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That Time We Huddled Together in Disbelief 
by Priscilla IticZillan 

["In psychological terms, the Kennedy 
assassination and the Nixon impeachment 
are nothing more than paraphrases of 
each other."] 



• T
H

E
 N

E
W

 Y
O

R
K

 T
IM

E
S

, T
H

U
R

S
D

A
Y

, N
O

V
E

M
B

E
R

 2
2

,1
9

7
3

 • 

N
YTim

e$ 	
N

O
V

 2 2 1973 

T
hat T
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e W
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isbelief 
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y P

riscilla M
cM
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 T

he W
arren 

C
om

m
ission said it all nine years ago: 

L
ee H

arvey O
sw

ald killed P
resident 

K
ennedy and did it alone. T

he com
-

m
ission's report, the m

ost com
pletely 

docum
ented story of a crim

e ever put 
together, has been challenged, but its 
m

o
u
n
tain

 o
f p

o
sitiv

e ev
id

en
ce 

has 
never been refuted. 

Y
et m

an
y
 if n

o
t m

o
st A

m
erican

s 
still believe after ten years that there 
is m

ore to the K
ennedy assassination 

th
an

 th
at, th

at O
sw

ald
 d

id
 n

o
t d

o
 it 

alo
n
e, o

r th
at so

m
eb

o
d
y
 else k

illed
 

K
en

n
ed

y
. T

h
ere are a h

o
st o

f o
u
t-

lan
d

ish
 co

n
sp

iracy
 th

eo
ries, an

y
 o

f 
w

hich contradict each other, and yet  

m
an

y
 ratio

n
al p

eo
p
le co

n
tin

u
e n

o
t 

only to believe but passionately to de-
fend them

. 
W

hy? T
he answ

er of course is in 
the em

otions, in the deeper, the still 
u
n
settled

 feelin
g
s m

o
st A

m
erican

s 
h

av
e ab

o
u
t th

at trau
m

atic ev
en

t in
 

D
allas. 
A

nd once these feelings are exam
-

ined—
and conspiracy theories put be-

hind—
a startling truth appears. T

his 
truth is that the unresolved residue of 
em

otion A
m

ericans have about P
resi-

dent K
ennedy's death com

es from
 the 

sam
e deep pyschological 

recesses 
as 

th
e em

o
tio

n
s w

h
ich

 are creatin
g

 at 
least so

m
e o

f th
e d

o
u
b
ts ab

o
u
t im

-
peaching P

resident N
ixon, 

In psychological term
s, the K

ennedy 
assassination and •the N

ixon im
peach-

m
en

t are n
o

th
in

g
 m

o
re th

an
 p

ara-
phrases of each other. 

T
h
e p

h
en

o
m

en
o
n
 at th

e h
eart o

f 
each

 is p
arricid

e, th
e m

u
rd

er o
f th

e 
father by the son. 

F
reu

d
 said

 th
at p

arricid
e w

as "th
e , 

prim
al crim

e of hum
anity." A

ccording 
to psychoanalytic interpretation, the 
son, yearning deep in the unconscious 
to possess his m

other, desires to kill 
his father, to dispossess him

 from
 his 

m
other by force, by m

urder if neces-
sary

. F
earfu

l th
at th

e fath
er, w

h
o
 is  

bigger and m
ore pow

erful, w
ill punish 

'h
im

 b
y
 castratio

n
, th

e so
n
 rep

resses 
the w

ish to kill, and, in the F
reudian 

an
d
 o

th
er w

id
ely

 accep
ted

 in
terp

re-
tations, it is this act of repression that 
lies at the heart of all neuroses. 

T
he assassination of P

resident K
en-

nedy w
as a parricide, an enactm

ent in 
th

e p
o

litical aren
a o

f th
e an

cien
t 

d
ram

a. O
sw

ald
, it is tru

e, lack
ed

 a 
fath

er. H
is m

o
th

er w
as fath

er an
d
 

m
o
th

er b
o
th

. Y
et in

 sp
ite o

f th
e in

-
co

m
p
leten

ess o
f th

e fam
ily

 circle, 
O

sw
ald had the O

edipal em
otions. L

ike 
m

o
st p

eo
p
le, an

d
 all n

eu
ro

tics, b
e 

failed
 to

 reso
lv

e th
em

. B
u

t, u
n

lik
e 

m
ost, he chose to enact the unresolved 

part of the dram
a—

violently. F
eelings 

that w
ere originally confined w

ithin 
h
is fam

ily
 w

ere d
isp

laced
 o

u
tw

ard
, 

into politics, against the father of the 
country. T

o O
sw

ald, and to the rest of 
us, the em

otional significance of the 
dead w

as that of parricide. 
T

w
isted though they w

ere, the feel-
ings that w

ere in O
sw

ald are in us all. 
B

ecause he is so relentlessly visible, 
the P

resident is alive in our em
otions. 

H
e aw

akens the keenest m
em

ories and 
feelings. P

resident K
ennedy's attrac-

tiv
en

ess, h
is ch

arm
 sp

read
 o

v
er u

s 
lik

e a m
an

tle, m
ad

e th
e feelin

g
s h

e 
evoked m

ore poignant still. W
e hold  

onto conspiracy theories because they 
are a d

efen
se, a screen

, a b
arrier, 

against having to accept those feelings 
in ourselves. 

T
he suspiciouslm

 irrational feature 
of our behavior tow

ard the im
peach-

m
ent of P

resident N
ixon is that here 

ag
ain

 w
e are d

em
an

d
in

g
 m

o
re ev

i-
dence of guilt w

hen the evidence al-
ready is overw

helm
ing. T

here are legal 
and political reasons, of course. T

he 
accusations of crim

es require careful 
proof. B

ut there seem
 to be em

otional 
reaso

n
s, to

o
. T

h
e d

em
an

d
 fo

r m
o
re 

and m
ore evidence is a blind, an ob-

stacle w
e are raisin

g
 to

 escap
e th

e 
truth of our ow

n em
otions. 

T
oday it is w

e w
ho are challenged 

to be the executioners. T
he rifle and 

the bullet are m
issing, but the feelings 

underneath are the sam
e: the prim

al 
w

ish to kill the father, guilt and hor-
ro

r o
v
er th

is an
d
, at last, a d

esire to
 

protect him
, to keep him

 in his place 
after all. 

A
nd so, like H

am
let, w

hipsaw
ed by 

co
n
flictin

g
 em

o
tio

n
s o

f d
esire to

 
avenge his father's death and guilt at 
h

av
in

g
 d

esired
 th

at v
ery

 d
eath

, 
w

e 
hesitate. 

P
riscilla M

cM
illan is w

riting a b
o
o
k o

n
 

the K
ennedy assassination. 


