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The election of John F. Kennedy
in 1960 was, in retrospect, a crucial
inflection point in the trajectory of the
Cold War. Certainly the ideology of
anti-communism pervaded American
life in the 1950s. But after the hyste-
ria of its first half-decade, the practi-
cal conduct of the superpower conflict
became routinized during the cautious
and conservative Eisenhower admin-
istration. Kennedy, however, had
campaigned against American com-
placency, and even weakness in the
shadow of the Soviet threat. Addition-
ally, as difficult as it is to conceptual-
ize today, the Soviet Union was at this
time viewed as an economic success
story, with international assertiveness
to come on the heels of its material
achievements.

The first two years of the
Kennedy Administration were charac-
terized by ubiquitous superpower con-
frontation, culminating in the Cuban
Missile Crisis of October 1962, at which time Kennedy estimated
that the chance of nuclear war was better than one in three. ' The
second half of the decade witnessed the Vietnam War, an instru-
mental and perhaps inevitable outgrowth of the Cold War. The
war not only became the principal outlet of the larger conflict, but
also over time reshaped the nature of Cold War scholarship. In
the 1950s, the ColdWar was unquestionably attributed to the So-
viet Union and its communist ideology. By the early 1970s, a
thriving "revisionist" school now blamed the United States and
the imperative of capitalist expansion.

In the midst of all this, three remarkable films, The Man-
churian Candidate (1962), Dr. Strangelove (or How I Learned
to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb) (1964), and Planet of the
Apes (1968), subverted the ColdWar. They "subverted" the war
in two ways. First they challenged the fundamental ideological
tenets upon which U.S. policy was based. This was quite dar-
ing, especially for the first two films, made at a time when anti-
communism pervaded American society, and people could still

The Manchurian Candidate (The Manchurian Candidate)

get in trouble by saying the wrong
thing.2 But more profoundly, these
films subverted the very idea of the
ColdWar itself. Rather than switch-

ing, as much scholarship did, from
an ideological position that blamed
the USSR to one that accused the US,
these politically charged films were
ultimately a-political statements.
They did not take sides, but instead
ridiculed both and trivialized their
conflict, asserting that the differ-
ences between them were meaning-
less.

Left or Right?
The Manchurian Candidate,

directed by John Frankenheimer and
written by GeorgeAxelrod (from the
novel by Richard Condon), is the
most explicit in equating the far left
with the far right. The principal vil-
lain, portrayed by Angela Lansbury,

is the puppet master behind her second husband, Senator Johnny
Islen, a drunken, vacuous McCarthy stand-in. In one of the film's
most chilling (and prescient) images, Islen attacks the Secretary
of Defense at a press conference, while Lansbury, in the back-
ground of the room, dominates the screen as she towers over a
television monitor that captures the unfolding action.3

Lansbury also dominates her son from a previous mar-
riage, Raymond Shaw, who has just returned from Korea to a
hero's welcome. Shaw received the Congressional Medal of
Honor for saving his patrol, but in fact his heroism is an illusion
created by the Chinese and Russians who captured and brain-
washed his entire squad. Shaw has been programmed as the
perfect assassin, and after a few bloody tests of his skills back in
the States, he is turned over to his American handler.

In the film's most stunning twist, Raymond's American
handler turns out to be none other than his mother. She has
arranged to secure the vice-presidential nomination for Islen,
and has instructed Raymond to kill the presidential nominee as
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he addresses the party convention at Madison Square Garden.
Islen, the ultimate anti-Communist, will then be swept into of-
fice, leaving his wife, a Soviet agent, running the show.

These plans come undone as Raymond's commanding of-
ficer (portrayed by Frank Sinatra), haunted by nightmares from
the brainwashing, is slowly able to piece together key elements
of the conspiracy. He deprograms Shaw, but fails to prevent
him from executing his own variation of his instructions: at-
tending the convention as ordered and assassinating Islen and
his mother.

At first glance, it can be argued that The Manchurian Can-
didate is simply a leftist critique of America and its icons and
values. Indeed, one review called it a "refreshingly un-American
film."4 The chief antagonist is in many ways a nightmarish ex-
tension of the American vision of motherhood itself. The ease
with which U.S. soldiers are turned into brainwashed killers is
also a challenge to a society based on the exaltation of the indi-
vidual and of free will. The use of Lincoln's image, which ap-
pears throughout the film, is not only a nod to America's most
famous assassination, but also mocks the mythic American val-
ues with which Lincoln is associated. This reaches its apex at a
costume party when Islen appears in full Lincoln garb. Islen's
McCarthy figure is such a buffoon that he settles on "57" as the
number of communists he can prove are in the Defense Depart-
ment solely because, thinking of ketchup, it is an easy number to
remember. As both Lincoln andMcCarthy, there can be no doubt
that his character is a slap in the face of the far right.

