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FILM 

The Last American Dream 

Greil Marcus 

N The Manchurian Candidate, a 
Hollywood movie made in 1962, it's 

about 1954. Major Ben Marco, played by 
Frank Sinatra, is lying on his bed, fully 
clothed in his uniform, dreaming the 
same dream he dreams every night. He's 
sweating; as his lips twitch, the camera 
moves in and we enter his dream. 

We're in an old hotel in Spring Lake, 
New Jersey: a meeting of the Ladies 
Garden Club is in progress. On the plat- 
form, one Mrs. Henry Whittaker is 
speaking; seated on either side of her 
are all the members of the patrol that 
Major Marco, then Captain Marco, led 
in Korea in 1952. The soldiers look 
bored out of their minds. The talk 
they're listening to, that we're listening 
to, is beyond boring: "Our Friend the 
Hydrangea," more or less. The scene is 
striking: the ghastliness of Mrs. Whit- 
taker's floral print dress is topped only 
by her hat. 

The camera begins a circular pan 
around the room: an audience of women 
dressed just like Mrs. Whittaker, most 
of them over fifty, a few young, listening 
attentively, taking notes, whispering po- 
litely to each other. It's a long, slow 
pan: when the camera returns to Mrs. 
Whittaker's lectern, the scene is com- 
pletely different. Yen Lo, a fat, enter- 
taining Chinese Communist scientist 
played by Khigh Dhiegh, is now speak- 
ing; the soldiers are seated at his sides, 
as in the New Jersey hotel room. They're 
in a small, steep, modern auditorium; 
the seats are filled with Soviet and Chi- 
nese cadres. Behind Yen Lo are huge 
photos of Mao, Stalin, workers, peasants 
-an ultra-modern, post-dada montage 
of great style and elegance. 

Yen Lo explains that the soldiers- 
betrayed by their interpreter, Chunjin, 
played by Henry Silva-were set up for 
an ambush while on maneuvers in Korea, 
then flown by helicopter to a hospital in 
Manchuria for what Yen Lo calls "con- 
ditioning"-"Brainwashing," he says, 
laughing, "which I understand is the 
new American term." The soldiers have 
been made to believe they are waiting 
out a storm in a New Jersey hotel. 
Whatever Yen Lo says, all they hear is 
flower-talk. 

Mrs. Whittaker reappears--speaking 
Yen Lo's words in her own voice-a bit 
harshly now, with an edge of contempt. 
Behind her are Stalin and Mao. 

Yen Lo appears as himself in the 
auditorium. He speaks as himself, in the 
New Jersey hotel. From his point of 
view, we see his audience, the Ladies 
Garden Club. Mrs. Whittaker speaks 
Yen Lo's words in the auditorium. In 
the hotel, Yen Lo speaks as Yen Lo, with 
Communist cadres filling the garden 
club seats. 

In the audience, a cadaverous Chi- 
nese demands an end to Yen Lo's pe- 
dantic explanations of the wonders of 
mental conditioning-Yen Lo, or Mrs. 
Whittaker, has lost himself, or herself, 

This talk was originally delivered on March 
27, 1989, in Berkeley, California, as part of 
The Threepenny Review's "Art of Criti- 
cism" series. 

in footnotes and bibliographies. The 
question, the man in the audience says, 
is Lieutenant Raymond Shaw, an upper- 
class prig played by Laurence Harvey- 
who, in the opening minutes of The 
Manchurian Candidate, we've seen 
returning to the United States from 
Korea to be awarded the Congressional 
Medal of Honor, for leading his sup- 
posedly lost patrol back to safety. The 
question is, says the Chinese in the 
audience, "Has he ever killed anyone?" 

Mrs. Whittaker replies in Yen Lo's 
words, and then addresses Raymond 
Shaw. Yen Lo continues speaking as 
himself-in the garden club. A member 
of the club is cradling a bayonet like a 
kitten, smiling. Mrs. Whittaker, speak- 
ing as Yen Lo, is about to take it, when 
a Russian officer, in the auditorium, ob- 
jects: "Not with the knife, with the 
hands." The officer turns into a mem- 
ber of the garden club, gaily waving a 
handkerchief. 

