
N
ovem

ber 22,1963 

Jefferson M
orley is an editor in the O

utlook 
section of T

he W
ashington P

ost. T
his article 

first appeared in the A
A

R
C

 Q
uarterly, published 

by the A
ssassination A

rchives and R
esearch 

C
enter in W

ashington, D
.C

. 

A
FT

E
R

 33 years the discussion of the K
en-

nedy assassination is stuck betw
een the 

m
yth of the lone nut" and the m

yth of 
conspiracy. T

he huge accum
ulation of facts about 

N
ov. 22, 1963 am

ounts to som
ething  m

ore than 
trivia but less than historical truth. C

onsensus, 
after a third of a century, rem

ains elusive. 
Indeed, since the bitter debate around O

liver 
Stone's conspiratorial 1991 film

 "JFK
," the very 

idea of a consensus history of the K
ennedy assas-

sination has sounded quaint. In general, the no-
tion that one version of history can suit all par-
ties concerned has becom

e em
battled since the 

cultural convulsions of the 1960s. In the particu-
lar case of the m

urdered president, w
hat possible 

telling  could possibly satisfy all? A
 m

ajority of 
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 M

orley 
A

m
ericans, according  to polls, are convinced or 

strongly suspeC
t there w

as a conspiracy. M
any 

leading  opinion m
akers at new

s m
edia organiza-

tions and som
e historians assure us that there is 

no credible evidence of such. A
nd never the 

tw
ain shall m

eet. 
Y

et w
e are closer than ever to having  a firm

 
factual basis for an assassination consensus. T

he 
JFK

 A
ssassination R

ecords A
ct, passed unani-

m
ously by C

ongress in 1992, has resulted in the 
release of hundreds of thousands of pages of as-
sassination-related docum

ents since 1993. A
 

five-m
em

ber civilian review
 board, under the ca-

pable leadership of a federal judge, John T
un-

heim
, has ordered the disclosure of another 

2,000 docum
ents. T

he board continues to take 
depositions and to pursue records that the FB

I, 
the C

IA
, the N

ational Security A
gency and other 

federal entities w
ant to keep-secret. 

W
ed is not the only nor m

e m
ost 

&
im

por tant reason for thi s  declin e. 
'O

ut it  su
rely

 h
as p

lay
ed

 a ro
le. 

'leach
in

g
 a com

m
on understandin g  

,,about;itle causal chain of events 
ig adA

ttp K
ennedy's m

urder w
ould 

';'b
e an

jm
portant sym

bolic step to- ;  
• „w

ard restoring faith in A
m

erican de-
-inocraC

Y
. 

W
e should not bother to reach a 

consensus out of fear that hypotheti-
- ail persons com

plicit in P
resident 

'K
ennedy's m

urder are a m
enace to 

!dem
ocracy today. T

his is the para-
'm

id position. It m
i g ht have been a 

hig hly plausible feeling  in 
	tum

ult 
'of the '60sand 10s and a useful cor-
rective to the patriotic excesses of 

' the '80's. B
ut, w

ith the end of the 
_ C

old W
ar, assassination paranoia, 

like assassination secrecy, is hard to 
justify. W

ith the C
old W

ar over, w
e 

% should be confident enou
g h

 as a 
' C

ountry to face our once-secret his-
:tory—

w
ithout prejudice, denial or 

paranoia. 

' S
till, m

any tough-m
inded partisans w

ho have 
dom

inated both sides of the JFK
 debate for years 

say that seeking  assassination consensus is a 
fool's errand. T

he conspiracy theorists (or the 

m
edia. M

aybe I am
 biased because I 6 

edited an article the L
aF

ontaines 
w

rote for O
utlook about their find-

ings. B
ut the judicious findings of E

v-
an T

hom
as, the W

ashington bureau 
chief of N

ew
sW

eek and no conspiracy 
theorist, also attracted little com

-
m

ent. 
In his recent book about the C

IA
, 

"T
he V

ery B
est M

en," T
hom

as laid 
out the som

etim
es curious actions of 

top C
IA

 officials before and after 
secrecy is finally being lifted by the 

B
uckley, there is w

idespreao agree- 
review

 board, the lone nut-conspir-

m
ent; T

he g overnm
ent's of fi cial ver- acy" polem

ics are passe. 

	

' skin of K
ennedy's m

urder' has som
e 	

Second, w
e need t o for g e a com

- 

	

fl aw
s, but it is ultim

ately, irrational to 	

m
on understanding of K

ennedy's 

	

reject its essential C
onclusion. A

 lone 	
death that unites, not divides, the 
A

m
erican people. A

ny such under- 

	

m
it, no one else, w

as responsible. A
r- 	

standing m
ust be g in 'w

ith the com
- 

g um
ents to the contrary are but illus- m

on sense observation of the re-
tration of the paranoid style in A

m
eri; spected C

old W
ar historian M

ichael . 
can politics. 	

