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The silence of Oswal.' 
John Clellon B.: 

article By JOHN CLELLON HOLMES two years after the tragedy, the obfuscating fog of 
emotion has lifted sufficiently for an objective probing of the forces that motivated the assassin 

rttE PUBLICA I ION of the Warren Report on the assassination of President Kennedy seems to have answered all important 
questions of fact about Lee Harvey Oswald in the minds of everyone but chronic skeptics and conspiracy enthusiasts. Indeed, 
the case against Oswald has been at least 70 percent conclusive since January 19ti-1, and yet the rumors. theories, dark 
allegations and nagging doubts have mounted steadily in the face of it. Why have so many people expended so much tortu-
ous logic over so few inconsequential holes in that case—holes most of which have now been effectively plugged? Why do these 
disbelievers continue to disbelieve even after they have read the over 800 pages of the Report itself? And. finally, why do most 
of us still feel that somehow something is missing that would make this tragic event comprehensible? 

The reasons may be more simple than the sort of subjective politicking and simplistic psychologizing to which we are all 
prone in moments of crisis. For an unbroken chain of facts is incomprehensible unless the man they indict is comprehensible 
coo, and without an overriding motive, all evidence remains circumstantial. And now that the Report has been published, we 
arc forced to conclude that few of the facts therein do much to answer the blunt questions: Given Oswald, why Kennedy? What 
was the reason for this absurd act? 

Probably no one can ever answer these questions for certain, and yet if we accept the conclusions of the Report. that 
oswald was guilty and he acted alone (and I see• no way to avoid doing so). we are compelled to look more deeply into the life 
and character of Lee Harvey Oswald in the hope of discovering the psychic conditions that produced his appalling crime. Cer-
tainly I cannot have been alone in plodding through the entire Report for the sole purpose of understanding Oswald, and 
thus ridding myself of what threatened to become a plaguing obsession. 

Two kinds of motivation have been ascribed to Oswald—politics and/or madness—and yet the persistent speculation, 
echoed even in the Report itself, indicates how unsatisfactory these explanations are, to reasonable and unreasonable men alike. 
On the one hand, the political overtones of the assassination (a left-winger killing a liberal President) are so confused and 101 
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sontradictoryirdaat they supply no really 
tiro causal • 	ti for the crime; and on 

the ut - Oswald muter arrest never 
exhibitei (as did Jack Ruby) the self-
aggrandizement, disassociation and rapid 
alternation ‘- of mood that characterize 
A Seriously demented man. He was a 
psychopath all right—that was clear—
Inn what kind of psychopath? What 
a=ravated his condition beyond bearing? 
and, above all, what was the specific 
need in this peculiar man that demanded 
this particular expression? 

A "deep" reading of the Report gave 
me, at least, a him of an answer to these 
questicuts, for such a reading gradually 
makes dear that Oswald's action may 
have been nothing less than his decisive 
move beyond politics. and out of mere 
neurosis, into that frightening existen-
tial realm from which people sometimes 
violently gesture back. at the reality they 
feel has excluded them. (Camus' novel, 
The Stranger, which is an account 
of an utterly gratuitous murder. is a 
chilling examination of just such a feel-
ing of exclusion.) That people do act for 
reasons of this sort is evidenced every 
day in newspaper stories of cases of 
"meaningless" violence on the part of 
alienated, socially disoriented individu-
als; and perhaps it is because the victim. 
in this case, was a President. and the as-
sassin a political dissenter, that we have 
failed to glimpse what has been under 
our noses all along, 

