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ABSTRACT

"COVERING THE BQDY™:
THE KEMNEDY ASSASSINATION
AND
THE ESTABLISHHENT OF JOURNALISTIC AUTHORITY

Barbie Zelizer
Professaor Larry Gross (Chairperson)d

This sastudy explores the narrahbive reconstruction by,
journalists of the story of John F. Kennedy’'s
assassination. It examines how American Jjournalists have
turned their retellings of assassination coverage into
stories about themselves, promoting themselves ag the
event’s authorized spokespecple. 4t  heart of their
attempts to do so are issues of rhetorical legitimation,
narrative adjustment and collective memory, all of which
undergcore how Journalists establish themselves as an
suthoritative interpretive community.

The study is based on systematic examination of the
narratives by which journalists have told the
aggassination atory over the 27 years szsince Kennedy died.
Narratives were taken from public published discourse

which appeared between 1963 and 1950 in the printed preass,
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docunentary films, television retrospectives, trade press
and professional reviews.

The study found that journalists” authority for the
event was rarely grounded in practice, for covering
Kennedy’s death was <fraught with problems for journalists
seeking to legitimate themselves as professionals. Rather,
their authority was grounded 1in rhetoric, in the
narrativea by which journalisté have recast their coverage
as professional triumph and given themasslves a central
role as the assassination story’s authorized retellers.
Their narratives have allowed them to recast instinctual
and improvizgory dimensions of practice as the nmark of a
true professional, while attending to larger agendas about
journalistic professionalismk, shifting boundaries of
cultural authority and the legitimation of televigion
news. All of this has made the Kennedy assamsination a
gritical incident for American journalists, through which
they have negotiated the hows and whys of journalistic
practice, suthority and community.

This study thereby showed that journalists practice
rhetorical legitimation in a circular fashion,'circulating
their narratives circulated in ayastematic and strategic

ways across medium and news organization. Journalistes use



disgcourse about events to address what they see as iszsues
central to their lagitimation‘ and consolidation as a
professional interpretive community. This suggests that

$e

the function of Journalistic discourse is not only to
relay news but to help journalists promote themselves as

cultural authorities for events of the “real world."™
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INTRODUCTION



CHAPTER ONE
NARRATIVE, COLLECTIVE MENMNORY AND JOURNALISTIC AUTHORITY

Common sense is guite wrong in thinking that the

past is fixed, immutable, invariable, as against

the ever-changing flux of the present. On the

contrary, at least within our own consciousness,

the past is malleable and flexible, constantly

changing as our recollection reinterprets and

reexplains what has happened *.

The &ability of Jjournalists to promote themselves as
authoritative and credible spokespeople for events of the
“"real world" has long been an unspoken given in
journalistic préctice. From discussions about Watergate to
recollections of +the Hindenburg A&Affair, the world of
journalism is cluttered with activities that should
generate dquestions about journalists’ right to position
and perpetuate themselves as spokespeople for events. Yet
audiences - and analysts - have insufficiently considered
what makes journalists bhetter equipped +than others to
offer a "preferred" version of events, particularly those
events =aituated beyond +the grasp of everyday life. Both
have similarly aveided asking how Journalists ascribe to
themselves such a power of interpretation, or how it
carries them from one news event to another. In short, the
boundaries of Journalists’ cultural authority have

remained largely unexplored simply because few people have

bothered to ask questions about them.



This study of the cultural authority of journalists

aims to address such an oversight. It examines how
journalists have eztablished themselves as authorized
apokespecple of the eventa of the “"real world." It doea =c

by examining the eastabliahment and perpaetuation of
journalista as authorized apokespeople for one event - the
assassination of John F. Kennedy. Through the narratives
by which Jjournalists have reccunted their coverage of the
event over the past twenty-zeven years, it exploreas how
journalistse have made the assassination story as much into
a sastory about American Jjournalists as about America’s 34th
Fresident. In so doing, they have satrategically shaped
their position as cultural auvthorities for telling +the

events of the "real world."

THE WORKINGS OF CULTURAL AUTHORITY AND MEMORY

Positioning certain groups or individusls as cultural
anthoritiesz haa long been a problem of contemporary life,
particularly in a mediated age. Ongoing debates about
acceptable notions of expertise, domination and power have
occupied individuals in all aspects of everyday life.
Which particular set of gualities invests one group, Or
one individusal, with more authority than another has
generated extensive discourse about the workings by which

authority is seen as being most effectively realized.



For groups involved in public discourse, guestions of
authority are reduced to how spaakers promote
autﬁoritative versicns of real-life events through the
stories they tell. Investing speakers with authority takes
place through the effective circulation of codes of
knowledge among members of the groups to which they
belong. This recsalls Durkhein’s notion of collective
rapresentations, which suggests that groups atructure
through representation collective wavs of understanding
the world around them #. It suggests that notions of
authority, like other collective representations, are
arrived at by members of groups who give them meaning.

Knowledge about cultural authoerity is assumed here to
work in non-linear ways. Through c¢ircular interaction,
knowledge ie effectively circulated and recirculated.
According to Anthony Giddens,

the structural properties of social szystems are
both the medium and the ocutcome cof the practices

£t

that constitute those aystems #,
The easuggestion that =ocisal actora resct to others at the
same time azs they are being reacted to means that
knowledge about authority ia codified, then fed back to
ita codifiers, who codify it vet again.

Cultural authority is thus posited as a goal in need
of satrategic accompliszhment. Hembera of all sorts of

groups codify knowledge so as to génerate solidarity - and
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hence control - over other members. Codifying knowledge
helps individuals act in collective, and hence,
controllabkle, ways, making the perpetuation of collectives
more feasible. At the same time, the successful
codification of knowledge produces authorities who are
better wversed in its particulars. This has generated broad

guestions over who constitutes a cultural authority, or

how one establishes and perpetuates onaeself as an
authority.
The workings of cultural auvthority becone

particularly intereating when realized through the form of
collective memory. Collective memory offers cu;tural
arbiters a sgpecific dimension on which to exercise the
full spread of their power across time and space. It is,
in G.H. Mead’'s view, & way of using the past to give
meaning to the present “., Using memory as an "“instrument
of reconfiguration'" rather +than retrieval has been most
effectively discussed in the work of Maurice Halbwachs ¥,
In Halbwach’s view, collective memory constitutes memories
of a shared past by those who experience it. Collective
memories are envisaged from the viewpoint of the group,
whose conacioua and strategic efforta .have kept it alive
, Reﬁembering, and forgetting, helps groups and
ingtitutiona *locate in memory an earlier version of self

with which to measure the current version" 7. Collective



menory reflects 8 group’s codified knowledge over itime
about what 1is important, preferred and appropriaste.
Relevant +to this discussion is the notion of critical
incidents, by which members of groups and institutions
locate certain events in collective memory in a way that
helps them reinterpret collective notions of practice.
Critical incidents are what Claude Levi-Strauss once
called "hot moments," +those moments or events through
which a society or culture assesszes its significance 2,
They provide moments in discourse by which members of
groups are able to negotiate their own boundaries of
practice, through discussion and cultural argumentation 2.
Theae ideas bear particular relevance for an
exanination of journalistic sasuthority, the sgpecific case
of cultural avthority by which journasliata determine their
right +to present authoritative versions of the world
through stories of real-life events. Journalists have long
had acceess  to varied aituations - | technological,
narrative, institutional and othere - through which they
have effectively perpetuated their memories of critical

incidents. Their ability to shapse memnories in accordance

with what they zes as preferred and strategically
important has directly affected their assumption of
rogitions of cultural authority. In other words,

dournalistas’ nmenorieas of certain strategic eavents have



long been fashieoned in accordance with collective aims of
establishing themselves as an independent interpretive
comnmunity, although this is one aspect of jJournalistic

practice that has rarely bsen sxamined.

THE SPECTIPFIC CASE OF JOURNALISTIC AUTHORITY

Notions of authority have long figured among
journalista as a key to their efficient production and
presentation of news. HNuch journalistic practice haz been
seen as a type of “undercover work,” where Jjournalists
have pregented events through explanatory £frames that
construct reality but reveal neither the secrets;, sources
nor methods of such a process *%, Journalism has
traditionally displaved only partial pictures of real-life
events to audiences, and Jjournalists have rarely made
explicit the authority they use to change '"guasi" or
partial acéounts inte complete chronicles of events. At
the =ame time, journalists’ mode of event selection,
formation énd presentation ultimately hinges on how they
justify their decisions to construct the news in one way
and not ancther, bringing some notion of authority
directly intoc the daily accomplishmrent of journalistic
work. Acting appropriately "as journalists" thus depends
on a reporter’s ability to change codified knowledge in
consensual ways., Collective mnemory, as the vessel of

codified knowledge across time and space, reflects a



reshaping of the parameters of appropriate practice
through which journalists construct themselves as cultural
authorities.