Yen Lo is present in the auditorium 
as himself: to prove the efficacy of the 
experiments he has performed on Shaw 
and the others, Raymond, who (Yen Lo 
has explained) has been programmed 
as an assassin who will have no memory 
of his deeds, will now have to kill the 
member of the patrol he most likes. 
"Captain Marco," Shaw says. "No," 
says Mrs. Whittaker, with Stalin and 
Mao at her back, "we need him to get 
you your medal." So Shaw chooses the 
soldier he likes next best, and begins to 
strangle him with a towel. The soldier 
protests-"No, no, Ed," says Yen Lo in 
a friendly voice. The soldier is polite- 
he relaxes-it's just one more moment in 
"Our Friend the Hydrangea." Through- 
out the sequence, the soldiers have 
acted naturally, not at all like zombies, 
just bored. So now this soldier is, again, 
bored. Raymond Shaw kills him, and 
the dead man topples off his chair. No 
one reacts. It is 1952; back in 1954, 
Major Marco wakes up screaming. 

The sequence is structured around 
the same principles of post-dada New 
Sobriety montage that shape the photo- 
montage backdrop Yen Lo and Mrs. 
Whittaker speak against. It's visually 
irresistible, as lucid as anything beau- 
tiful is lucid, and at the same time it's 
unacceptable-confusing, at first, then 
an impossibility, then again perfectly 
possible. The sequence is set up as a 
dream, but it doesn't come off the screen 
as a dream, doesn't come off as a blur, 
with soft edges, dissolves, milky tones- 
it's severe, mathematical, a fact, true. 
It's real. You realize that this actually 
happened. 

T'S HERE, in this moment, that The 
Manchurian Candidate, a movie based 

on a best-selling 1959 trash novel by 
Richard Condon, takes off. It's here that 
you realize something is happening on 
the screen that you haven't seen before, 
that you're not ready for. Even if you've 
read the book, you aren't ready. All 
Condon made up ywas the setting-the 
soldiers in the hotel-a setting which in 
the book lies flat, like his dialogue, so 
much of it used in the film: alive and 

frightening on the screen, dead in print. 
Condon imagined none of the cinematic 
changes that nail the details of the event 
into your mind, the cinematic changes 
that scramble the event, that make those 
details almost impossible to keep 
straight-I took notes, and I'm sure I 
haven't gotten it all just right. Watch- 
ing, you sense, suddenly, that this movie 
you're watching, a movie that promised 
no more than an evening's good time, 
can go anywhere, in any direction-that 
there's no way you're going to be able 
to predict what's going to happen next, 
how it's going to happen, why it's going 
to happen. 

The Marchurian Candidate may be 
the most exciting and disturbing Amer- 
ican movie from Citizen Kane to the 
Godfather pictures precisely because 
this scene is not a set-piece: it is a prom- 
ise the movie pays in full. To see Ray- 
mond Shaw strangle one soldier-and, 
later, in another patrol member's match- 
ing dream, to see Shaw shoot a teenage 
soldier through the head, to see a wash of 
blood and brain matter splatter Stalin's 
face-is to be shocked, and not to be 
prepared for the atrocities that follow: 
much quieter, almost silent atrocities, 
and all the worse for that. And yet there 
is no message here, no point being made, 
not even any felt implication that Com- 
munists are bad and Americans are 
good, nothing like that at all-this is all, 
somehow, taking place in an atmosphere 
of moral neutrality, of aesthetic suspen- 
sion. All we're seeing is people. We're 
seeing the director, John Frankenheimer; 
the screenwriter, George Axelrod; plus 
Frank Sinatra, Laurence Harvey, Henry 
Silva, Khigh Dhiegh, Angela Lansbury 
(Raymond Shaw's demonic mother), 
and dozens more-all of them working 
over their heads, diving into material 
they've chosen or been given, in every 
case outstripping the material, and out- 
stripping themselves. 

Before and after The Manchurian 
Candidate, John Frankenheimer was 
and is a crude director without an inter- 
esting idea in his head. Frank Sinatra 
was a good actor, sometimes much bet- 
ter than good, instinctive and wary, but 
he never came close to the weight, or 
the warmth, of his performance here. 
You could say the same for almost any- 
one involved in the project. Something 
-something in the story, something in 
the times, in the interplay of various 
people caught up consciously in the 
story, and unconsciously or half-con- 
sciously in the times-came together. 
Something in the story, or in the times, 
that had to have been sensed, felt, but 
never thought, never shaped into a the- 
ory or a belief or even a notion, pro- 
pelled these people out of themselves, 
past their limits as technicians or actors 
or whatever they were, and made them 
propel their material, Richard Condon's 
cheap paranoid fantasy, past its limits. 