B
eschloss: that the m

ost likely ex-  

	

B
ycontrast, the W

est C
oast m

edia 	
planation for the cause of K

ennedy's 1 
elites (i.e., H

oll 	
lies in his policies. W

e m
ust 

yw
ood) are m

ore in death 

	

step w
ith public opinion. Stone's "JFIC

' 	
obtain docum

ents, know
n to exist 

	

is but one of a generation of feature 	
but still secret, about K

ennedy's co- 

	

' . fi lm
s that portray the hidden hand of 	

vert policies tow
ard C

uba and or g a- 

	

' 
undem

ocratic, forces lurkin g  behind 	
nized crim

e; about t he C
IA

 and 

	

.: the facade ofofficial history. In the 	
FB

I's know
ledge of the persons in- 

1993 
	

volved in these covert policies w
ho 

1993 film
 "In the L

ine of Fire,"'C
lint 

w
ere in D

allas in late 1963 and w
ho 

T
he view

_ of m
any national m

edia 
O

m
m

entators is that the A
m

erican 
people are slightly paranoid, irrational-
ly suspicious of their governm

ent, 
m

isled by dem
agogues. T

his view
 is  

particularly evident in the com
m

ents 

"the  leading:  E
ast C

oast journalists over 
the years. From

 retired W
ashington 

PoSteditor B
eii B

radlee to C
B

S. an-
cliotzm

an D
an R

ather;  from
 conserva-

tive colum
nist.  G

eorge W
ill to liberal 

B
ribe A

nthony Lew
is;  from

 the late 
leftist M

uckraker .I.F. ,Stone to the 
right-w

ing-philcisopher W
illiam

 . F. 

	

w
eighing

  in w
ith finely-tuned assess- 	

be a lone nut" but E
astw

ood angrily 

	

m
enu of the evidence about w

hat hap- 	
realizes that the agency bears insti- 

	

pened in D
allas that day. R

ather, the 	
tutional responsibility for him

. T
his 

	

people are using  the K
ennedy assassi- 	

rum
ination on the legacy of N

ov. 22, 

	

nation to dram
atize their suspicions of 	

1963 in the guise of a m
ultiplex ac- 

	

the m
ost secretive com

ponents of the 	
tion thriller w

as a huge hit. 

	

national security bureaucracy. T
hese 	

W
hen serious journalists have ven- 

	

suspicions continue to  resonate today; 	
tared into this tricky territory to pre- 

	

w
itness

' how
 w

illing som
e people are 	

sent and analyze new
 evidence m

ade 

	

to believe' allegations that the C
IA

 	
public since 1993. they have gotten 

foisted the crack cocaine epidem
ic on

com
paratively little attention. F

or 

	

A
m

erica in
.  the 1980s. D

ism
issal of 	

exam
ple, "O

sw
ald Talked," a provoc- 

	

such fears is a sure-fire recipe for 	
ative book by journalists R

ay and 

	

:deepening  popular contem
pt for the: 	

M
ary L

aFontaine of D
allas, w

as pub- 

	

.0.Iready m
uch-abused dem

ocratic pro-' 	
lished earlier this year and w

ent un- 
q
tss• .. 	

review
ed anyw

here in the national 

the nation's confusion and 	

played an a g ing Secret Ser- 
. • 	

• d
o
u
b
t 'ab

o
u
t K

en
n
ed

y
's 	

had contact the accused assassin; 
e need to take stock of w

hat vice ag ent haunted by his ow
n failure 

. 	
- 

	

m
urder. m

eans. W
hen C

B
S

 N
ew

s to react q uickly to the g unfire in D
e- 	

about the w
ithholding of such infor- 

po ters found that 49 percent of aley P
laza. D

ecades later, he finds - 

	

him
self taunted by another w

ould-be 	

m
ation from

 assassination investi ga- 

involved in the presidential assassin, a renegade C
IA

 

	

y " the 
m

ovie's term
 for a 	

tors. In pursuing this search, w
e  

sg hr oouu lpd s, n pot oli Stcio aa pel gc ore ated a sny o r pe ui rss to 
people surveyed in 1993 said they 'w

et  boy," 	
' 	