Journalistic authority helps explain journalistic
practice in two ways: OUne has to do with the stature of
journalism &as a profession; the other is the notion that
au£harity la basically an act of tranemiasion.

JOURNALISTIC COMMUNITY: FROM PROFESEICN TO
INTERPRETIVE COMMUNITY

Journalists have been generally organized into
communities with requisite bodies of codified knowledge
via the notion of "professions" %32, Professions have been
defined as an ideclogical orientation toward the
production of work, realized via certain combinations of
askill, autonomy, training and education, testing of
competence, organization, codes of conduct, licensing and
service orientation *¥®., Taken together, these traits
generate a shared notion of community for the individuals
who comprize asuch communitiesa.

Standardized codea of knowledge play a2 large part in
maintaining and perpetuating traitse of professionalism, at
the same time as they help professionals to maintain
themselves as communities *#, Everett Hughes’ much-cited
reformulation of "“ia this occupation a profession' int§

“"what are the circumstances in which people in an



occupation attempt to turn it into a profession and

themgselves intoc professional people” signalled such a
concern *%. Via sastandardized codes of knowledge, Hughes
suggested, “profession® was turned into a symbolic label

for a desired shared status of actors i%,

Examining Journalism as a profession, however, has

vielded an unclear picture., Unlike the "classically-
defined" profegsions of nedicine or law, where
profesaionals legitimate their actions wvia socially-

recognized pathsa of training, education or licensing, the
trappinga of profeszionaliasam have not been required for
journalists to practice in the profession: Journalists
therefore do not readily attend ijournalism schools and
training programs or vread journalism textbooks *®, Codes
of journalistic behavior are not written down, with
training considered instead a '"combination of osmosis and
fiat" *¥., Journalistic codes of ethice remzin largely non-
existent, and most Journalists routinely reject licensing
procedures 18, Journalistes are also unattracted to
professional associations, with the largest professional
asgociation - the Society of Professional Journalists,
Sigma Delta Chi - claiming only 17% membership of Anerican
Journaliate *2,

Journalists thereby act as members of a professionsal

collective in only a limited sense. Their rejection of
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training and prescribed codea of conduct, licensing and
profeazional organizations, or codes of ethics suggests
that the "profession" of Jjournalism has not sufficiently
addresaed the needs of its journalist members. &s one
researcher suggested, “the modern Jjournalist is of =

profeszion but not in one... the institutional forms of

professionalism likely will always =lude thée journalist™

Two features of journalism have been moast affected
through a near-exclusive understanding of journalists as
“professional®” communities. One has been the emergent view
of Jjournalists as "unsuccessful professioconals”: In  this
light, journalistiec profeasionaliam is faulted for
promoting  Ytrained incapacity™ Wi, HNewsa profeassionalism
is seen as emerging from specific methods of work
{particularly, identifying and werifying facts? rather
than answering to a combination of (supposedly laudatory?

e

predetermineaed traita or conditions ®=%. Thisa perhaps
explains why contemporary Jjournalists have continued to
cling to the notion of a fully-describable "ocbjective"
world, despite the incressing popularity of philosophical
and sociological views to the contrary #%,

Another feature affected by the enphagis on

professionalism are thosme traits of journalism not found

in other occupatione and therefore not part of nore
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general perspectives on professionalismi Host obvious here
are the generic and stylistic considerations of news
narrative. “"How to tell a news-story,” distinctions
betweaen fact and fiction, general satylistic determinents
and apecific conventiona of the news genre - all have
occupied journalists for decade= yet are present in few
discussions of journalistic professionalism =4,

This suggests that existing models of professions
have offered a basically restrictive way of viewing
journalistic practice, Jjournalistic “"professionalism,"
journalistic communities and collective lore, and, hence,
journalistic autheority. The organization of Journalists
into professional collectives has not provided a complete
picture of how and why journalism worke. This does not
mean that the collectivity represented by professionalism
doas not exist among Jjournalists=. It does suggest,
however, that it may be gensrated by notions other than
those offered by formalirzed codes of profegeionalism.

Viewing journalists as an informally-coalesced
interpretive community suggests an alternate way of
examining their collectivity. Socioclogical studies of news
organizations have long maintained that journalists’ high
degree of specialization and expertise has pfompted the
replacement of vwvertical management with horizcontal

management, thereby substituting collegial authority for
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hierarchial authority =%, Journalists absorb rules,
boundaries and a sense of appropriateness about their
actions without ever actually being informed of +them by
superiors. This generally laigsez-faire environment,
called by Tunstall a ‘'nmon-routine bureaucracy,™ has
generated a certain degree of "creative avtonomy” for and
among Jjournalistas ®=%. It is against the background of auch
creative auvtonomy that a asnse of journalistic community
emerges. Within these boundaries, cultural discuassion
takes place, with journalists accomplishing work by
negotiating, discussing and challenging other journalists.
This suggests the existence of a shared collective or
institutional frame which both exists beyond specific news
organizations and upon which journalists  rely when
engaging in cultural discussion and argumentation.

All of this highlights the relevance of examining
journalists as an interpretive community. An interpretive
community is defined by Hymes as a group - called a
Y"epaech conmanity™ - that 1ia united by its shared
interpretations of reality ®¥%, Fish furthers the notion by
claiming that interpretive communitiesx are those who
produce texts and ‘"determine the shape of what is read"™
CX

Scholarship in anthropology, folklore and literary

-atudies holds +that interpretive communities display



certain patterns of authority, communication and memory in
their dealings with each other #%, a point exemplified by
journalists’ regular references to stories about Walter
Cronkite or Watergate in their discussions of appropriats
journalism. The idea that journalists constitute an
interpretive community, a group that authenticatezs itaelf
through interpretations furthered by its narratives and
rhetoric, suggests that they circulate knowledge amongs£
thenselves through channels other than the textbooks,
training coursez and credentislling procedures atresased by
formalized codes of professionalism, and that they have
ways of collectively legitimating their actions that have
little to do with the profeasion’s formalized
accoutrements. This does not mean that other professional
conmunitises, such as doctors or lawyers, de not do the
same. Nor does it mean that the journalistic community is
not concerned with professionalism, enly that it activates
its concern through its discourse about itsgelf, and the
ccllective memories on which it is based.

Such an idea directs the analytical focus of
Journalists toward alternate attributes of commpunity -
guch a& the individual, organization and inatitution, or
structure of the profesaion - all of which may provide
different notivations for eastablishing journalistic

authority than those implied by discussions of different
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Jjournaliatic tasks and rovtines, It suggeztsa that
commonplace dizcourgs about distinctiona between reporters
- sguch asg  thosge differentiating beat reporters from
generalists, columnists from copy-writers, anchorpersocns
from health correspondents - may figure less centrally in
journalisgtic digcourse than notivations concerning the
individual, organization and institution, and structure of
the profession. In other words, professional litersature
may have done little to elucidate the role discourse plays
in unifying journalists into an interpretive community.
This study thus examines the Jjournalistic community
not only as a profession, as suggested by =sociology, but
as an interpretive community, as suggeated by literary
gtudies, Ffolklore and anthropology. Such & coneideration
explores the narrative relay of collective codes - of
knowledge, a8 they exist in both tacit and euplicit
discursive forms B, substituting commonly-regarded

distinctions between journalistas with dimensions assumed

to figure into the workings of Jjournalism as an
interpretive community - individual dimensions,
organizational/institutional dimensions, and

professional/structural dimensions, each of which will be
shown +to interact in journalists’ promotion of themselves
as an interpretive community. Through shared narrative

lore, reportersa eapouse collective values and notions that
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help them preduce and present news. This suggests that
journalists function together as much as apart, presumably
guided by certain notions thet are suggested in their
narratives, Thia study therehy raiszes & number of
questionsa abount how journalizts use narrative to
legitimate their right as a community to presant the news,
How are such narratives perpetuated? What role, if anvy,
does authority play in the construction and perpetuation
of certain narratives over others? How do Jjournalists
arrive at seemingly "collective" ways of legitimating
their actions and shared assumptions about their
anthority? How do narratives change over time and space?
What role does memory play in generating a body of
collective knowledge? Approaching the ijournalistic
community as an interpretive community thus attends to the

eatablishment of authority through narrative.

