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TRADITIONALLY, THE SUSPENSE AT THE ACADEMY AWARDS is over who's going to take home an Oscar. This year there's an added drama. The industry people who walk the red carpet into the ceremonies are going to be confronted by a picket line of protesters, outraged that the Academy is honoring Elia Kazan with a Lifetime Achievement Award. Once inside, they'll be faced with another dilemma: whether to applaud Kazan or to join the Hollywood denizens who plan to sit stone-faced. (Will the TV cameras, controlled by the Academy, focus on those who refuse to celebrate the 89-year-old director?) It was easy in the movie "Casablanca" for the members of the resistance to drown out "Deutschland Uber Alles" with their exuberant rendition of "La Marseillaise," but it's going to be much harder to drown out applause for Kazan with silence.

True, Elia Kazan was a great director who deserves to be honored for his contribution to the motion-picture industry. But by cooperating with the Red-hunters of the 1950s and naming the names of his comrades in the Group Theater -- not a spy among them -- he made another sort of contribution. He helped prevent talented artists from working and validated an opportunistic, anti-democratic congressional wrecking crew. And, ironically, he was part of the chill that stopped others from making the sort of serious, socially conscious films -- "Gentleman's Agreement," about anti-Semitism, and "On the Waterfront," about labor racketeering -- that established his own reputation. Those who support Kazan's Academy Award include Charlton Heston and the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who recently cited Eleanor Roosevelt's view that for years, the Communist.

Party "taught the philosophy of the lie." They point out correctly that there's nothing wrong with naming names per se. Kazan's detractors, they argue, would not be upset if he had exposed Nazis or Ku Klux Manners or mafiosi. But these were anti-Semites, racists and lawbreakers, whereas the actors, writers and directors who joined the Communist Party (a legal party, by the way) in the '30s started out as social idealists who believed that the party was the best place to fight fascism abroad and racism at home.

Part of the animus against Kazan in the '50s came from the belief that, because he was then at the top of his game, he could have resisted the terrible pressure of the studio heads to submit to the committee. Fresh from directing such Broadway triumphs as Arthur Miller's "All My Sons" and "Death of a Salesman" and Tennessee Williams's "A Streetcar Named Desire," Kazan always had the option of working in the theater. And he further infuriated his enemies by taking out a full-page ad in The New York Times to explain his testimony, arguing that it was important to fight totalitarian secrecy with democratic openness, painful though that might be. Not only was he unrepentant -- he urged others to do likewise!

Kazan has maintained that he chose the lesser of two evils: it was more important to oppose the crimes of Stalin than to defy the House Un-American Activities Committee. He also pointed out -- as did many other "friendly witnesses" -- that he didn't name anyone who hadn't been named before. The committee probably did have the names -- Clifford Odets, Morris Carnovsky and the other members of the old Group Theater communist cell. But even so, to be named publicly frequently caused a new trauma. Some of these people had moved to other states so their school-age children would not be stigmatized, only to find themselves on the front page.

With the passage of time, of course, we can see that Kazan might have had another option. He could have used that ad in the Times to denounce the crimes of Stalinism, and simultaneously to explain why it was critical -- even for anti-communists -- to resist the congressional inquisitors.

By conferring its Lifetime Achievement Award on Kazan, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences is making a statement about the values it values. Those who are protesting the award resent Hollywood's seeming to endorse Kazan's art without repudiating the course he took and the damage he did. Those who practice symbolic politics -- and that's what both the Academy's Oscar and protesters' outrage are -- always risk being misunderstood, especially when personal animus (whether directed at "stool pigeons" or "subversives") is involved. The challenge is to make clear the moral principle at stake. Hollywood ought to be reminded how many went along, and that it was possible to resist and prevail. My joke noir has been: give Kazan the award but print the names he named on the back of it. Perhaps the best way to use this occasion would be to bestow an Oscar on the casualties -​the blacklisted artists who never made it back.

