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The Effect of Books—I  1/7/if
3 ' By ELIOT FREMONT-SMITH |

HE decision of the Kennedy family to eonaidétjed by some critics to be dangerous
Tturn over to the National Archives, for the smug complacency that they may
hough for severgleerestricted pse, the  promote. And with these, numerous examples

a photograpns and X-rays of Presi-- jof books with presumed effects spring to
dent Kennedy’s body brings up onc mind,  When' Herman Kahn published his
. the question of the political effect of books. Rand Corporation-sponsored treatise, “On
The decision, implemented last week, was Thermonuclear War,” slx years ago, it was
sald to have been motivated by the growing greeted with a chorus of outrage snd abuse
public skepticism over the findings of the from supposedly Hbertarian critics who
Warren Commission. This skepticism seems argued, in effect, that thinking out loud
to haye beent generated or stimulated by the about the unthinkable was obscene because
recent spate of books attacking the com- it could bring the unthinkable closer to
mission report—especially two books, Ed-  reality. Other critics are worried today about
ward Jay Bpstein's “Inguest”” and Mark Gerold Frank’s “The Boston Strangler”; the
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Lane's “Rush to Judgement.” 5+ book tells how to do it, and some nut may

- take a lesson. |, . '
I do not wish to discuss hers the rightness R P

or wrongness of thess books, but rather the Not these, but all, sorts of other books,

ltical effect of certain kinds of hooks, In  including non-political ones, are thought to

oing so, one necessarily plun ‘into a be useful political propaganda by various

orass of contradictory a.man. myths, governmental agencies. It was recently an-
stantial and hearsay evidepce and nounced that the Unite¢ States Informatlon
thinking. GZ}N:’A’-J’TZJ Agency plans to spend $6-million over the

next 12 months to subsidize books that may
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measuring effectiveness. From “Uncle Tom's lligence Agency is thought to have also
C&bmnmoughmemmknkmofﬂomd ﬁlﬂihﬁ,mnkmudgedhgnainbmks,m;
60 years ago to the analytical exposés of- some for domestle distribution, | y
recent years (David Riesman, Vance Pack- . Y /
ard, Rachel Carson), individual books have It is thus assumed that books can in-|
had, everyone rather glibly agrees, a dis- fluence, teach and even undermine. But each
cernible social impact. But the precise nature /

of the impact in‘any given case is harder to ,books that most obviously wish to influence
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" determine, and meaningful generaliza opinion seem to influence it very little. What
seem virtually beyond us. ; ~ has been the impact, say, of the waves of
. 1 £ J eloquent books criticizing American policy in |
Auto Safety Book y Vietnam? Locking at American policy in

- Vietnam, one would have to conclude that
Did, for instance, Ralph Nader's “Unsafe |§ the books have been politically ineffectual
at Any Speed” spur auto safety legislation? = Yet if they didn't exist, if the books hadn’t |
That is its reputation. Yet the book, which , been published, public attitides toward the
was published a year ago, came out after war might be vastly different than they are. |
Senate hearings on the subject were already i eV R 8 T know-tha

well under way. Moreover, the book received .
minimum  attention until the disclosure, matter of the effect of books can be crucial.

Yet as soon as one tries to" -
months after publication, that General Mo- | come to grips
tors had hired private detectives to investt-  With &.m explore what books are effective
gate Mr, Naders, background. It can be 2nd In what way and why, one sees that:

argued that the resulting scandal was more ; endle
of a spur to legislation than was ‘Unsafe and complex. At the same time, one Is aware
at Any Speed" though the book mo doubt Ofthe absurdity of the problem—a chicken-
reinforced and gave specific focus to long- ®N4-€gE comundrum. .- . '
simmering resentments of the auto indus- Do books change opinions 7 :
try’s power and apparent indifference t0 merely activate opinions Dm ::, d.th_?;
o iy | opinians for which predispositions -are ap-
If one grants that the fmpact of “Dnsafe Parent (or can be considered after the fact
at Any Speed” was due largely to a ciroum- have been apparent)? If so, under what
stantial side-effect (GM.s action against d""ete"m. ..‘"“-"-;? Is timeliness of content a
the author), what about the side-effects of ruiining factor, ‘or tan & booil create its
other books? What about the side-effects o Fght moment? To what extent does a
of pornography or the recent bevy of books 8 persuasivéness depend on its force of
on LSD.? Don't they, at the very least, °rgument? To what extent do manner, style,
credentials and intent (or the concealment of

convey a preconscious sense of public sanc- - e
tion for perversion and drug-taking? Or m‘{;u?“;iﬁm the effective response a

what about the side-effects of the books > b
attacking the Warren Commission? It has Clearly, & particular case is needed
been suggested—and by people who will ordi- Junravel some of these guestions, and tﬁg
narily go down the line against censorship— ch a case one turns again to the eritiques
that these books. exceed some permissible Yof the Warren Commission Report.