There's a special thrill-a unique 
response-that comes when you recog- 
nize an author working over his head, 
over her head-and in The Manchurian 
Candidate everyone, from Franken- 
heimer to Sinatra to the unnamed actor 
who flies across the stage in the carnage 
at the end of the film, seems like an 
author. Bob Dylan was not working over 
his head when he made "Like a Rolling 
Stone"-he was realizing a talent, and a 
vision, that was implicit in his previous 
work. The same was true with Aretha 
Franklin, when after years of suppressed, 
supper-club standards she stunned the 

world with "I Never Loved a Man (The 
Way I Love You)." But reading Uncle 
Tom's Cabin, even if you've never read 
the novels Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote 
before or after, you can sense an author 
driving her story and being driven by 
it-being driven by her times, by the 
smallest, most subtle details inherent in 
every crude character she's invented, or 
borrowed, or stolen: the provenance 
becomes irrelevant. Here, cliches turn 
into terrors. The ordinary becomes 
marvelous. Anything can happen. Even 
with a screenplay, where the director 
and the actors are playing out a script, 
where every moment may be story- 
boarded, defined, fixed in advance- 
even here, nothing is fixed in advance. 
There's no story-board, no script, no 
director's intention, no actor's inten- 
tion, that can call up, that can demand, 
that can account for, the complexity of 
Major Marco's smile when he finally 
proves that his dream was not a dream, 
but a memory-when he begins, finally, 
to break the case, when he knows that 
what he dreamed was real life. His smile 
is warm; it is sadistic. It's happy; it's 
determined, against all odds. A whole 
life is in that smile-and a promise of a 
happy ending, a happy ending the movie 
won't provide, the ending that the 
smile, so all-consuming and complete 
as it appears on the screen, won't get. 

The plot of The Manchurian Candi- 
date is simple nonsense, an exploitation 
of terrors floating in the air in 1959: the 
terror of McCarthyism, the terror of 
Communist brainwashing-good hooks 
from the newspapers of the day. The 
Russians and the Chinese have made a 
zombie assassin out of an American 
soldier-and contrived to have him 
awarded the Medal of Honor, to place 
him beyond suspicion, beyond reproach. 
Their comrade in the United States is 
Raymond Shaw's mother, the wife of 
Senator John Iselin, Raymond's step- 
father (played by James Gregory), a 
stand-in for Senator Joe McCarthy. Pos- 
ing as rabid anticommunists, Senator 
and Mrs. Iselin are communist agents. 
Ultimately, Senator Iselin will win the 
vice-presidential nomination of his 
party, Raymond Shaw is to assassinate 
the presidential nominee as the nominee 
delivers his acceptance speech, and then 
Senator Iselin will take his place with a 
great patriotic address-"Defending 
America even if it means his own death," 
Raymond's mother explains to him as 
she gives him his assignment. And then 
Senator Iselin, or rather Raymond's 
mother, will be swept into power, which 
she will exercise as pure sadism, for its 
own sake, betraying her one-time com- 
rades, destroying them-and, the impli- 
cation is, everything else. The United 
States. The republic. Herself. All for the 
pure pleasure of the act-for the plea- 
sure of its violence. 

There is no point in pausing over this 
plot as a clue to anything-save for the 
plot as the clue to a certain state of 
mind. The plot, in this movie, is an ex- 
cuse-an excuse for the pleasure of the 
movie's violence. That is, you're going 
to get to see everything you ever be- 
lieved was fixed and given suspended in 
the air and then dashed to the ground. 
That's a thrill. You're going to believe 
the notion that a single person could, by 
means of a single bullet, change history, 
transform it utterly. Nonsense-even if 
it happened, in the years after The Man- 
churian Candidate was made. Histo- 
rians tell us that it didn't happen: that 
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solitary individuals, even solitary indi- 
viduals acting out great, historic con- 
spiracies, don't make history. History is 
made by forces beyond anyone's control 
-by invisible hands. 

As it plays, The Manchurian Candi- 
date raises none of these questions. It 
revels in absurdity, works off of it, takes 
absurdity as a power principle: the 
power of entertainment. The movie- 
and I can't think of another movie that 
in its smallest details is so naturalistic 
and in its overarching tone is so crazy- 
is first of all fun. It's slapstick, as 
Pauline Kael said, who loved the film; 
"pure jazz," said Manny Farber, who 
didn't love it, but he had to have been 
talking about bebop, Charlie Parker, im- 
provisation, not knowing where you're 
going to go next-this movie is not Duke 
Ellington. You can see this spirit, this 
heedlessness, this narrative irresponsi- 
bility, in a scene that didn't have to be 
anything more than a counter in the 
plot, that didn't have to be more than a 
transitional device. 

