for example, removing and then replacing their hats. The victim mirrors them. While Funt's voice-over commentary stresses the "humorous" nature of the young man's plight, he serves him up as a "treat" and a warning about conformity.
 Concerns about privacy, conformity, decency, and American character were rampant in the late 1940s and early 1950s, when Funt's shows emerged on radio and television. This was the age of loyalty oaths, fears of Un-American Activities, Communist infiltration, organized crime, and public panics over comic books and juvenile delinquency. In 1947, just one year prior to "Candid Microphone," the Truman administration had established the national security state apparatus, which included the formation of the National Security Council and the CIA, as well as an expanded FBI with authority to run background checks on federal employees. Funt's use of surveillance for entertainment spoke to the public's worries of encroaching "Big Brotherism" in a time of rampant paranoia. And while Funt's entertainments [End Page 13] quietly probed 1950s Americans for their "good citizenship" qualities, creating...
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