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EDWARD JAY EPSTEIN 
 has written an important 

addition •to the considerable 
• bibliography on the assassi-
nation of President John F. 
Kennedy. Epstein's focus is 
on the Warren Commission 
created by President John-
s o n 's executive order "to 
evaluate all the facts and cir-
cumstances surrounding such 
assassination." 

In his preface, the author 
observes "most of the writing 
on the assassination to date 
falls into two diametrically 
opposed categories: demon-
ology and blind faith. Writers 
in both groups seem to sub-
scribe to an assumption of 
governmental omnipotence—
that government can do 
whatever it sets out to do. 
Then the demonologists rea-
son that as all the facts were 
n a t revealed, the Warren 
Commission must have been 
party to a conspiracy to sup-
press evidence. 

Impossible Task 
"The blindly faithful reason 

that as the Warren Commis-
sion would not be party to a 
conspiracy, all the pertinent 
evidence must therefore be 
known. It should be noted 
that this study rejects both 
lines of reasoning because it 
rejects the common assump-
tion on which they are based." 

For a less than omnipotent 
body, the Commission faced 
a well nigh impossible task. 
Its report clearly delineates 
its awareness that its investi-
gation was not an ideal sub-
stitute for the constitutionally 
guaranteed trial by jury Jack 
Ruby had denied to Lee Har-
vey Oswald. As the Commis-
sion cryptically noted: "un-
der our system there is no 
provision for a posthumous 
trial." 

Epstein's is a scholarly, 
careful, well-organized analy-
sis of how the Commission 
did its job. He reviews its 
composition, structure, oper-
ation and its conclusions. His 
research has convinced him 
that the Commission was 
pursuing two major objec-
tives. One was to investigate 
the facts of the assassination. 
The other was to abate ru-
mors and to restore Ameri-
can prestige abroad. 

This second task, the au-
t h o r believes, handicapped 
the Commission from its very 
inception. Its members had 
t o be of necessity widely 
known and respected men. 
B u t inevitably, they were 
also busy men occupied with 
other duties who could devote 
to little time and effort to 
t h e Commission. Further, 
they were isolated from their 
staff which, though able and 
dedicated, lacked a cadre of 
skilled investigators. Politi-
cal concerns were present; 
the first nominee for its chief 
counsel was rejected by the 
group as "too controversial." 
And time was very much of 
the essence resulting in work 
left unfinished and a final re-
port rather hurriedly drafted. 

Contradictory 
But most important of all, 

Epstein sees the Commis-
sion's dual purpose as contra- 

dictory. He sees the Commis-
sion constantly faced with 
t w o choices whenever the 
search for facts proved a ru-
mor damaging to national in-
terest and prestige to be true. 
"Would information be ex-
posed regardless of conse-
quences?" Or would it be 
"dispelled regardless of the 
fact it were true?" 

To Epstein the second ob-
jective became the Commis-
sion's dominant purpose. As 
an example, he cites its fail-
ure to really explore the alle-
gation that Lee Harvey Os-
wald had been a paid FBI 
informer. He writes, "It 
could have investigated the 
rumor itself and called as 
witnesses the persons known 
to be the immediate source." 
Instead, "the entire matter 
was turned over to the FBI—
the Commission relied solely 
on the FBI's word." 

Another choice was made 
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in deciding that one assassin 
and one only was responsible 
for firing the shots that killed 
the President and wounded 
Governor Connally. Epstein 
traces the complex ballistics, 
medical and direct evidence 
involved and questions the 
Commission's 	conclusions. 
He is convinced that "if the 
Commission had made it 
clear that very substantial 
evidence indicated the pres-
ence of a second assassin, it 
would have opened a Pando-
ra's box of doubts and suspi-
cions. In establishing its ver-
sion of the truth, the Warren 
Commission acted to reas-
sure the nation and protect 
the national interest." 

Epstein is not saying that 
Oswald was a paid FBI in-
former or that if he was, this 
in itself had any relevance to 
the President's death. Nor 
does he assert that there was 
a second assassin. But he 
properly criticizes a seeming 
reluctance to pursue contro-
versial speculation to a more 
definite conclusion and an un-
willingness to settle for un-
certainty when certainty 
seemed impossible. 

A Larger Question 
Implicit in the Epstein 

study is a larger question. He 
is concerned with what he 
calls the "general problem of 
truth-finding in a political en-
vironment." He believes the 
Commission f aced a time 
when "the nation's faith in its 
awn institutions was held to 
be at stake," and adds "it is 
thus important to consider to  

what degree, if at all, this 
consideration affected t h e 
truth-finding process of • the 
Warren Commission." 

Government increasingly 
seems incapable of recog-
nizing the ability of its citi-
zens to deal with reality, no 
matter how bitter, no matter 
how grave. Some of this is 
self-serving, some a facet of 
bureaucracy, some a cynical 
lack of faith, some indiffer-
ence or ignorance, some in-
advertent. But whatever the 
cause, both the government 
and the governed suffer. 

T o President Kennedy's 
death,  the Nation reacted 
with shock and indignation. 
But its mood was essentially 
one of grief, not fear or rage, 
of quiet strength under ad-
versit y, of sadness and  

mourning for a good man 
struck down before •the fulfill-
ment of his promise for 
greatness. 

T h e Commission's report 
describes the President's as-
sassination as "a cruel and 
shocking act of violence di-
rected against a man, a fami-
ly, a nation and against all 
mankind." Such a crime, 
perhaps, can never be ex-
plained, only deeply regret-
ted. 

The Warren Commission's 
job was an unenviable one, 
destined by the total circum-
stances of the Kennedy, Os-
wald murders to search for 
facts that could not reveal 
the truth beyond all reason•a-
b 1 e doubt. Epstein's book, 
written from this perspec-
tive, offers both criticism and 
understanding_of its work. 