Major Marco's paranoid dreams have 
led him to a near breakdown; the army 
has relieved him of his duties and reas- 
signed him as a public relations assistant 
to the secretary of defense. The secre- 
tary is holding a press conference, with 
Marco at his side. 

"Mr. Secretary," says a reporter, "can 
you explain the cut in budget?" The sec- 
retary, bulbous and impatient, with a 
hint of Lyndon Johnson in his vehemence 
but with none of Johnson's savvy, ex- 
plodes. "Since you've asked a simple- 
minded question," he roars, "I'll give 
you an equally simple-minded answer." 
The secretary goes on to explain, in 
words so straightforward you can't 
imagine them being spoken today, that 
because no naval power threatens the 
United States navy, there is no need to 
build more ships: thus the cut in budget. 
We see a room filled up with reporters, 
cameras, TV monitors-like Major 
Marco's dream, the scene is at once 
whole and all cut up. Now we see the 
secretary himself, then on a TV monitor, 
then as himself, then from the crowd, 
then the room from his point of view, 
everything moving fast. 

The secretary is responding rudely, 
with great humor. You're caught by a 
violation-the violation of plain speech, 
of all the rules of bureaucratic propri- 
ety. Who is this man? How did he get 
appointed? This is more lively, more 
real, than government is supposed to 
be, but it's just a warm-up. As Major 
Marco tries to end the press conference, 
Senator Iselin stands up in the back of 
the room. Mrs. Iselin, sitting off to the 
side, is silently mouthing the words Sen- 
ator Iselin is going to speak, words she's 
written: the accusation that there are 
two-hundred and some card-carrying 
Communists in the Defense Department. 

In utter chaos, the camera moves from 
the secretary to Iselin to a TV monitor 
fixed on the secretary, the monitor then 
panning-blurring, sliding, ripping-to 
pick up Iselin. He speaks both from the 
monitor and in the room-it's a kind of 
epistemological violence, a set of media 
contradictions fed into an actual event, 
or vice versa. In any case, the actual 
event is dissolving, and all that's left are 
its representations. The secretary is be- 
side himself. He doesn't answer Iselin's 
absurd charge; he says, "Throw that 
lunatic out of here! You claim to be a 
senator? Senator of what, I want to 
know! If this man is ever here again I 

want him thrown out, bodily. Never, do 
you understand me! Not EVER!" 

For this moment, you lose any real 
sense of the development of the plot- 
you're captured by the weird spectacle 
of a high government official saying ex- 
actly what he means. You forget that, of 
course, the secretary of defense would 
know who Senator Iselin is. You revel in 
the secretary's disbelief and refusal. 
"Not EVER!"-it's merely terrific. 
Wouldn't it be wonderful, you think, if 
our government actually talked like 
that? That's the pleasure-that's what 
stays in your mind. You don't care about 
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Senator Iselin, about the strange and 
hideous conspiracy that's unfolding- 
you want to see the secretary of defense 
keep talking, you want to see him take 
over the story. And he does, in a way. 
Even though we never see him again, his 
spirit-breaking all the boundaries of 
what you've come to expect-is what 
the movie is about: what it's for. 

WVTHEN YOU look at The Manchurian 
Candidate, this 1962 black-and- 

white Hollywood movie made out of 
bits and pieces of Hitchcock and Orson 
Welles, out of Psycho and Citizen Kane, 

out of a lot of clean steals, workmanlike 
thievery, a second-class director using 
whatever he can get his hands on-when 
you look at this movie today, what's so 
overwhelming is a sense of what the 
movie does that movies can no longer 
do. The momentum of the film is so 
strong you may not get any sense of this 
until the second time you see it, the third 
time, the tenth time-but that sense, as 
an itch, will keep calling you back. 