Certainly any film that can end, logically, with its central
character murdering his mother while dressed as a priest wear-
ing the Congressional Medal, can be fairly labeled "un-Ameri-
can." But there is a fundamental difference between an
"un-American" film, and an anti-American film in the context
of the ColdWar. The Manchurian Candidate could just as eas-
ily be called "un-Communist," as the far left does not fare any
better than the far right. In fact, the Communists are portrayed
as so evil and ruthless, that some have interpreted the film as an
anti-Communist wake-up call.5 Aside from the horrors visited
upon Raymond (at one point he is forced to kill his true love) no
iron curtain figure is endowed with a single positive attribute.
The main Russian antagonist would "gladly" have Raymond
kill one of his underlings as a test, but since he is understaffed,
some random innocent victim must be chosen. The key Chi-
nese figure is not just murderous, but cynical and materialist,
and takes advantage of his trip to New York to take care of a
long shopping list at Macy's.

Clearly, this was not a piece of leftist propaganda. Con-
demned by both theAmerican Legion and the Communist Party,
the film was one which "if the rightists hated [it] ... the liberals
hated it even more."6 The target was not one side in the con-
flict, but the conflict itself. Ultimately, when Raymond's mother
promises revenge against her comrades for choosing her son as
the assassin, any modest distinctions between the Communists
and the anti-Communists in the film disappear. In the words of
one observer, the film "revels in anti-ideology." Frankenheimer
himself stated quite plainly, "I wanted to do a picture about how

ludicrous McCarthy-style far-right politics are and how danger-
ous the far-left is also, how they were really exactly the same
thing, and the idiocy of it all."7

A bold argument to make in 1962, The Manchurian Can-
didate was a box office success, but its sustained influence was
almost certainly limited by the fact that it was withdrawn from
circulation shortly after the Kennedy assassination. That event
had a more modest effect on the profoundly influential Dr.
Strangelove, causing its first screening for critics to be postponed
from its originally scheduled date, November 22, 1963.8

Nuclear War and its Discontents
While The Manchurian Candidate played in theatres dur-

ing the Cuban Missile Crisis, it was Dr. Strangelove that took
head on the most pressing issue of the day, the danger of nuclear
war, and total human annihilation. Presented as a comedy, it was
also a Stanley Kubrick film, and thus bore the stamp of his ob-
sessive realism. Kubrick studied nuclear strategy for years, read-
ing scores of books and countless journals, absorbing the work
of leading scholars such as Thomas Schelling and Herman Kahn.9
Source lighting, enclosed spaces, and the judicious use of hand
held cameras (during the raid on Burpelson Air Force Base) vi-
sually complement the film's technical accuracy. Now close to
forty years old, it is still routinely shown to students to illustrate
elements of deterrence theory.

Like The Manchurian Candidate, Dr. Strangelove is criti-
cal of American society - where else would one find a machine
gun in a golf bag - but its principal target is the ColdWar itself,
and the moral equivalence, and folly, of both sides. The action
of the film is limited almost entirely to three restricted settings.
There is the office of General Ripper, who has ordered his squad-
ron of B-52s to attack the Soviet Union. Here, his British assis-
tant Mandrake (played by Peter Sellers, who has three roles in
the film) engages Ripper in a desperate attempt to figure out the
recall code that will bring the planes back. The second setting is
the war room, where the President (also Sellers), his advisors,
and the RussianAmbassador attempt to diffuse the situation. Here

General Jack D. Ripper has a plan—Captain Mandrake has a problem
(Dr. Strangelove).
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we learn that the Russians have constructed a doomsday device,
by which any nuclear explosion on their territory will lead auto-
matically to global destruction. The third setting is the cramped
quarters of the last B-52 bomber, whose broken radio prevents it
from receiving the recall code. Against all odds, its crew is suc-
cessful in delivering its payload, inadvertently triggering the
doomsday device. Under the guidance of Dr. Strangelove (Sell-
ers) the survivors in the war room plan to revive human society
in America's deepest mine shafts.

The far right is an obvious target in this film. General Rip-
per is obsessed with fluoridation, and in fact there were elements
ofAmerican society which held that fluoridation was a Commu-
nist plot. Turgidson, who advocates for a first strike while ac-
knowledging that the U.S. would "get its hair mussed" (10-20
million deaths), is a caricature that hits uncomfortably close to
home for some elements in the Air Force at the time. And Colo-
nel Bat Guano is so obsessed with protecting private property (a
Coca-Cola machine) and guarding against potential "preversion,"
that he is reluctant to allow Mandrake to call the White House
with the recall code.