JOURNALISTIC AUTHORTITY: ¥ROM TRANSMISSTION TO RITUAL

## second reascon that a consideration of journalistic
authority enhances understanding of journalistic practice
has to do with conceptions of authority already in the
field. MHMedia researchers have not provided a complete
picture of the relevance of journalistic authority for
Journalists. For roughly the past decade, they have reliéd
upocn notions of linearity, effect and influence in

Conceptualizing relevant angles of “journalistic
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authority.” Authority has been conceptualized in three
bagic ways - as an effect on audiences, an effect on
organizational actors, or an effect on wide-ranging socio-

cultural systems.

Studies of political effects have conceptualized
journalistic authority as a one-on-one correllation
hetwaen "what Journaliats say" and "what audiences
believe' =*. Thias focus adopts a linear perspective as a
frame for the entire communication process, with
journalistic authority - or "credibility" - seen as a3

function of the believability it induces in audiences.
Journalistic auvthority is evaluated in accordance with the
proportional slice of audiences that appraise a news-story
{and, by implication, a Jjournalist or medium) as
believable. Authority is thus ultimately reduced to the
tangible effect it is seen as having on audiences. Aas
Weaver and Rimmer maintain, they are interested in ss=eing
“how credible (trustworthy, unbiased, complete, accurate)
newapapars and televizion news were pergosived (hy
audiences) to be* ==,

4 sasecond group of studies, tentatively labelled here
“"organizational studies, " has regarded journalistic
authority as a set of strategies by which actors jockey
for power within +the news organization *%, Journalistic

authority is seen here as the power by which journalists
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co-exliat as organizational actors. These agtudies have
focused on organizational strategies which allow
journalists to generate authority as organizational
agtors. Derived from Warren Breed’s c¢classic study of
social control in the newsroom 4%, they hold that
journalists are engaged in strategic behavior to gain
influence over cthers. Strategies by which this occurs
include time management, impoging predictable frames for
organizing resources, mitigating interpersonal conflict,
routinization and purpoasive beshavior =%,

Yet a third body of  atudies has applied a linear
frame to larger gocio-cultural configurations B
Journaliastic authority is seen here as & social
construction reflecting larger socioc-cultural guestions of
power and domination. "Authority" is taken as a marker for
some ‘socio-economic or political power which determines
how news is constructed. Gallagher, for example, contends
that media performances are determined by media ownership
#¥ . 0Other studies have focused on how external issues of
power and domination are co-opted within news discourse
g ) o

Ezch of these three conceptions thereby reflesctas a
bhazically linear view of the communication procesa. By

examining how suthority is effected on others, they echo

what has beaen called a “transmigsion™ viaew of
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communication, "the extansion of méaaageg across gecgraphy
for the purpos= of control, «so@hd influence'" %, While
"non-tranamigsion’ dimensions undoubtedly figure within
such concaptions, they nonetheless subordinate ail
considerations of authority to a consideration of its
effect on others. This has tailored explorationas of
journalistic authority to notions of influence, ignoring
its possible internally-directed effects on those who make
messages, the communicators.

Yet an alternate wview of authority is offered by
folklore and anthropoclegy, where authority ig viewed
primarily as an act of ritwal that binds mnembers of
conmmunities together in  atrastegic wayas. Victor Turner
views rituasls gz momente in a&apace and time where groups
are soclidified by gquestioning authority “®. Roger Abrahams
regards cultural performances of all sorts as a means of
internal group authentication **. James Carey maintains
that the rituwal view of communication lis “the sacred
ceremony which draws persons together in fellowship and
commonality...through sharing, participation, association,
fellowship and the possession of a commen faith®™ =%,
Ritual sete up periods of marked intensification and gives
members of a community a way to gquestion and ratify basic
notiona about authority. In this view, aunthority is seen

88 a ceongtruct of community, functioning as the stuff that
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keeps communities together. Thig allows observers to ask
how authority creates a sense of community among the
connunicators who employ it. All of this has particular
relavance for Journalists, for.it addregaea previously-
unanaweread gqueastiona about how journalisasts use
credibility, power or authority for themselves, regardlessg
of 1its connection with audiences, organizational set-ups

or larger socic-cultural questions of power.

RITUAL DIMENSIONS OF JOURNALISTIC AUTHORITY

I have suggested +two points that are basic to an
alternate view of the establishment and perpetuation of
journalistic authority. Briefly restated, they argue:

1> Existing studies on “journalistic authority”™ have
conceptualized it as "transmission" among audiences rather
than “"ritual' among communicators. They have thus
overlooked aspectas of establizhing authority which
generate a ccliective journalistic lore in legitimating
amongst journalists their right to present the news.

2 A collective lore is c¢created through codified
knowledge, yet codified knowledge among jJjournalists has
besn assumed to emerge via channels connected with
formalized codes of professionalism. How journalists
codify institutional knowledge about authority through
discourse may thus havé been overlcoked. Une potentially

fruitful way of re-examining journalists is through their
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function as an interpretive comnunity, a group that
collectively authenticates itself through its narratives
and cellectiive memories.

This study examines journalistic authority along both
of these newly-formulated 1lines! It assumes that messages
about dournalistic authority function to keep the
journalistic community together, us=ad by reporters as a
ritual sasct of aclidarity and commonality; it also assumes
that Jjournaliste function as an interpretive community,
keeping itself together through its narratives and

collective memories. This study thereby asks how notions

of Jjournalistic authoritvy are established bv and among

journalists through narrative, and how their establishment

generates for Hdournalists =a cellective lore by which they

legitimate their right to present the news.

Within this gquestion are embedded three setsz of
secondary issues that are relevant both to understanding
the establishment of journalistic authority and its
potentisl ralé in consolidating a collective lore for

journaliata:

- What isg journalistic anthority? Tentatively

defining journalistic authority ag the ability of

journaligts +to promote themselves ag the authoritative and

credible s=pokespeonle for the events of the “real” world,




it asks whether journalistic authority 1is established
through narrative;

- How is journalistic suthority perpetuated?

- What deoes Jjournalistic authoritv individually and

collectivelv mean to journalistse? The study considers

whether shared notiona of authority differ from individual
netions. It also asks whether notions c¢hange with the
passage of time, and, if soco, how; whether journalistic
authority helps journalists accomplish journalistic work:
whether Jjournalistic authority playa 8 part in
conasolidating a collective lore for Journalizsts: and what
role memory plavs in establishing and perpetuating

journalistic authority.

THE KENNEDY ASSASSINATION AS LOCUS

The assassination of Jcochn F. Kennedy provides one
fruitful locus for considering all of the above-formulated
questions. The Kennedy assassination brings together the
threads on which this study is based: It constitutes a
critical incident in the annals of American Journalism,
offering an effective stage on which to gauge the
establighment and perpetuation of journslistic authority:
it offers a way to examine journalists az an interpretive
community engaged in ritual and/or cultural transactions

with other journalists; and its perszistence as a story
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over Lime highlights +he importance of narrative and

nenory -

THE ASSASSINATION AS CRITICAL INCIDENT

The assassination provides a turning point in the
evolution of American Jjournalistic practice not only
pecause it called for the rapid relay of information
during a time of criasis, but because it consolidated the
anergence of televised journalism as a mediator of

national public experience “%*. The imnediate demand for

journalistic expertise and eyvewitneas testimony which
characterized this event in part called for public
reliance upon the credibility and centrality of

journalists for ita clarification. Journalists not only
uaed recognizable practices o ecover the events of
Kennedy’s death, but improvised within the configuration
of different circumstances and new technologiea to meet
ongoing demands for information. Journalists have since
used the event to discuss ccllective visions about
appropriate journalistic practice by referencing practices
which they or other journalists adopted during those four
November days <.,

All of this suggests that the Kennedy assassination
hag functioned asg a critical incident against which
journalists negotiate their own professional boundaries.

They have used it to discusa, challenge and negotiaste the
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boundaries of appropriate practice. This wide-ranging
cultural argumentation has been made possible by the
journalistic treatment accorded it &%, This has made the
Kennedy assassination a particularly fruitful locua for
narratives about journaliastic practice and aunthority. The
following pagez thereby explore how journalists have
reconstructed their coverage of the Kennedy assassination
over time, with an eye to examining how it has emerged as
critical to journalists forming collective notions of

community, practice and authority through discourse.

THE ASSASSINATION AND COLLECTIVE MEMORY

The assassination story has been perpetuated as an
independent and finite tale within collective memory.
Central to retellings of the events of Kennedy’s death
were pictorial repetitions of the images of that weekend.
Images included the shootinga of Kennedy and O=zwald,
Caroline Kennedy and her mother kneeling baside the
coffin, John-John’s respectful salute, the eternal flame
and +the riderless horse. Theze mnomenta - captured by the
media in various forms - have been replayed as markers of
the natien’s collectivé memory seach time the story of
Kennedy’s death is recounted.