I remember seeing it, alone, when it 
came out in the fall of 1962, at the Var- 
sity Theater in Palo Alto. The first thing 
I did when it was over was call my best 

friend and tell him he had to see it, too. 
We went the next night; as we left the 
theater, I asked him what he thought. 
"Greatest movie I ever saw," he said 
flatly, as if he didn't want to talk about 
it, and he didn't. He said it stunned, 
with bitterness, as if he shouldn't have 
had to see this thing, as if what it told 
him was both true and false in a manner 
he could never untangle, as if it was 
both incomprehensible and all too clear, 
as if the whole experience had been, 
somehow, a gift, the gift of art, and also 
unfair; and that was how I felt, too. 

We saw-as anyone can see today- 

too many rules broken. It's one thing to 
have Raymond Shaw, the nice, boring 
prig, made into an assassin-the zombie 
state he's put into when he has to kill is 
not, really, so far from his everyday life. 
When his controllers make him kill his 
boss-in 1954, two years after his con- 
ditioning in Manchuria, to see if the 
mechanisms are still functioning prop- 
erly-Shaw doesn't do the killing all 
that differently than he speaks or ges- 
tures to the people he works with. But 
it's something else to see him enter the 
house of Senator Iselin's nemesis-the 
liberal senator who is also, for one day, 
Raymond Shaw's father-in-law. On or- 
ders from his mother, his "American 
operator," Raymond shoots the liberal 
senator. It's not horrible-until, after 
shooting the senator through the heart, 
from a distance, Raymond approaches 
the body, bends over it, and puts the 
necessary, professional second bullet into 
the dead man's brain. As Raymond does 
so, his wife, the senator's daughter, 
comes running down the stairs, into the 
frame-and then Raymond, who has 
been instructed not only to kill his 
target but to kill any witnesses to any 
killing, coolly, casually, without the 
slightest human response (though he 
still, somehow, seems to be himself, a 
real person), turns and shoots his wife 
through the forehead. 

At the end of the movie, at the party 
convention, as Raymond perches high in 
Madison Square Garden, hidden in a 
spotlight booth, positioned to assassi- 
nate the presidential nominee-at the 
end, when Raymond instead shoots his 
stepfather, Senator Iselin, there is an in- 
stant cut to Raymond's mother, seated 
next to the senator, as she realizes what's 
coming. A second bullet goes through 
her forehead, and her hands jerk to her 
head, just as President Kennedy's hands 
went to his neck. But by this time we've 
come to see Raymond Shaw not only as 
a prig, but as an individual, a man who 
for all his demons might possibly have 
a life to live, who deserves that chance. 
When he commits the final, necessary, 
fated, heroic crime, when he kills his 
mother, in that instant, the movie stops, 
and you stop, and you realize what's 
happened: the horror of every death is 
doubled. His father-in-law, his wife, his 
stepfather, his mother, then himself-he 
has to kill them all. It's right-but you 
can't cheer, not even inwardly, when 
Raymond Shaw shoots his mother. You 
think: my God, he's killed his mother. 
What can he do next? He has to kill 
himself-but that's not the ending you 
want. And you can't accept it. 

This kind of violation, this kind of 
extremism-presented, for all of its im- 
possibility and absurdity, in a mode of 
naturalism-is not all that happens in 
The Manchurian Candidate that doesn't 
happen in movies today. There is that 
sense of people working over their heads, 
which is finally a sense of playfulness: 
"What can we get away with?" That's 
what's happening with the casting of a 
black actor to play an army psychia- 
trist-one of the few truly sympathetic 
characters in the film, along with Sin- 
atra's Major Marco, and Khigh Dhiegh's 
Yen Lo-Yen Lo, always a joker, a regu- 
lar guy, someone you'd love to spend an 
evening with. Here we are, in 1962, and 
a black man is playing a professional, a 
thinker, and it's not commented on, it's 
not framed or contextualized, it's not 
an issue-but still, it's a shock. The man 
is just doing his job, and no one pays it 
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any mind. How many other American 
movies use a black actor to play what 
audiences expect to be a white char- 
acter without even bothering to point it 
out, to clap themselves on the back, to 
congratulate themselves? There is a way 
in which the black psychiatrist is as dis- 
placing as Raymond Shaw's murder of 
his mother. And that's people working 
over their heads: "Let's do it! Let's mix 
it up! Who cares?" 

INALLY, though, there is another 
dimension to The Manchurian Can- 

didate that is part of this displacement 
-not, one might think, part of the glee 
with which those who made the movie 
made it; not part of the glee with which 
they let it happen, played it out, but a di- 
mension that confronts us now, twenty- 
seven years later. That is, we are watching 
a movie made in another world. 