Consider Oswald's human situation. 
His life was as unremittingly' bleak, 
loveless and thwarting as any described 
in a Dostoievskyan novel. Growing up in 
a society that provided an unskilled but 
reasonably intelligent man almost noth-
ing meaningful on which to expend his 
idealism, his personal environment con-
tinually sabotaged his efforts to discover 
his own value as a human being. The 
sobering fact is that there are possibly 
millions of people in the U.S. who are 
indistinguishable from ()savant, except 
for the crime he committed. Rootless, 
traditionless, fatherless, unloved by his 
"self-involved" mother, emotionally dis-
placed by their peripatetic life together. 
moving restlessly from flat to flat, city to 
city. always crushingly alone, his hours 
occupied by TV and chance books, 
friendless and rejected. and so withdraw-
ing more and more from any renewing 
contact with others, Oswald WA that typ-
ical figure of the modern world: the 
anonymous, urban mass man, who most 
always has the same blank, half-scornful, 
sullen expression on his face. Oswald's 
photos, as an example, are all alarmingly 
alike, and he always looks the same: cau-
tious, irritable, hungry, masked. To him. 
the world was as impersonal as the cam-
era, and he turned the same fare to both. 

He appears to have embraced Marx-
ism because, in the I.I.S. of the 1950s. it 
was the mast unpopular, rebellious, and 

socially outrageous creed he mild 
espouse. The society which gave hint no 
place, and did not deign to notice him 
even as a dissident. had to be spurned in 
its turn: "I reject the world that has re-
jected me," as Jean Genet has put it. 
Nevertheless, Oswald exhibited the nen 
mtic'a standard ambivalence - toward 
authority: To escape from one (his moth-
er). he embraced another (the Marines); 
to defy the U.S.. he defended the 
U.S.S.R. But he was happy nowhere:-. the 
psychic heat in him intensified. demand-
ing ceaseless changes of Mind to accom-
modate it, and his few short years were 
marked by a bewildering number of 
conflicting political and emotiunal atti-
tudes. There are those hundreds of 
dreary "official" letters to the Soviet 
authorities, the State Department, the 
Navy Department, the FBI and almost 
everyone else. the sole reason for which 
was to define and get on the record his 
chameleonlike changes of status. Like 
many of us in this bureaucratised world, 
he-searched for himself in his dossier. 

Everything disappointed him: noth-
ing gave him a feeling of his own distinct 
being: he tried over and over again to 
find assituation in which he could ewe• 
rience himself as alive, productia e, a per -
son of consequence; and one of the most 
interesting dues to his personality lies in 
the odd fact of his always writing about 
his actions (in his Historic Diary) in the 
present tense. The entry recruiting his 
suicide attempt in Russia is a telling 
example (rite spelling and punctuation 
are Oswald's): "1 am shocked'.! My 
dreams! - . I have waited for 2 year to 
be accepted. My fondes dreams are shat- 
tered because of a petty offial . 	I de- 
cide to end it. Steil: rist in cold water to 
numb the pain. Than slash my leftwrist. 
Than plaug wrist into bathtum of hot 
water . . Somewhere. a violin plays. as 

wacrh my life whirl away. I think to 
myself 'How easy to Die' and 'A Sweet 
Death, (to violins): " 

This is an astonishing -image of a man 
obseraing himself as if he were not him-
self..at once self-dramatic and objective. 
pathetic and theatrical, but, above all, 
mold. The very precision of his account 
of the preparations. the alert recording 
of his sensory perceptions. and particu-
larly the ironic comment at the end. 
form a picture of a man cruelly isolated 
in himself, to whom lonely communion 
with his own thoughts and the sort of 
false, reportorial objectivity that results 
are the normal way he experiences his 
consciousness. Such a man often becomes 
a melancholic. or an artist, or a killer. 

Oswald's inherent dissent stem over-
ran his political convictions. Pinning his 
herpes on Russia. he was relieved for a 
time: teeing those hopes in disappoint-
ment, he returned to the U.S., only to 
feel the pressure of exclusion rising in 
him once again. He vacillated between 
Cuba and Russia: be made abortive at- 

tempts to find a place for himself in vac 
ions radical movements. Everywhere he 
was baked, rejected, ignored. Hit in-
ability to arrange an escape to Havana 
seems to have kit him at the last. nosily 
bereft. utterly placeless, finally outlide 
the conflicting political solutions to his 
discontent. It thrust him back upon him-
.aelf, reduced him to having IQ live with 
this facts of his :axial impotence and his 
personal inadequacy. without es en the 
illusion that he was enduring this pain 
in the name of something outside him-
self. As a result, the hammer on the rifle 
of his already alienated nature WAS 
cocked. 