Narrative has brought these images together in
neaningful ways, lending them unity, and temporal and

spatial sequencing. HNarratives which persisted bear
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collective authority “#%. Equally important, they lend
stature to the people who inscribed them in collective
conacioushness.

Collective remembering of the Kennedy assassination
has thus been more actor-based than not, accomodating not
only assassination memories, but the people who generated
and in certain cases created them. &a Ulrie Neisser
obasrved in hiz ocritigue of +theoriss about ‘flashbulb
mencries”

Memories become flashbulbs primarily through the

significance that is= attached to them
afterwards: Later that day, the next day, and in
subseguent months and vears. What requires
explanation ig the long endurance f{of the

nemory? “v,

Inplicit within assasaination memories has thus evolved a

natural place for journalists as hearers of such
recollections. To an exntent this has fit in with a more
general concern for the past; which has become "“a
persistent presence in the American mind" *%. Yet mnore

important, it has evolved into a gtrategic accomplishment

on the part of American Journaliats as memory-besarers.

TOWARD A RITUAL VIEW OF THE KENNEDLY ASSASSTNATION

It makes sense to again recall the afore-mentioned
claim that communication activities always have ritual
functions for groups engaging in them. The assassination

cf John F. Kennedy has traditionally been approached as
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what might be conzidered & study in tranamission. Scholara
have considered how many people knew what, how long it
toock them to know it, and who they knew it from. This wasz
+thoroughly accomplished in a collection of research
studies edited by Bradley Greenberg and Edwin Parker back
in 1965 #®, It has also been the perspective adopted. by
other scholarly treatments of the assassination coverage
e

But +this overlocks what Turner, Carey and others

would call the "ritual" dimensions of the assassination
atory, examining what ite relay haz meant to the
Journalistic community itself. This atudy thus explores

what the assassination has meant to the journalists who
covered it, and how they have used narratives about their
coverage to consclidate themselves into an authoritative
interpretive community. In short, it explores how coverage
of the events of Kennedy’s death has helped make American
Journalists into cultural authorities.

In so doing, this study stresses issues and practices
of narrative, context and memncry. It traces how
journalists have treated the assassination story in
narrative, and sxplorez the ways they have turned it on
angles geritical to their own self-legitimation. Recalling
Giddens, Durkheim and Halbwachsa, it exanines how

journalists have used narrative practice as a means of
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collectively representing shared codes of knowledge, which
they in turn have fed back into the community to set

thems=lves up as cultural authorities.

STRUCTURE OF STUDY

The analyesis in this study was predicated on a
systematic examination of Journalists’® published public
discourse over the past 27 years. How Jjournalists have
recounted their role in covering the agsgassination was
traced in +the printed press, trade and professional
reviaews, documentary films, televigion retrospectives,
bocks, and journal articles %2,

The study is divided into four sections:

- SITUATING ASSASSINATION TALES

This section provides the general background against
which Jjournalista have been able to tell the assassination
story. It situates the events of the assassination against
the mnore general cultural and historical context of the
time, including the state of journalistic professionalism,
the emergence of televisgion news, shifting boundaries of

cultural authority and the reflexivity of sixties’

narratives. Each of these elements is discussed in
conjunction with journalists” ability to promote

themselves as authoritative spokespecple for the events of

Kennedy*a death. Thi=s section alac explorea the centrality
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of strategies of rhetorical legitimation in journalistic

practice.

~ TELLING ASSASSINATION TALES

This section conveya the original narrative corpus of
the agzaesination story, from which Jjournalists have
worked their retellings over time. It examines the
aceounts of actually covering Kennedy’s death as they were
forwarded by journalists at the +time and compares them
with Journalists’ initial reconstructions of the sane
stories in the weeks immediately following the
assassination. From this corpus of narratives, journalists
have worked through narrative adjustment to reconsider and
recast the story in systematic and creative ways over 27

years.

- ACCESSING ASSASSINATION TALES

This section examines larger shifts in boundaries of
cultural authority, which have had bearing on the ability
of journalists to gain credence for their versions of the
assassination story. It details how official assassination
memories were firat de-authorized and the assassination
record made accessible to alternate retellers seeking to
reconsider its events, journalists among them. This
section explores how journalists have authenticated

themselves over other retellers attempting to accomplish
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+the same aim. Larger developnments concerning documentary
process and the role of memory are suggested to have
upheld Journalista’ attempts to emnerge as the

asscassination’s preferred retellers.

- PERPETUATING ASSASSINATION TALES

Thisa section explores how journalists have
perpetuated themaelves az authorized spokepeople of the
aszassination atory across time and sapace. It conaiders
how journalists have kept their narratives alive, by
embedding them within recognizable memory saystems. Three
separate memory systems are considered -~ celebrity,
professional lore, and history - which journalists have
enployvyed to effectively perpetuate their assassination
narratives gnd their authoritative role as retellers.

Situating, telling, accessing and perpetuating - each
activity 1is suggested as a central part of establishing
and perpetuating journalists a=s authorized spokespeople
for the events of Kennedy’s death. Through these
mechanisms, this study traces out the ceaenonization by
djournaliates of one of contemporary American history’s
central moments.
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SITUATING
ASSASSIMATION TALES



CHAPTER TWO
BEFORE THE ASSASSINATION:
CONTEXTUALIZING ASSASSINATION TALES

Thea Kennedy assassination took place at the
interssction of a number »of culturally aignificant
clrecumnastancea, which impacted upon how ita story would be
constituted, remembered, interpreted, challenged and
perpetuated by journalists. Images of these circumstances
weres themselves moulded by recollectors of the period. The
fact that the decade’s spokegpersons often constituted not
remote historians sifting through documents to describe
its Thappenings, but participant-observers in the era whose
views and actions were part of the story they wers
writing, inflected in no smnall way upon zretellings of
covering the Kennedy assagssinstion. How participants”
viewa of the era, its concerns, images and problems, made
the asgasgaination into a critical incident for American
journalists is the topic of this chapter.

Journalizatse’ narratives about covering the Kennedy
aazaggination were grounded in three main features of the
time: A general nood of reflexivity that interacted with
then-current forma of profeszionaliam; pre—assassination
ties linking Kennedy and the press CoOrps, amidst

accusations of news managerent and labels of *"the
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televiaion president'™: and professional uncsrtainties
about the legitimacy of television news at the time of the

asgassination.

PROFESSIONALISM, CULTURAI, AUTHORITY AND THE REFLEXIVITY OF

SIXTIES’ NARRATIVES

Much of what can be understood about American
jcurnaliam, journalists and theif professional memories of
covering the Kennedy assassination is wrapped up in the
temporal era in which all were situated - the saixties.
Recalling the sixties through narrative has produced an
extendsad body of literature inte which Journalists”
reconstructions of the Kennedy ss=saasination would f£it.
Indeerd, many chronicles were written after the events of
the assassination were over. Chroniclers of the sixties
were reflexive and extensive, their narratives punctuated
with questions about cultural authority and the relevance
of history in everyday life.

Chroniclers cast the sixties as a time of social,
cultural and political transformation *. Morrie Dickstein
recallaed how the era provided a "point of departure for
every kind of social argument," encouraging everyocne to
becone “an interested. party" #. Social and cultural
eénterprisea of the time were lent a historical cast. As
one obaerver, Todd Gitlin, claimed:

It szeemed especially true that History with a
capital H had come down to earth, either
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interfering with life or making it possible; and
that within History, or threaded through it,
pecple were living with a supercharged density;
lives werse bound up within one another, making
claims on one another, drawing one another into
the common project .
Individuala reconstructed their everyday lives as having
been infused with history and historical relevance. "We

nurtured a daring premise," said one observer, "We were of
historical moment, oritical, unprecedented, containing
withip ourselves the fullnesas of time" 4. History was not
only viewed as accessible, but it was woven inte the

missions by which both individuals and collective groups

claimed they had sought to authenticate themnselves.

THE EVENT A5 CORNERSTONE OF SINTIES® NARRATIVES

Chroniclers of the sixties looked back on the decade
through events. Events helped them mark public time,
denarcating “before" and “after" periods and generating a
c¢ollective sense of the decade that gave it its signature
of upheaval, socia; invention and changs.