There are obvious moments that take 
us out of our own time, as we watch 
the movie today, moments that seal the 
movie as a curiosity, as a relic, that take 
place on the edges of the action-the 
glimpse we get of the elevator operator 
in Raymond Shaw's apartment build- 
ing, who smokes in the elevator. Far 
more than the sight of 1962 cars on the 
screen, or the use of the Korean War as 
a social fact everyone once understood, 
or Joe McCarthy as a monster or a hero 
everyone once reviled or applauded, 
this is odd: you know elevator opera- 
tors can't do that anymore, that even if 
we get another Korean War, another Joe 
McCarthy, we won't get any more ele- 
vator operators smoking in elevators. 
There is a way in which such tiny de- 
tails, as we see them today, make the 
movie safe, today-protect us from it. 
Maybe, subliminally, as the movie plays 
itself out, one tries to hold onto such 
details, because the rest of the movie is 
all too familiar. 

The Manchurian Candidate, plung- 
ing toward the assassination of a 
would-be president, closing with the 
assassination of the man who's going to 
take his place, was taken out of circula- 
tion not long after it was released. Not 
that quickly, not right after the assassi- 
nation of President Kennedy-even after 
that, the film was shown on television. 
Then it was withdrawn-because it was, 
somehow, not right. It wasn't that the 
movie in any way predicted the events 
that followed it, the finally incompre- 
hensible assassinations that filled the 
late 1960s and the years after that, all 
the assassinations and near-assassina- 
tions: John F. Kennedy, Malcolm X, 
Martin Luther King, Robert F. Kennedy, 
Andy Warhol, George Wallace, Gerald 
Ford, John Lennon, Ronald Reagan. On 
the part of those who controlled the 
film, there must have been a sense- 
an unexplainable sense-that the film 
might be part of these incomprehensi- 
ble events, of this somehow whole, 
complete, singular event, of this current 
in our public life: a transformation of 
what was taken as open, public life into 
private crime, or hidden conspiracy. 
There must have been a sense, as the 
film was withdrawn, as year after year 
it, too, stayed hidden, that our real his- 
tory, the history we live out every day, 
might be a kind of awful secret which 
we will never understand. 

It's not that The Manchurian Candi- 
date prefigured, let alone prophesied, 
the events that followed it. It didn't. It is 
a fantasy in which Joe McCarthy, as 
Raymond Shaw's liberal father-in-law 

says, "could not do more to harm this 
country if he were a paid Soviet agent" 
-a cheap irony. What The Manchurian 
Candidate prefigured-what it acted 
out, what it played out, in advance- 
was the state of mind that would accom- 
pany the assassinations that followed it, 
those violations of our public life: it pre- 
figured the sense that the events that 
shape our lives take place in a world we 
cannot see, to which we have no access, 
that we cannot understand, that we will 
never be able to explain. I think we will 
find out someday, Gore Vidal once wrote 
of Who-Killed-Kennedy; but I don't be- 
lieve we ever will, not to the satisfaction 
of any of us. And that disgusting accep- 
tance, today, is part of what The Man- 
churian Candidate is about. 

As the movie ends, in its final scene, 
Marco, Frank Sinatra, understands the 
whole story-why it happened, how 
it happened-and he can't accept it. 
"Hell," he curses. "Hell." That's the 
end of the film: misery, regret, fury, the 
secret he has to hold inside himself. It 
can't be told, that the Soviet Union and 
the People's Republic of China con- 
spired with apparent American fascists, 
who linked themselves with fascist ten- 
dencies in American life, in order to de- 
stroy the American republic: the reper- 
cussions would be too great. Marco will 
have to take the secret to his grave. The 
truth of the life and near-death of the 
republic cannot be told to the people 
who make up the republic. It will be 
buried, for our own good. 

So you look at the movie, lost in its 
visual delight, cringing at its violence, 
wondering what it says, if it says any- 
thing-wondering what happens. A lot 
of what happens is unburdened by any 
weight at all-the great karate fight be- 
tween Sinatra, Major Marco, and Henry 
Silva, Chunjin (Chunjin now working 
as Raymond Shaw's houseboy). Sinatra 
rings the doorbell to Raymond Shaw's 
apartment, Silva opens it, Sinatra sees 
Silva, the whole betrayal in Korea comes 
back to him, as a fact, undeniable, and 
he slams Silva in the face. After the fight 
has gone on and on, not a second too 
long, there is that moment when Sin- 
atra has Silva down on the floor, is kick- 
ing him in the ribs, again and again, 
each movement as precise as it is fierce, 
asking Silva, the Communist agent who 
betrayed the patrol in Korea, what hap- 
pened, what really happened-and then 
the cops arrive, and Sinatra, not think- 
ing, acting in the real world, responds 
to a grab around his shoulders by el- 
bowing the policeman in the stomach, 
and the cop falls away, and the scene is 
cut. It's a purely instinctive act-and it 
catches so much of what's alive about 
this movie. 