Ills wife never appears to have under- 
stood :the sort of man he was. She comes 
through the Report as shallow, adapt-
able, materialistic and self-centered; a 
simple, anal nonate creature, rather like 
The. Strangcr'i mistress, with little or 

understanding of the existential 
attraction of underground politics to the 
young. disaffected ,Nmerican. or even of 
the "complex fate" of Oswald's relent-
lessly dispiriting life. She chides him for 
his failures. she complains about his 
ideas: she is easily accepted into the Dal-
las Russian colony. while he is not; in 
his country. she finds what Ire has nears 
found—friends. Oswald's male pride is 
constantly abused by their acquaint-
ances, by his job losses. by their poserty, 
his family, and ultimately by Marina 
herself in the most unforgivable way: 
She ridicules his sexual performance. He 
beats her up: he is puritanical in spe-
cifically sexual ways (he flies into a fury 
because the zipper on her skirt is not 
properly fastened in front of others): he 
doesn't want her to smoke, or drink, or 
use cosmetics. lie discovers her letter to a 
former beats in Russia, lamenting that 
she hadn't married him. The pattern of 
exclusion and failure becomes more and 
more personal anti imeriorized: it 
reaches that pitch of psychological pres-
sure where a man acts decisively to over-
come everything, or goes under and loses 
his image of himself. And 	matter how 
extravagant or idiotic that image may be. 
a man mutt have a self-image or go mad. 

Viewed in this light. Oswald's crime 
may have been a List desperate attempt 
to become part of reality again. to force. 
his way back into the reality that had 
ignored hint.-so that he could experience 
himself as acting. as living, as committed. 
"Men also secrete the inhuman." Canms 
has written. "Sometimes, in four] mo-
ments of lucidity:the mechanical aspect 
of their gestures and their senseless pan-
tomime make everything about them 
seem stupid." And when we are pos-
sessed by such a feeling, we have lost that 
sense of immediate contact with the world 
that is the strongest check on the violent 
whims that sometimes stir in all of us. 

(continued on page 222) 
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hale been rta,ondhh, brave, pmentially 
derisise, moan hard 1,t oiling and err, 
taiuly untiring in his eilorts to hrc.ik Out 
of Beth dead cud 4.4 his existence. At least 
all these qua Init.... sure present in him. 
in embryo. and oath ?out, d and became 
destructive when lie could mod no place 
to milire them treads 

One iodic:Ilion of tic hlistend waste-
laud of his human and social hopes lies 
iti dos passage. winch lie wrote after his 
disappointment with Russia: "I wonder 
what would happen it somebody was to 
stand up and say he was utterly opposed 
not only to the governments, but to the 
people, to the entire land and complete 
loundations of his sonically." We need no 
longer wonder, for he has given us one 
answer to the question, and perhaps it 
was this very "wondering" of his that led 
him (still uncommitted to the act itself) 
to that window. In any case, his words 
stand as a twisted rebuke to a society 
that can seem to recognize only its mad-
men or its heroes, but steadfastly :ignores  

the /0'311110,s millions of anonymous. 
people yearning to led sonic 

smut: laid,, some ultimate star in 
the world atourid them. 