Yet which events were recast - and where - depended
on  larger scacial, cultural and political agendas. Hany

chroniclers mnaintained that the sixties began with the

1960 Presidential elections. In his celebrated article
about the 1960 conventions, "Superman Comes to the
Supermarket,™ writer Norman Mailer hailed the arrival of a

hero who could *eapture the secret imagination of a
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pecple” #, Others held that the election was the beginning
of a “historical free fall™:
azsassinations, riots, Viet Nam, Watergate, oil
embargoss, hostagea in Iran, the economic rias
of the Pacific Rim nationa, on and on, glasnocst,

China ~ that has created an utterly New World

and left America searching for ita place therein
[29

Chronicles cast the decade in the mould of an amusement
park, replete with its barely-controlled chaos,
recklessness and theaters of activity on every corner. The
assassinations of John F. Kennedy, HMNalcolm X, Martin
Luther King and Robert Kennedy raised serious guestions
about the guality of American leadership, ushering in what
the editor of one magazine called "“two decades of
*accidental’ presidencies™ ¥. The Vietnam War instilled
doubtas over the authority and Jjustification of American
presance abroad; while the ¢ivil rights mnovement and
freedom marches genergted large-=scale activiam on the home
front., Publication of tha Pentagon Papera agnd the
beginnings of Watergate marked illegalities within the
private gpaces of government. And finally, s=student
ectiQism and the culture of protest, marked by the Free
Speech Movement, university protests and Kent State
shootings, displayed the disjunctions that were splitting
America’s college population.

Many chroniclers cast the Kennedy assassination as a

Prototype for the events that followed. It was, said one



39

writer, "the day the world changed”, constituting a rite
of passage to what was called the end of innocence #, The
assassination symbolized a “rupture in the collective
experience of the American people” %, Looking back,
chroniclers held that Kennedy’s déath genaerated doubts
about existing boundaries of cultural authority. “The
whole country was trapped in a lie," recalled activiat
Casey Hayden. ™We were told about eguality but we
discovered it didn’t exist. We were the only truth-
tellers, az far as we could see" %, Said another criticg:
"We came toe doubt the legitimacy and authority of the
doctor pounding our chest, and of the cop pounding the
beat® **.

Doubting guthority, chroniclers began to cast
themselves as cultural, social and political arbiters.

"Whare the critiec of the fifties would appeal

to...tradition, the critic of the aixtieszs was more likely
to seal an argument with personal testimony,”™ s=said
Dickatein *%. Az the values of immediacy, confreontation

and per=scnal witness were upgraded, chroniclers
legitimated a subjective perspective on events. Recalling
the sixties thereby generated a highly reflexive genre of
narratives whose chroniclers addressed ongoing guestions

@bout cultural authority and history.
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The aixties were reconstructed as g chipping-away of
consensus. Whether or not szuch a consengus ever existed
pecane less important than the fact that its eradication
was invoked 1in recollections of  the era. In Fredric

Jamneson’s eyes, memnbers of the sixties s=saw themselves

adopting a "reified, pelitical language of power,
domination, authority and anti-authoritarianism" L
fuestioning power, negotiating power, defying power,

eliminating power, and ultimately creating new forms by
which power might ba realized becams characteristic
concerns of narratives about everyday life,

One particular group of chroniclers for whom thia had
relevance were the up-and-coming professionals of the
time. Professionalism constituted a valued way of
addressing ongoing questions about cultural authority. In
Todd Gitlin’s view, there was an "approved running track
for running faster and etretching farther" **. Concerns
about an increased access to history were particularly
held responsible for bringing professionals diresctly into
the heart of sgurrounding iessues. Events were ssen as
rattling the foundations of a variety of professions in a
way that mads professionalse rethink the boundaries of
appropriate practice, forming the professional identities
of writers, artistse, doctors through the events of the

time. Ouestions about power and asuthority thus becane
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internaliz=d by individuals and groups am direct
challengass to the changing boundaries of their

profesaional identities.

JOURMALISTIC PROFESSTIONALTISM AND CULTURAL AUTHORITY

Journalism was not immune to these circumstances of
change. As David Halberstam noted,

(In the sixties) the old order was being

challenged and changed in every sense, racially,

morally, culturally, spiritually, and it was a

rich time for journalists. For a while there was

a genuine struggle over who would define news,

the people in posgitiona of power or the people

in the streets %,

Larger questions about changing consensus and cultural
authority thus readily permeated narrativeas that were
generated by journalistie professionals.

In 1looking back, journalista construed the sixties as
having been & time of professional experimentation. 4
special isaue of Esguire maga=zine on “The Sixtiesa"
maintained that "ne longer were there observers, only
participants. This was especially true of journalists.
They were part of the problem, part of the solution, and
always part of the story” *®. Being part of the atory took
on  many new forms - in writing, reporting and presenting
newsg. 0Often, journalists embraced a subjective perspective

on events, in large part due to surrounding circumstances

that called for their presence within them.



Claimse that the boundaries of cultural authority were
shifting infused Journalists with new challenges, new
practices and new ways by which to legitimate themsaselwves.
oywelling with the ssnas of who they could be, they =aaw

themselves experimenting on the fringe with forms of

writing and reportage called "new Jjournalism," or with a
broad spectrum of underground writing *¥. In the center,
they recalled leaving the staid establishments of the
“newspapers of record"” and venturing into less securse
territories of newer media establishments *#.

This =sugests that the guestions about authority and
power found in more general recollectionz of Lhe sixties
were also a featured part of journalists’ attemptse to look
back at themselves. They readily translated such concerns
into professionally-grounded behavior, applying larger
gueastionz about cultural avthority to locslized issues
about the appropriate boundarieas of journalistic practice.
For exanple, a larger .mood of reflexivity encouraged
Journalizts to reconastruct the sixgtieas az a time of
professional risgk and experimentation. While this did not
mean that changes did not take place at cother times, it
did =uggest that in recalling the decade, the shifting
boundaries. of professional behavior - as one mode of

cultural authority -~ were supported by Jjournalists’

narratives on a number of domnains.
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Journalists”’ narratives were thereby contextualized
by ongoing discourses about the propgr boundaries of
authority assumed by a variety of social and cultural
groups, mainly professionals, in society. These narratives
not only emphasized the changing boundaries of cultural
authority, a premise ultimately relevant to Journalism
professionals, but they alsgse bore a distinct pseudo-
historical wcast., and featured an interest in history’s
infusion within everyday life. This suggested that
journalists, like other chroniclers of +the period, would
be able to borrow from history to authenticate themselves.

Such a point would have particular bearing on journalists’

recongtructions of covering the Kennedy assassination.

JOURNALISM AND THE KENNEDY ADMIWNISTRATION

One arena of interest to chroniclers of the sixties
wag the Kennedy admninigtration. It was relevant to
journalists’ discussions about themselves, because it gave
them an extensive institutional framework of interaction.
In narrative, Journalists consistently highlighted the
supportive aspects of Kennedy’s Presidency, which they saw

as having forwarded many of their professional aims.

PRESIDENTIAL ATTENTIONS

Hints of an aura of favorable relations between the

President and the press corps were found already in
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Kennedy’s campaign for the Presidency. Prega DSecretary
Pierre Salinger maintained that Kennedy had directed his

staff to make the 1960 Presidential campaign as easy as

poassible for the preass corps to cover 9, He gave
journalists transcripts of his remarks made on the
campaign trail within minutes of having made them.

“*Ingtant transcripts,” explained Salinger, eliminated the
time-consuming chore of reporters having to glear remarks
with his office =%,

What he did not say was that they also gave

journalists the feeling that the President was attending

to their needs. This tension - between catering to
journaligts and nanipulating them - permeated accounts of
the Kennedy administration. All but one of  his news
conferences were "on the record" #*%*, Hallmark decisions

for which he would be known and remembered as President -
decizions +to debate HNixon, warnings to the Russians about
nigziles on their way to Cuba, or assumptions of
responsibility for the Bay of Pigs invasion - were
interpreted as having been taken, if not motivated, by
some regard for the media. One representative account of
Kennedy’s fastidioug media behavior held that journalists
were “there to help him arrange reality, +to make style
become substance, to define power as the contriving of

appearanceas’' =,
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puring the administration’s early years, KHennedy’sa
attentivensas to the mnedia was well-received by the press
COrpS. Journalists tended to be complimentary in their

digpatches about him. - In 1961 Arthur Krock wrote in The

press  requasts are being fielded to the
President in greater numbers than
previously...And HMr. Kennedy’s evaluaticns of

the merit of such guestions is fair and generous

i

Reporters perpetuated tales of culture, integrity, and
generally ‘"“good times™. Kennedy, for them, appearad to
symbolize all that went well with America. Such a mnood
encouraged a certain suspension of judgment on the part of
Journalistic chroniclera. Later, reporter Tom Wicker
maintained that if the press of the Kennedy era "did not
cover up for him, or knowingly lock the other way, it did
not put him or the White House in his time under as close
and searching secrutiny as it should have" &,

Journalists recalled +that other factors dissuaded
them from being too critical of the new President. He was

thought to be polished and eloquent, energetic and witty.