But that's not all. After so many years, 
or after seeing the movie now, more 
than once, another element enters. You 
see that, here, everyone acts politically: 
the villains, the heroes, the characters 
that barely register, that simply come 
and go. Everyone acts as a citizen of a 
republic, or as an anti-citizen. What's at 
stake is a commonwealth. As the movie 
closes, in that final scene, Sinatra re- 
writes the dead Raymond Shaw's medal 
of honor citation. "Made," he says with 
a long pause, "to commit acts... too 
unspeakable to be mentioned here. In 
the end he freed himself, and saved his 
country." 

The words carry enormous weight- 
the weight of the idea of "one's coun- 
try," one's community, one's social 

identity. Of course this is no less an ab- 
surdity, no less a fantasy, than anything 
else in the movie: the idea that a single 
person could ruin the commonwealth, 
or save it. But The Manchurian Candi- 
date has, perhaps without intention, 
played against this idea of the single, all- 
powerful hero, or all-powerful villain, 
throughout its length. In this film, every- 
one, hero and villain, minor character 
and star, has acted not as a function of 
the plot, but as someone who acts as if 
the life of the republic depended on his 
or her actions, on his or her convictions, 
beliefs, his or her will, desire, motive. 

THIS IS, today, an odd idea-as odd 
as the casting of a black actor as a 

psychiatrist, or the characterization of 
Major Marco as an intellectual: "You 
don't want to hear about my mother," 
Raymond Shaw says to Marco in a 
drunken moment. "Sure I do," says 
Marco. "It's like listening to Orestes 
gripe about Clytemnestra." "Who? " 
says Raymond. "Greeks," Marco says. 
"Couple of Greeks in a play." The idea 
of everyone as a citizen is as odd, once 
one has been subsumed into the world 
of the movie, as the speech President 
Bush made on education last week. 
"Bush Rallies Businesses to Invest in U.S. 
Education," read the headline in the 
San Francisco Chronicle four days ago. 
"The businesses that are involved with 
local schools, developing the workforce 
at its source," Bush said, "are making 
fail-safe investments." The anonymous 
wire-service reporter finished the story: 
"Bush mentioned no specific reforms or 
initiatives to give workers the skills and 
background that will be demanded by 
economic changes and technological 
advances." But this was no criticism. 
The reporter was accepting the terms of 
the president's world, of the republic he 
spoke for: the anti-republic. 

Just as, today, the paranoia of The 
Manchurian Candidate is absurd, so, 
within the world defined by The Man- 
churian Candidate, is this little news 
story. Here, now, the citizen of the re- 
public is reduced to part of "the work- 
force," as in the People's Republic of 
China, today; in the movie, all people 
are citizens, concerned with a common- 
wealth greater than themselves; they are 
acting, in small or great ways, purpose- 
fully or thoughtlessly, to save or ruin it. 
And that is the issue. The idea that any 
man or woman could be merely part of 
"the workforce," private, concerned only 
with his or her personal fortune or lack 
of it, is in The Manchurian Candidate as 
foreign, as strange, as alien, as the smok- 
ing elevator operator is to us today. 

In the end, The Manchurian Candi- 
date is about patriotism-a commitment 
to a life where every private act has 
public consequences. This is no longer 
the world we live in. This is the shock of 
the movie, now. This Hollywood movie, 
based on a commercial novel, from long 
ago, or not so far away, is a fantasy of a 
life we could be living. A fantasy-not 
so different, in certain ways, from John 
Wayne in the last shots of a war movie. 
But I'll take Frank Sinatra, smiling, as 
he breaks the case, and then almost 
dead with sorrow and guilt, as he 
recites Raymond Shaw's epitaph, and 
then says "Hell... hell." Thunder 
crashes, but it's not melodramatic, just 
the sound he has no words for. He looks 
down, away from himself, as if he can- 
not bear to look at himself; and the 
movie is over. L 
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