In a beget SOY:, the two polar aspects 
of the contemporary Ametican character 
collided that day in Dallas---a considera-
tion which, in going beyond politics, 
goes far to explain why it had to he Ken-
Justly. For John Kennedy. was everything 
that Lee Oswald was not. He existed di-
rectly in the vivid center of reality, he 
was potent in every way, his life and per-
sonality were one continuous action and 
interaction; he was neither dualistic, sep-
arated nor helpless; he had never been 
prevented from experiencing himself as 
alive and consequential. Oswald struck 
back at everything he was noi, but in a 
sense he was performing a Kennedylike 
act (as far as he could imagine one), and 
was attempting to brrome the sort of man 
be killed by the very act of killing. And 
so all that was most starved, thwarted 

Arid hopuless in out national lite took its 
pollen( and sullen tc‘clige on all that 

was' HUAI- I it;i1, potent and 3 nt act is e. 
The hot g 	4,11' Oswald's loneliness, the 

extremity of his hunger. the appalling 
facelessness and spirit-withering silence 
of his whole life exploded in a hitter anti 
anguished threat: _Either he would be ad-
mitted onto Ilk's stage or he would pull 
that stage down in total ruin; he would 
be recognized as having that .sense or 
uniqueness that a human being Fans to 
have if he is to outwit the despair that 
leads to madness, or he would turn his 
very powerlessness into a source of pow-
er. Those who are imprisoned in the 
silence of reality always use a gun (or, if 
they are more fortunate, a pen) to speak 
for them, and perhaps the prince and 
the pauper in the human spirit are 
doomed to meet face to face, no matter 
what. But certainly the job of a sane and 
mature society is to see that this meeting 
does not take place through the sights 
of a high-powered 

In one sense, we are poorer for the loss 
of them both. Though we lost Oswald 
years before we lost Kennedy, how many 
losses of any human potential cart our 
besieged society afford? The fact is that a 
man will affirm his humanity at all costs, 
even if it means denying the humanity 
of otlitss, and the whole ghastly night-
mare of modern history has been en-
dured for nothing if we have HO( 
understood that paradox at last. Oswald's 
blind insistence that he was a man, no 
matter what the sum of his life might in-
dicate, had to be made in terms that the 
world could comprehend and, denied 
every other exit from that smothering 
silence, he resorted to the only language 
that our time seems to offer to the voice-
less: He took a gun and aimed it at the 
center of the life ham which he felt 
orphaned, and so broke into the stream 
of reality at last, by arresting it. 

For a moment, he must, have felt the 
exhilaration, the keenness to sensory stim-
uli and the virile power of choice that 
characterize a man Itmetioning at the 
top of himself as a human hieing. Cer-
tainly his sinister calm before the Dal-
las police, his refusal to be trapped by 
their web of logic and his perfectly 
blank-faced denials of any complicity in 
the assassination suggest a man whose 
darker conflicts are at least temporarily at 
rest, a man at ominous peace with his 
divided life. 

But if all this is true, it is too harsh a 
coniment on our world, and its anti-
dons, to be merely a psychological foot-
note to a political tragedy. Instead, it 
should remind us that history is. at the 
last, only the exterior appearance of far 
more important inner events—sulb as 
those that Lee Harvey Oswald sullezed 
until he could suffer ton MOM, and so 
struck back out of his wound. The boys don't care how comfortable if 
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is Jesse. They think its had for our image!" 
1. 



SILENCE OF OSWALD 
(continued from page  102) 

For there comes a Moment when we 
realize that we-can break through the in. 
visible and intangible wall that separates 
us from the person standing right vest 
to us: when we realize that we have been 
drifting along. as if under water. -in the 
terror anti silence of isolation: when we 
see things with the "hopeless ha Hits" 
that Sartre has described somewhere. 
and realize that only an unwarranted 
ace an abrupt breaking through the 
wall, will restore us to reality, and oblit-
erate that silence that imprisons us: 
when we realize that They arc not me. 
chanical dolls, automatons Moving 
through a dream from which only we are 
excluded, but human—because dies will 
bleed, hurt. the and (perhaps most im-
portant of all) turn toward us at the last 
their shocked fares, across which no bun 
of our existence has ever glimmered be. 
fore, startled now by the abrupt recogni- _ 
don of our presence among them. When 
Marina joined them, when she crossed 
over to the other aide of the wall. refus-
ing even to talk to Oswald that last 
night. refusing even to consider moving 
into Dallas with hint, she (in one senso 
put the cartridge in the chamber of 
his life, and President Kennedy was 
doomed_ 