- 
tra

in
e
d
 k

ille
r. H

e
 m

a
y
 	

tions. 
believed the C

IA
 was 

assassination,
Ijennedy 
	they are not 	

T
hird, w

e need to respect the 
:om

plexity of history. T
here is no 

onger any doubt that L
ee H

arvey 
)sw

ald suddenly becam
e a fi g ure of 

strong interest to C
IA

-funded anti-
2astro C

ubans and a sm
all g roup of 

senior C
IA

 officials in the four 
m

onths before the assassination. 
Sonic of the C

ubans and A
m

ericans 
involved have talked about this. W

in 
Scott, the head of the C

IA
 station in 

• 

K
EN

N
ED

Y
, From

 C1 
;governm

ent's apologists) are em
o-

lionally and intellectually incapable 
of accepting  the overw

helm
ing  evi-

dence of L
ee H

arvey O
sw

ald's sole 
guilt (or the existence of conspira-
cy). So w

hy bother? 
:1  W

e should bother because of the 
undim

inished centrality of N
ov. 22, 

190 w
in the A

m
erican im

agination. 
T

he. K
ennedy assassination is a fac-

tor 'in :the crisis of legitim
acy that 

now
 underm

ines the U
.S

. govern-
m

ent's ability to address a w
ide vari-

ety of public ills. In 1964, the first 
year that the governm

ent failed to 
offer a convincing  account of the 
-P

tesident's m
urder; 76 percent of 

:the A
m

erican people had a great 
deal of confidence in 	

rn 
th

eir g
o
v
e-

i•rtent;  in 1996, the figure is 19 per-
;cent. T

he inability of the govern-
,fite

n
t to

 p
re

se
n
t a

 c
re

d
ib

le
 

, 
!explanation of how

 K
ennedy w

as 



N
ov, 22,.1963 and added a-variety of 

interesting details 'from
 previously 

unavailable sources. H
e concluded, 

that "there is no evidence that the 
C

IA
 itself som

ehow
 becam

e sucked 
into an assassination conspiracy," a 
form

ulation that tacitly accepts • the 
possibility that persons not, institu- 
tionally affiliated w

ith the C
I

A 
	did 

plot. T
hom

as's finding can certainly 
be debated, but it is reasonably stat-
ed and defensible—

the sort of projm
-

sition that can help build consensus. - 
T

he paranoid stance of m
any (but 

not all) JF
K

 conspiracy theorists is 
less helpful. T

he entrepreneurS w
ho 

traffic in JFK
 speculation (the chauf-

feur did it, the three tram
ps did. it,. 

Jim
m

y H
offa did .it, the Freeinasons  

did it) have trivialized history. T
hey .  

have played fast 'and looSe w
ith the 

evidence, and w
ith the reputations of ' 

people w
ho assuredly had nothing do 

w
ith K

ennedy's m
urder. 

It is' understandable that.- som
e -. 

people have grow
n w

eary ,o
f th

e 
"W

ho Shot , JFK
?" debate. T

he. yak ,;, 
m

ajority of A
m

erican adults---con-. 
cerned but not crazy, interested O

ut 
not obsessed—

have no reason to be 
satisfied w

ith the 'com
peting m

ythol-
ogies of the K

ennedy assassination 
story. T

he notion that O
sw

ald acted 
alone has high-level validation but lit-
tle persuasive pow

er. T
he notion of 

dirty tricks around K
ennedy'S

 m
ur-

der has persuasive pow
er N

it lacks 
coherence and haS little official vali-
dation. O

ne of the M
ost shocking m

oo- 
m

ents in A
m

erican life still has not 
found its place in A

m
erican history. . 

I
s consensus possible? I believe it ; 
is, if public discussion can follow

 
a' few

 basic principles as the full 
h
isto

rical ' reco
rd

 „co
n
tin

u
es to

 
em

erge. 
 

First, it's tim
e to let go of the sim

-
plistic "conspiracy vs. lone nut" para- . 
digm

 w
hich both the tabloids and the 

m
ainstream

 m
edia habitually use tip 

fram
e the JFK

 debate. T
his dialog of 

the deaf w
as -the result of the gov-

ernm
ent's secrecy about the assassi-

nation and its investigatory after 
m

ath
. N

o
w

 th
at th

e sh
ro

u
d
 o

f 

M
exico, discussed it in a chapter of 

an unpublished m
em

oir suppressed 
by the agency. until 1993. A

 retired 
senior C

IA
 counterintelligence offi-

cer w
hom

. I interview
ed in 1994 

spoke of a "keen interest" in O
s-

W
ald's C

uba-related activities. T
hus 

the gunfire in D
ealey Plaza, no m

at-
ter w

ho perpetrated it; represented, 
an extraordinary failure in national 
security intelligence-gathering and 
dissem

ination. W
e cannot under7 

stand this failure—
and the cover-up 

of it—
until w

e see all the decisions 
• that w

ent into it. ' 	
_ 

Fourth, only the A
m

erican rieople 

can m
ake certain that all docum

ents 
are released. S

om
e w

ill argue that 
all the inform

ation relevant to K
en-

nedy's m
urder w

as voluntarily re-
. leased by executive branch agencies 
. years ago and that the rem

aining top 
secret docum

ents are irrelevant to 
the judgm

ent of history. W
e should 

not be w
illfully naive. 

T
he F

B
I, and to a lesser extent 

the C
IA

, are still resisting the re. 
view

 board's declassification orders. 
W

ith a staff of only 25 and funding 
that is scheduled to run out in less 
than a year; the review

 board is not 
likely to w

in its O
ngoing disputes  

w
ith E

xecutive B
ranch agencies. 

U
unless it has strong support from

 
the public and the m

edia. ' 
T

here is still m
uch w

ork to be done 
to' catalog and analyze the new

 evi-
dence but the grounds for consensus 
are now

 em
erging. T

he story of the 
K

ennedy -assassination and the m
ys-

tery that has surrounded it for the last 
33-years is not a saga of an im

m
ense 

and m
onolithic conspiracy. N

or . is it 
sim

ply, the tale of alone nut. R
ather it 

is a chapter in the history of the C
old 

W
ar, a cautionary tale for the next 

generation of A
m

ericans about the 
perils'of secrecy in a dem

ocracy. .. 