He was Harvard-educated yet a war hero. His rhetorical
style, yvouth and promises of a Hew Frontier were
interpreted as appealing, different and refreshing. In

Wicker’s view, this encouraged the press to

give Kennedy more of a free ride than any of hisas
successors have had. One was the nman’s  wit,



46

charm, youth, goed looks, and general style, as

well as a feeling among reporters that he
probably liked us more than he liked
politicians, and that he may have been mnors

n=zarly one of us than one of them...Hence, there

waz at ths least an unconscious element of good

wiaheza for Kennedy &%,
reporters recalled willingly and conaiatently overstating
these aides of Kennedy in their dispateches, to the same
extent that +they had understated other points -  his
Addison’s Disecase or extranmarital affairs &%,

Kennedy’s familiarity with journalism was held
responsible d{for endearing many reporterzs to him. They
atressed the fact that in 1945 he had served as a saspecial
correapondent for the International News Serxrvice (and his

wife had been an “inguiring photographer"” for the

Washington-Times Herald), a point which made him familiar

with +the conditions under which journalists labored ¥, He

earned the coveted Pulitzer Prize in 1957 for Profiles in

Courage &8, In a lead article in November of 1980, the

trade magazine Editor and Publisher lamented the loss of

"a first-rate reporter,* admitting that:
& Preegident who knows how to write a news-story
and a first lady who can snap good news-pichtures
will be residing in the White House after
January 20 =7,

Kennedy was hailed for taking an interest in journalism,

with Gloria Steinhem recalling vears later that it was the

only time a reporter felt that “something we wrote might
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pe read in the White House" #®., A1l of thia mnade the
journalistic community

a natural constituency for him. He was

interested in the same things they were, had

gone +to the same schools, read the same books

and shared the same analytical frame of mind. By

and large he was more comfortable with reporters

than he was with working politiciansg =t.

whether or not +his was Ltrue mattered less than the fact

that journaliats recalled it as having been =o.

FROM AFFINITY TO NEWS MANAGEMENT

In journaliste’ attemptz to recollect the Kennedy
administratioen, Kennedy was thereby held o be more a part
of the journalistic community than separate from it. One
reporter, Hugh Sidey of Time, termed it this way:

Has there ever been a more succulent time for a

young reporter? I doubt it...It was & golden

time for scribes. He talked to us, listened to

us , honored us, ridiculed us, got angry at us,

played with us, laughed with us, corrected us,

and all the time lifted our trade to new heights

of respect and importance ##,

"Had he outlived his time in the White House," added
genior coalumnist Joaseph Kraft, "it 18 probable that in
some way he would have turned to journaligm™ #%, Although
this was in no way verifiable, it was nonethelesgs
significant that journslists continued to make the claim.

Interestingly, journalists’ reccllections of the

President did not focus on one obvious arena - his

bPersonal ties with many of them. The fact that Kennedy
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maintained saocial relationzs with a number of high-ranking
journalists - inecluding Charles Bartlett {who had
introduced him to his wife Jacqueline), Joseph Alsop and
Benjamin Bradlee - was unaddressed in most journalists”
writings about the era. When suggestions by James Reston
that the President stop seeing reporters socially were
rejected outright, there was little ado among the presas

R
-

corps Even corregpondent Benjamin Bradlee’s book of

reminiscences, Conversations With Kennedy, created little

agtir. Published ten veare after Kennedy’'s death, the book
detailed how Bradlee and the President had regularly

swapped gossip and information about the administration

and the press corps #%, The book was favorably reviewed by
a nunber of magazines, with 1little mention of the
problematics suggested by the revelations e One

exception was writer Taylor Branch, who lambasted the

relaticonship in Harpers’

magazine in an article subtitled
“"The Journalist as Flatterer." Branch called the book “one
of the most pathetic memoirs vyet written by an American

Journalist about his President™ *

4

g

The Bradlee who covered Kennedy was hardly the
prototypical reporter - cynical and hard, with a
knife out for pretense and an eye out for dirt.

He was hardly the editor he became under Nixon
B

The uneven range of responses directly reflected the

shifting parameters of cultural authority aszumed by
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journaliste at the time of Kennedy‘sa assassinstion, and in
the vears that followed.

But the aura of affinity between Kennedy and the
presg Ccorps also wore thin at times, especially when the
President’s attempts at image management conflicted with
his wvoiced concerns for an independent press. Decades
later, cclumnist David Broder recalled how the President
had =successfully converted a portion of the press corps
into his own cheering section #%®. Acta of image management
permneated accounts of Kennedy’s administration: Theae
included cancelling 22 White House subscriptions to the

New York Herald-Tribune because he was upset with its

coverage of his administration “*: bawling out Time
reporter Hugh Sidey in front of his editor because the
estimate he had given for a Kennedy crowd was too low “t;
cooling long-standing relations with then-confidante
Benjamin Bradlee because of a remark the reporter had made

about the Kennedys in one of his dispatches “%: or denying

journalists access to staffers because he had taken
cffense at certain aspecte of their stories <%, Charles
Roberts, who covered Kennedy for Newaveelk, later

maintained +that the administration waz "intolerant of any
criticism...’You are either for us or against us,’ is the
way Kenny 0‘Donnell, the President’s appointments

secretary, put it to me" %,
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Predictably, this somewhat chipped away at the
suspended judgment with which most journalists had
appraised the administration. Lahels of news mnanagement
pegan to circulate among reporters covering the White
House. Following the Cuban missile crisis, Arthur Kroehk
wrote 1in a particularly virulent attack on the President
that a policy of

neweg napnagement not only exists, but in the form

of direct and deliberate action has been

enforced nore cynically and boldly than by any

previous administration in a period when the

U.3. was not at war' 4%,

I.F. Stone accused Kennedy of deception and deterioration
of standards of leadership in hie newaletter on April 26,
1961 "The President’s animus sszems to be directed not at
the follies exposed in the Cuban fiascco but at the free
press for exposing them" “*%. Newsweek was charged with
regularly adjusting ite coverage of evente in order to
enhance Kennedyv’s image at the asame time as the New York
Times was lambasted for suppressing its knowledge of the
invasion of the Bay of Pigs “¥. Years later, Henry Fairlie
complained that both Kennedy’s policy of nevws management

and his social flattery of Jjournalists had made it

difficult for journalists to be objective about him <8,

KENNEDY AS "“THE TELEVISION PRESIDENTY

All of this et up a certain framework in which

joeurnalists could be reflexive about the Kennedy
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administration. Inages of Kennedy as Pregident =et +he
stage for memories of Kennedy after his death. This
pattern was aptly illustrated with the commuﬁity of
television Jjournalists, who recalled that Kennedy had had
a special regard for their medium, a regard which earned
him the name of "the television president™: He and the
televiaion "camera were born for each other, he was its
first great political superstar' *=.

To an extent, Kennedy’s affinity with television was
thought to have been orchestrated by his'family, which had
been instrumental in promoting his nomination. Dawvid
Halberstam related the following story:

In 1959, gander Vanocur, then a young NBC

correspondent, found himself stationed by the

network in Chicage and found himself taken up by

Sarge Shriver. One evening there was a party at
the Shrivers’” and a ruddy-faced older man walked

over to Vanocur and s&aid, "You’re Sander
Vanocur, aren’t you?" Vanocur allowed as how he
was. "I’m Joe Kennedy,'" the man said. "I saw vyou

at Little Rock and you did a good Jjok down
there. I keep telling Jack to apend nore time
and pay more attention to guys like you and less
to the print people. I think he’s coming around"™

=y -
Ag  Kennedy grew into hias administration and his concept of
the Presidency, his interest in Journalism reportedly
sparked his curicaity about televiaion. But perhaps more
than other circumstances, his television debates with

Nixon convinced him of the value of televised journalisn.