Still, it is possible that Oswald was not 
absolutely committed to his act. He may 
have taken the rifle to work that day 
merely to experience the strange and 
lonesome thrill of being able to hold 
someone's life in his hands for a single 
giddy moment. After all, this is why 
people peer through binoculars in big 
cities—to initiate an intimacy that is mit 
threatening because it is an illusion. 
This is why people expose theinselies on 
subway platforms, without actually plan-
ning to assault the observer, and, in 

ti some cases, hoping not even to be no 
deed by him. This is why people carry 
weapons they could never bring [twill- 

''. 	to use. It is the urge of the outsider, 
the isolated, to feign a breakthrough 
into the unknown possibilities of on-
going reality, and it is at least conceiv-
able that Oswald intended to do nothing 
but view Kennedy through the telescop-
ic sight of his rifle, and feel for a moment 
the omnipotence and self-importance 
that his whole life (and now his wile as 
well) had denied him. 

Once having readied this point: how- 
ever, circumstances would have pushed 
him over. For circtunstances, the acci-
dents of as-yet-unrealized time, often 
create the pressure of the finger on the 
trigger, and psychologists believe that 
people always act by some logic of self-
interest at their peril. What might have 
happened, for instance. if the Negro 
youth who had eaten his lunch at Os-
wald's window a scam half hour before-
had remained there instead of going 

doWn to a lower no, a to watch the Mt,- 
Iona& with his lin:rids% What would 
have happened had someone asked 0. 
wald to watch the motorcade with kite: 
NO one tan say• and yet one is left with 
the OTICav, feeling that an act of .friend-
ship. a recognition,  a movement toward 
human contact. at a hundred different 
'manila ,  during Oswald's life might 

altered the course he trav- 
eled. Sic is 	not at this most crucial of 
jum tinc..s If. for instance. Marina had 
discussed their situation with him that 
last night. and perhaps allowed that dis-
cussion to it-ad to some sort of minimal 
reconciliation in their bed, would Os-
wald have needed this ultimate. severing 
act to relieve himself of the unendur-
able surncr that enclosed him: No one 
tali et cr say. 

Certainly, his psychopathy was real. 
constantly expanding and dangerous. 
Ile had tried to kill c;eneral Walker 
some mouths earlier. after planning the 
attempt for many weeks. only to miss a 
_fat easier shot than the apparently im-
pulsive one that hit the President—a 
clear indication to me that the first was 
only another muddled political gesture, 
wheicas the second was something deep-
er and more mysterious. By November 
1963, his need had grown to proportions 
that no single annealing act on the part 
of any one person. muds less the envi-
ronment. could have dissipated. And yet 
there are probably thousands of people 
who are daily caught in psychic hinds 
JIM unlike his—so many cocked rifles 
walking anonymously through the 
stref ts—and little or nothing in our soci-
ety, or in our mostly naive conceptions of 
our responsibility to each other's lonely 
struggle to keep from drowning in it. 
alien ally sure way by which these 
cocked rifles can he disarmed. At least 
not until they have gone off, and it is 
too late. 

Oswald's relation to reality is succinct-
ly described by the "we" in Camus" "A 
man is talking on the telephone. We can-
not hear him behind the glass partition, 
but we can seehis senseless mimicry. We 
wonder why he is alive?" It was this glass 
partition that separated Oswald from 
the rest of us, and made him feel that he 
was only a "thing" in our eyes. a piece of 
meaningless, uncared-for flotsam. But a 
man cannot exist this way, at least not a 
man who is the intelligent. articulate 
and impatient neurotic that Oswald 
seems to have been. Such a man often 
feels that only two alternatives are open 
to him: to rashly insist on being his 
idealized image of himself, or to slavishly 
become the nonentity the_ world tells 
him over and over again that he is. 

The fact remains that in the urban-
ized and impersonal America of his day, 
Oswald's resources were never used. his 
affections were never aroused. his con-

- ctn. n for the future was never harnessed. 
and yet, on the evidence, he seems to 