But again, the attacks on the right do not provide support
for the left. The superpowers, in their conduct of the nuclear
confrontation, are portrayed with stunning symmetry in their ends
and means. Turgidson may attempt to clumsily plant a camera
on the Russian Ambassador, but it doesn't matter, because the
Russian has one of his own, which he uses to take snap-shots of
the war room as the bombs begin to explode. Premier Kissoff is
a philandering drunk who has temporarily kept the doomsday
machine a secret (rendering it less than useless) because he likes
surprises. This is not the fault of the doomsday machine, of
course. The Americans "wish they had one."

In the words of one critic, Kubrick "has managed to ex-
plode the right-wing position without making a single left-wing
affirmation."10 Rather than taking sides, Dr. Strangelove's fo-
cus is more on mankind than it is about political disputes be-
tween two countries. More specifically, it has been argued, most
notably by F. Anthony Macklin, that the film is " a sex allegory:
from foreplay to explosion in the mechanized world."11

Certainly, it would be hard to argue that a film whose action
is set in motion by Jack D. Rip-
per ordering an attack against
Laputa (Spanish for prostitute)
is not about sex. And that of
course is the tip of the sexual
iceberg. From Ripper's cigar to
the descent of the final bomb,
sexual symbols abound, whether
attached to the names of the
players (Buck Turgidson means
"swollen male") or the plan of
the attack (R for Romeo). No
wonder Kubrick wrote to
Macklin: "I think that you have
found a rather engaging way of
viewing the film. I would not The men in the War Room (Dr. Strangelove).

think ofquarreling with your interpretation nor offering any other,
as I have found it always the best policy to let the film speak for
itself."12

But while sex must be seen as a central component to any
reading of the film, it is much more than a simple allegory. It is
not just sex, but the suppression of sexual and other human im-
pulses that is closer to the heart oí Strangelove. This complemen-
tary interpretation is closer to George Linden's, who places stress
on the film's subtitle: How I learned to stop worrying and love the
bomb. Linden embraces a sexual interpretation, but one that sees
the violence of the film resulting from erotic displacement and its
attendant neuroses. Not love, but strange-love.13

Such an interpretation evokes the themes raised by Freud
in Civilization and Its Discontents. In this essay Freud argued
that civilization, however necessary, prevents men from acting
on their most basic impulses, and this is an important source of
psychological distress.14 While the parallels to Freud's argu-
ment are not airtight, this approach to the film is more satisfying
than the simple sex allegory reading for three reasons. First,
several key aspects of the story make sense only in the context
of displacement. Most explicitly, Ripper explains to Mandrake
that he has recently embarked upon a policy of strict abstinence
from sex. (He does not avoid women, but he denies them his
"essence") It is Ripper's suppression of his own sexuality that
has found its outlet in nuclear war. And that war will solve the
problem. With civilization destroyed (and in need of restora-
tion) there will be ten women for every man in the mineshafts
that the survivors will occupy. The women will be chosen for
their ability to stimulate the men, and "regrettably" the tradi-
tional (civilized) norm ofmonogamy will have to be abandoned.
Goodbye civilization, hello, free love.

Second, only the quasi-Freudian reading with its empha-
sis on displacement can account for the predominance of food
and eating that is present in almost every scene.15 The most
obvious example of this is the enormous buffet in the war room
(and the un-released pie-fight, see note 8), but the displace-
ment motif is explicit on the B-52, where each crewman's sur-
vival kit includes "nine packs of chewing gum/one issue
prophylactics." Finally, this interpretation, with its emphasis

on the advance of civilization
and control, fits neatly with
another great theme of the
film, the abdication of human
decision making to machines,
and the general erosion of the
"human" element in human-

ity.16 We are first introduced
to mechanization when we re-
alize that while Major Kong
bides his time reading Play-
boy, his B-52 is able to fly it-
self. But the encroachment of
machines becomes increas-

ingly consequential through-
out the film. The plane's
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CRM-1 14 discriminator de-
cides which transmissions will
reach the crew, and when it is
damaged, they are unable to
receive the recall code. This al-
lows the first bomb to land.
The doomsday device that is
triggered in response, ending
the world as we know it, is ad-
mired because it "rules out hu-
man meddling." And when
President Muffley balks at
choosing who shall be chosen
for survival and allowed to en-
ter the mineshafts, Dr.
Strangelove explains that this Planting me m¡ig (Planet ofthe Apes)
decision as well could be made
by computers.