Part of the folklore about Kennedy held that he won
the election of 1960 because of his understanding of the
new medium of televisgion. His performance in the "“great
debates™ was held teo have been superior to those who
watched him on television!: Thoss whe listened to the
debates on radio perceived Nixon +to be the winner:; those
who saw the debates on telévision perceived that Kennedy
had won ®'*. The debates were seen as helping Kennedy turn
around a aagging &second place in the polls "%, Observers
decided thet he won the election "largely bacause of the

way he looked and sounded on the TV screens in our living

vy

roomg' %3,

Such a point was enphasizad by Journalistic
chroniclers, who told of how Kennedy employed his
knowledge of the medium to full advantag=! He iested

before his televised appearance, used coasmetics to hide
facial blemishes and allowed himself +to be extensively
coached beforehand ¥%. Don Hewitt, who directed the debate
that helped him win, later maintained that "television had
a love affair with Jack Kennedy* *%., The significance of
his performance extended well beyond the actual political
camnpaign: Televiasion was held to have become “that much
nore lagitimized a2 the mnain instrument of political

discoursa’! It was a “triumph not just for Kennedy but for

the new medium; within hours no one could recall anything
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that was said, only what they looked like, what they felt
like" =%, After the debates, recalled reporter Edward
Guthmnan, the age of televisgion Jjournalism was purported to
have begun %7,

dnother act that supported positive links between
Kennedy and television Jjournalists was his decision to
implement regular live televised news conferences. It was

a decision then regarded by press journalists as an
administraﬁive disaster second only to the Bay of Pigs™
=a,  but television journalists were overjoyed. They lauded
the detail with which he organized his first conference:
Obgerving +that "Hollywood could not have done better in
preparing a spectacular", one reporiter recalled how
Kennedy brought down a TV congultant from HNew York to
arrange staging, set up white cardboard so as teo dispel
facial shadows, and had the drapes hanging behind the
lecturn re-gewn at the last minute %9, Kennedy’s

preparation for each conference was heralded as "intensive

and elaborate”™ #®, A& sgtringent briefing process preceded

it, during which Salinger predicted guestionsg and
collected responses from Kennedy staffers. The President
then convened a ‘“'preass conference breakfast® where he

practiced answering predictable questions ®3*.
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The live news conferences provided the right stage
for Kennedy. Tom Wicker maintained that they gave +the
President a

perfect forum for his looks, his wits, his quick
brain, his self-confidence. Kennedy gave
Americans their firet look at a President in
action...and he may have besn better at thisg art
form than at anything else in his Presidency %%,

A freguent participant on behalf of The Hew York Times,
James Reston recalled how he "overwhelmed you with decimal
points or disgarmed vyou with a smile and a wisecrack'"™ %,
It was therefore characterisgtic of his administration that
on QOctgober 22,. 1962, Kennedy chose fto go on air at 7.00
p.m. to demand that Ruasian missiles be removed from Cuba.
His message’s effect on the nation had much to do with its
televised delivery:

By delivering the ultimatum on TV instead of

relying on normal diplomatic channels, Kennedy

magnified the impact of his actions many times

over, signaling to the world that there would be

no retreat ®4,
While these actse familiarized the American public with
govaernmental process  and the aeffect of televised
journalisem on the political process, they alaseg, in Dawvid
Halberstam’s words, "helped to make television journalists
mnore powerful as CDHduiﬁs for politicians than print ones'

(=R

Kennedy’s attentiveness to the medium of television

continued through his adminisgtration. In December of 1362,
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he became the first Preasident to conduct an informal
televisgion interview with three network newsmen ©%,
Benjamin Bradlee, upset over the deviation from routine
practice, wrote the following:

Decemnber 17, 1s62. The President went on

televigion live tonight, angwering guestions
from each network’s White House
correspondent...I watched it at home and £felt
profesziocnally threatened az a man who was
trying +to make a living by the written word. The
program wags exceptionally good, well-paced,

colorful, humnorou=s, serious, and I felt that a

written account would have paled by comparison
[Ny .

When Bradlee confronted +the President with the disturbing
effect the televizion interviews would have on print
journalists, Kennedy retorted, "I alwavs said that when we
don’t have to go through you bastards (the printed press),
we can really get our story over to the American peocple”
@&, Continuing to place television in the forefront of
political activity, Kenﬁedy allowed cameras to film hisg
efforts +to integrate the University of Alabama ®%, his
tripa to Parias, Vienna and Berlin, hia warnings to the
Rusaians to keep away from Cuban shores. Un other domains,
Jacqueline took the American people on a televised tour of
the White House. Kennedy’s recognition of televiazaion’s
unigue gqualities thereby legitimated his formalized and
viable interest in television journalists.

All of this c¢cast him in the role of promober for the

dournalistic community, and television journalists among



them. It was thus no surprise that a memorial section of
Newsweesk, published the waelk after Kennedy’s
gasassination, hailed his effect on journalism and
television, saying

no President had ever been so accessible to the

press; ho President saver so anxious for hiastory

to be recorded in the making; he even let TV

camneras peek over his shoulder in moments of

national crisis 7,

Thus, at & time when +the boundaries of cultural
authority were changing, the ties between Kennedy and the
pre=s corpae defined the boundaries of Jjournalistic
community that were =o important to journaliats seeking to
auvthorize them=zelves. Kennedy’s interest in journalism
highlighted the authority of membera of the profession.
Communal concern=s about professional practice were given
consistent and definitive stages, with Kennedy plaving an
active part not oniy in wupholding Jjournalism as a
profession but in granting legitimacy to those employed by
televigion. In much the same way that larger guestions
about cultural sasuthority, hisgstory and profesgionalism
informed journalistic practice of the sixties, the Kennedy

administration provided a focused stage on which to shape

many of the same concerns.

THE UNCERTAIN LEGITIMACY OF TELEVISION NEWS

Largely due to these +two factors - the shifting

boundaries of cultural authority and Kennedyv’s consistent
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interests in Jjournalism - the early sixzties were
raconstructed as having .been "great years for Journaliszm”
i, The Kennedys were applauded by Jjournalists for
prowiding good copY, and the growth of the more

eatablished news organizations -~ The New York Times or

Newsweek - was seen as a precurscr to nore general
professional expansion. Observers felt that the stature of
journalism as a profession was enhanced. By 1962
journaliste

saw their career increasingly as a profession...

Which meant that there were obligations and

rights and responsibilities that went with it.

They were better paid, more responsible and mnore

serious. They were not so easily bent, not so

eagily uaed 7%,

Journalists saw themaelvés entering a period of growth and
maturation, whereby it was fair to assume that new =ztages
for cultural and gocial legitimation would present
themzselves. To a& large extent, this image of growth fit in
with narratives about shifting consensus and the changing
boundaries of cultural authority and reflexivity +that
emanated from the decade.

Growth, however, was not shared across media. During
Kennedy’'s ascent to the Presidency, the authoritative
boundaries of television news were still being debated. On
the one hand, telesvision news was considered a bastard

L1}

child within the jJournalistic community, dismissed as "a

journalistic frivelity, a cumbersome beast unequipped to
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meet the demands of breaking news on a dav-to-day basis"
vH . Every presa journalist still believed that ‘*“his was
the more serious, more legitimate medium for news® 7%, The
gupariority of print over televi=sion was

a view widely shared by TV newspeople themselves

in the simties. The feeling was not entirvely

unjustified. Examples of original reporting on

TV were rare then, and the medium was s=still

ezgentially derivative %,

Television reporters with original angles on a story often

fed them to wire-service reportersa, so as to capture the
attention of their HNew York editors 7%, It was thus no
surprise that a few months befora the Kennedy

agsassination, the International Press Institute rejected
a mnove to admit radio and televiszion newspeople, stating

that they did not constitute bona fide journalists 77

THE BEGIHNINGE OF LEGITIMATION

Yet already by the early 19690s, interest in the
legitimacy of television news had begun to blozsom. The
average American household used television for four +to
five hours daily by the summer of 19606, and 88% of all
homes owned television sets 7%, Certain techneological
advances, particularly the use of videotape and the
employment of communications satellites, helped improve
the broadcast guality of television news 79, Networks were
able to =zlter existing formats of news presentation,

moving from the “"talking head" set-up towards mnore
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sophisticated ways of including actual news footage within
broadcasts.