limit in undermining public faith in respect- . ;

able institutions: i SERSY

2 . This is the first part of an article on
Conversely, popular “inspirational” books-‘ Effect of Bogjcra."pmoicgznd paI:to:;ﬂlﬂ:.x
of the Ng_rrm_an Vincent Peale variety are  published Wednesday, i o
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There seem to he no hard facts about the ~gyriper what it considers to be the American
effetc of books, mor any coherent way of hnational interest overseas. The Central In-

case Seems to be a separate one, and often |

the factors involved are endlessly variable
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0 be effective—that is, of political or
social e—a book must change

the attitude of its readers on a partic-
ular issue, The change is usually subfle; not

from nssumpﬂ to

y of

., The change is usually
doubt, or from doubt to tentative 1
and rarely more than this. And the determi-
ts of change include mot only a book's
bstantive argument, but also its intent,
anner, style, credentials and the circum-

stances under which it is gphume%reg.d and
pub REVIBWID A Vi

that have altered public attitudes
and thereby influenced public action, the
most interesting recent examples have been
the critlgues of the Warren Comimission re-
port on the assassination of President Ken-
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by an oblique spproach, coni
ow the commission went about its worlk.
No Conspiracy Theory

Explicitly, Mr. Epstein’s book subscribed
' to no conspiracy theory (though implicitly it
did), thus it seemed more objective and was

The Effect of Books—II
By ELIOT FREMONT-SMITH

rifer !

sonable. This conclusion was based partly on
the evidence, or lack of if, in the months after
the assassination, partly on faith in the recti«
tude of at least some of the people conduct-
ing the investigation, and partly on an
innate suspicion of conspiracy theories per se.
Yet this audience also prides itself on being
intellectually open to alternative and even.
bizarre possibilities—so long as such possi-

bilities come from -aaggpiable (le., wheat-

ankiy,. 'e) sources. The

sources could be judged partly by rhetoric,

partly by intent and partly by credentials.
And here, ftoo, “Inquest” was unique. It

* came with the proper credentials; in effect,

it came from within the club. The book grew

“out of Wme thesis; its pub-
lisher the respected Viking Press; and

it carried & laudatory introduction by . the
widely admired political analyst, Richard H,
Rovere, Where previous: books, lacking
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other major critig: the Warren Commis-
slon report, Mark Lane's “Rush to Judg-
ment.” Although this book, too, was brought
out by a respected publishing firm (Hoit,
Rinehart & Winston) and carried an intro-
duction by slightly pugnacious but never-

theless eminent British historian, Hugh R,

‘Trevor-Roper, it is at least questionable that

1 than its predecessors. The book,2|"Rush to Judgment” would have received

it

action
Whe

o

which, it was olaimed, - Wil

could settle much of the controversy over the

commission’s findings, These documents were.

turned over ‘to the National Archives last
week. C
In the matters of intended audience and
entials, Mr. Epstein's book also differed
kedly from its predecessors, The earlier
tiques had been aimed, if at all, at pre-

relatively modest in terms of thai"
s

e wide and careful attention it did had not
‘Inquest” persuaded a particular audience
t the subject itself was now acceptable,

I have
“Inquest” the
855 Yet each case’
epending on the issue that
nature of the book's audi-

in the case of

is invol
, the book's intent, logid, style, creden-

tlals and so on. ;
The generalities that can be inferred are
mostly truisms. To persuade a person you

amust talk his language; to make somecne

think new thoughts you must make the
circumstances as reassuring as possible. Peo-

ctable dissenters—readers who, for ope rea- ple are flexible, but within a-very limited
m or another, were prone to suspect con-' range, which is what will preserve us or
spiracy. “Inquest," however, was aimed at a / Seal our doom. At least there are many

more conservative ‘and far more influential
audience—the libaral intellectual Establish~
ment, If you will, and its peers in communi-
cations, politics and the academy—an audi-

ence that tends to measure objectivity, re- .

sponsibility or mM by its
rhetoric, and t it regards as
emotional polemics. y |
This audience had generally accepted the
‘Warren Commission report, not as a com-
plete explanation of the assassination, but as
an eminently reasonable explanation. More-
over, after initial scares of right-wing or
leftist conspiracies, it had come to the con-
clusion that a conspiracy theory was not rea~

books around that tell us

80, one way or
the other, i al !

Sitting in some publisher’s office, there is

a man who has a manuscript, which, he is

telling some subeditor, can save the world—

right now! Perhaps with the reflex of the

reflective man, . ng is ‘possible, but

most likely not. Under the infinitely com-

lex, variable and delicate circumstances (the

tor may say), it seems victory enough for

a book to help gef some documents trans-
ferred to the National Archives.

This is the last of two articles on “The

_lﬂect of Books.”