Dr. Strangelove was an important and daring film. Writ-
ing to the New York Times, the philosopher Lewis Mumford wrote
"This film is the first break in the catatonic ColdWar trance that
has so long held our country in its rigid grip." Like The Man-
churian Candidate, however, it was not a political film, with a
practical philosophy or point of view. Rather, it was a-political.
Kubrick took aim at mankind, which was willing to flirt with
annihilation over "political differences that will seem as mean-
ingless to people a hundred years from now as the theological
conflicts of the middle ages seem to us today."17

"Beware the Beast Man"
Planet oftheApes takes that philosophy as its starting point.

As the famous closing shot reveals, mankind had destroyed it-
self in an ancient nuclear conflict. Centuries later, three Ameri-
can astronauts who participated in an experiment on time and
space travel, crash land on a barren and unknown (to them) planet.
The astronauts, led by Taylor (Charlton Heston), find themselves
on an "upside down" world where talking apes rule and humans
are treated like animals. Taylor, ultimately the lone survivor of
his crew, is imprisoned andmistreated by the simian society, whose
leaders recognize him to be a grave threat. He eventually escapes
his captors, only to confront his destiny.

The film, directed by Franklin J. Schaffner (who would
also direct Pappillon and win an Oscar for Patton), does not
have the reputation ofthe other films and was not taken as seri-
ously at the time.18 This is unfortunate, because the film, which
is beautifully shot, is sharply written and worthy of close atten-
tion. Of the three films discussed here, it is the most obviously
subversive of American values, but still poses more of a chal-
lenge to the legitimacy of the Cold War itself than it does to
either side in particular.

The film, often but not exclusively through the voice of
Taylor (Heston), systematically kicks out the ideological pillars
that formed the basis of the American ColdWar psyche: patrio-
tism, heroism, and religion. At the very start of the film, Taylor

laughs at the planting of the
American flag, and mocks his
colleague's willingness (eager-
ness?) to die a hero's death for
his country (and this in
1968).19 But the film's most
sustained assault is on religion,
no small matter for a deeply re-
ligious country fighting a cold
(and hot) war against godless
Communism.

It would be a mistake to
underestimate the role of reli-

gion in the Cold War. From a
philosophical perspective it
undermined the prospects for
compromise and "normal poli-

tics," and, more practically, it was an important common bond
that helped hold together a diverse Cold War coalition in the
United States. Planet of theApes' sustained assault on religion
thus takes on even greater meaning. This attack features three
interrelated themes. First, the apes themselves are devoted to a
religion akin to some form of Christianity, and the theologians
in society have great power. Mocking Taylor, the powerful Dr.
Zais asks him why only apes have souls, and why they have
been created by god in his image. Since most members of the
audience are unlikely to think that apes have souls, the film chal-
lenges their own claim, based on faith, to have an eternal soul.
(It is no accident that Taylor also happens past a solemn ape
funeral.) Second, religion is portrayed as dishonest. When
scientists suggest that Taylor is a sentient being, they are tried
for blasphemy, in a court where religious doctrine rules over
plain fact, and where the presiding officer knows, and disregards,
the scientific truth. Finally, and most ironically, near the end of
the film, readings from the ape's scriptures summarize the
lawgiver's view of mankind. But these words are so similar to
those uttered by Heston on his spaceship they could have easily
been derived from them. Thus the bible itself was not written by
an ape god, but a mortal man.

Written by liberal leaning Rod Serling and blacklist survi-
vor Michael Wilson, it is perhaps not surprising that the film
would challenge conservative American values.20 But by no
stretch of the imagination does the film attribute mankind's de-
struction to The West or its way of life. Additionally, the film
presents a chilling portrayal of ape society that seems to have
much in common with the communist bloc of the time. As one
critic noted, "the wholly authoritarian ape society paranoically
represses the slightest manifestation of dissent."21 It is also a
society devoid of materialist concerns, yet which has managed
to create a class system anyway, with orangutans on top, chim-
panzees in the middle, and gorillas at the bottom. Delete god
from the totalitarian theologians in control, and you are left with
a politburo.

In the 1960s, revisionist scholars began to argue that the
United States rather than the Soviet Union was to blame for the
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ColdWar, and the fight spilled into the streets. But regardless of
where one stood, as much as anything else it was an era cap-
tured by the phrase "everybody's shouting - Which Side Are
You On?"22 Remarkably then, as with The Manchurian Candi-
date and Dr. Strangelove, for all its political swipes, Planet of
the Apes has no practical politics, but rather is a critique ofman-
kind. The posters for the film led with the line uttered by Tay-
lor: "Somewhere in the universe there must be something better
than man." 23 That is why the misanthrope agreed to take a one-
way mission away from earth in the first place. Like Taylor, the
lawgiver knows who is to blame: "beware the beast man, for he
will make a desert of his home and yours. He is the harbinger of
death." As the film closes, Taylor, his worst nightmares con-
firmed, calls for the damnation of man - mankind - for its col-
lective sins.
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