Institutional changes alsoc worked to the advantage of
televigsion news . Officials within the Federal
Communications Commission suggested an independent news
association devoted only to broadecasting #®. Newton Minow,
the newly-appointed chairman of the Federal Communications
Commigaion, called for an increassge in the time devoted to
television news to offset what he labelled the "vast
wagteland" of televizion programming. In the fall of 1963,
television news’ 15-minute time slot was expanded to a
full half-hour #3*, To mark the occasion, Kennedy gave
interviews to all three networks, and was applauded for
agreeing +to hold an interview a second time whan ABC
discovered afterwards that ite camera had broken &%,
Telegvision networks opened new bureaus to accomnodate a
growing demand for information ®%¥,

The legitimacy of television news was alscs linked to
the the medium’s technological attributes, with advocates
beginning to suggest that television might be a better
mediuﬁ than print for transmitting certain kinds of news
atoriea. Az David Halberstam later commented:

" Gradually in the last year of Kennedv’s life,
{Time Jjournalist Hugh? Sidey noticed a change,
not so much in HKennedy’s feeling about the
nagazine’s fairnsgs a8 in his estimation of its
importance. The equation had changed with the

coming of Ltelevigion. In Washington the power of
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print waa alipping. Televiszion gave Jgreater

access, so television got greater accegs 2%,
Chroniclers pointed te a range of atories at which
televigion excelled, with the civil rights movement later
construed as having gained most of ites acclaim from
t=levision, its “leaders,..masterful at manipulating
televigion, conacious of +the way c¢ertain images could be
uged to move the electorate” %, Television’s technology
allowed cameramen and reporters to "cover candidly things
that might have been barred to them in the past™ #%. Theze
televigsual features prompted the print medis to recognize
what one critic called their statuas as “mere ‘extras” at
JFK’a press confarencesa - shows &0 ocbviousasly staged for
televiaion" &%,

In genersl, journalistz thereby hailed television’s

technological ‘"improvements" - +the immediacy, wvisual
element, drama - asg responsible for making TV news a bona
fide Journalistic form. Implicit in what they saw as its

burgeoning legitimécy-waa thus an increasing acceptance of
the technological advances associated with television.
Television was aeen as promoting a ‘better’ form of
Journalism than that offered by print. &s one obgerver
gaid;, "As he (Kennedy) made television bigger, it made him
bigger" #&, Thus Jjeournalistse’ attempta +to consolidate

themgelves were directly linked with Xennedy.
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DOUBLE LEGITIMATION: KENNEDY AND TELEVISION

It +thus made sense that in chronicles of the decade,
the dfates of both Kennedy and television Jjournalism were
congstrued a= coming together with Kennedy’s asssssination.

Television, said one coritic, "was at the center of the
shock. With its indelible images, information, immediacy,
repetition and close-ups, it served to define the tragedy
for the publiec" #%®, By the end of 1963, a Roper surwvey
maintained that Americans relied for news as much on
television as on the printed press ®®, By the late
sixties, after "Lee Harvey Oswald wasz shot on television,
pregidents digsembled (and) protestors protested in front
of  the cameraszs" ®*. By then, it was zafe to azsume that
televigion hed come of age ag the preferred medium for
news.

Thia pomited the Kennedy assasaination sguarely in
the middle of a procesas by which television was recognized
az a legitimate medium of news transmission. Journalists
upheld thiz notion in their chronicleg. Televigion
journalisnm was.said to have grown “up in Dallas, for never
before had it faced such a story with so much of the
responeibility for telling it cwer, The fact that
Journalistes construed the fates of Kennedy and television
a8 being parallel to sach other in itself underscored

gropings for legitimation in both arenas. It was
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significant that figures in the television industry,
particularly television journalists, regarded Kennedy as a
midwife to their own birth. & special edition of

Broadeaating magazine, published the week after the

asgaasination, included a2 gection entitled "The Dimension
JFK Added To Televigion". It went as follows:

From +the Great D[ebatez where America first saw

this young man to the TV cleose-up of a U.S.

President +telling the American people we were

about to  blaockade Cuba and might =ven go

further, he took radio and television off the

second team and made them peers of the older

print media. Electronic Jjournalism and its

newsmen grew in stature by leaps and

bounds...The medium needed no further assurance

of 1its place in society than the President’s

exclusive interviews with CB3’s Walter Cronkite

and NBC’=2 Chet Huntley and David Brinkley #9.
Members of the journalistic community saw Kennedy’'s
interest in the media as engendering the industry’s growth
and enhancing Jjournalists’ profeasional legitimacy. This
was upheld in s=sulogies about the President, printed in
trade publications under titles like “Kennedy Retained
Newsman”a Outlogk™ ®4, Thus, in a gmall turn of irony,
Kennedy’a efforts at enhancing his image and legitimating
hisz administraetion made him a central figure in the
authentication of journalism and television news *%,

Al1 of this suggests that chroniclers were concerned
with the boundaries of Jjournalistic commnunity at the time

of the asgassination. Their accounts stressed +that the

profession of journalism was undergoing change and that



one gtratum of journalism - television news -~ was
peginning to be held in regard above the others. This cast
the assassination coverage against a larger backdrop of
legitimating American journalists. Holding television ne#s

regsponsible for communicating the tragedy thus directly

supported larger discourses about the authority of
journalista. Expozsure to the a=s=aszeination was nade
poasible by television, and to a large degree its

technology was hailed for giving America its memories of
the event.

Thus the legitimation of television Journalists was
construed by chroniclers as having been gradual but
certain. Like other anterprises of the decade,
legitimation was seen as having been realized during the
gixties through shifting boundaries of cultural authority
end definitions of professionalism, changing consensus
about what was important and the increased relevance of
history for the concerns of everyday life. In looking
back, chroniclers attributed thi=z to a general mood of
reflexivity that had allowed for changes on  all fronts,

~ This suggesta that in telling and retelling tales of the

A8aassination, Jjournalists leaned inte a context already

~Made  explicit by  their nparratives. Tales of  the

- 8%8assination were thus explicitly and 4implicitly formed
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by the inflectionsa of the time on larger contemporanecus
narratives.

Chroniclers of the decsds, its events and focal
points  were théreby left +to negotiate and renegotiate
parameters of knowledge and action - about the sixties,
about Kennedy’s administration, and about the legitimation
of television news - until they fit comfortably together
within one context. They enmeshed their narratives until
the s=ame notions figured in all. Within such a context, it
was possaible for Journalizts to readily perpetuate
nenoriesa  of the Kennedy asssssination, and they did so in
a way that made sensze of ongoing issues about the time,
the profesmsion and the emerging techneologies by which they

told thelir ztories.

By July 1264, the summer fellowing Kennedy’s
asasagsination, television journalism had begun to emerge
as a powerful force in émerican life and politics. The
scene where journalists contended that this took place was
the Republication National Convention at San Francisco’s
Cow Palace. Seen as "playere in the game itself" @26,
Jjournalists were booed by convention delegates and carried
off the floor by security guards and policenan.
Sighificantly, press journalists did not play alone in

auch a game. Ong reporter recalled how
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Those fiste raised i1in anger at the men in the

glass-booths - the ‘commentators’ and the

*anchor men’, bore this message too!: The ‘press’

had becomne inextricably linked with television

in the public mind ®7%.

Linking press  and televi=gion Journalistese underscored
attempts to unify them into one community. More important,
their role as independent players in the construction of
news had turned them into forces meriting careful
consideration. Although Barry Goldwater relied upon
delegates’ promises of support from before the start of
the convention, his ataff “had not reckaoned with
television, or how necessary it was to restrain its
appetite for drama” ®%. As Goldwater said later, "I should
have known in San Francisco, that I won the nomination
(there) but lost the' election™ 9. Television journalists
had become a force to be reckoned with.

In looking back, chroniclers saw the Cow Palace asz
refelcting significant changes in the legitimacy granted
television Journalists. The fact that £he previous vyear
televigion jJjournalists had been denied membership by an
international press organization but were considered
"active playvers" one vear later reflected a marked change
in the legitimacy accorded practitioners in the nedium:
The uncertain professional beginnings of 1963 were pushed

into hints of legitimacy over +the next 13 months. This

gignalled a rclesar chahge in  the circumstances by which
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television journalists - and by implicstion, all
journalists -~ could authenticate themselves. What remained
unclear, however, was what prompted circumstances to

changs, and how they did soc.

These pages have addreszed the cultural and
historical context which backgrounded the assaggination.
They have shown how chroniclers of the era mst up the
legitimation of HKennady as President alongeside the
legitimation of television journalism. Paralleling
accounts of the Kennedy Presidency with accounts of the
evolution and authengiaation of television news had direct
bearing on how television journalists have taken their
places as cultural auvthorities. Alrveady in chronicles of
both Kennedy’s administration ‘and the evaolution of
televigion news, an affinity was set up that connected the
two aranas. This affinity would figure in Jjournalistas’
attempts at collective legitimation and would infiltrate
their stories of covering Kennedy’s death.

Legitimating Rennedy and legitimating televizion news
were thereby held up as characteristic enterprisges of the
sixties, reinforced by emnbedding tales of their
authentication in a context shaped by izsues of cultural
authority, history and reflexivity. Reconstructions of the

sixties decade underscored the function of history and

historical events for professional legitimation.
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chroniclers of the era stressed the importance of history
within the formations of professicnal identities. The

increased access to history was thus construed as infusing

a higtorical perapective into discussions about
professionalisn. This 4is not to s=say that the above-
mnentioned circumstances ) made historians out of all

professionals, only that history’a seemingly increased
access inflected how professionals determined their
boeundaries of appropriate practice. Circumstances made it

egeier for a range of professionals, such s journslists,

to borrow £from history in their attempts at s=self-
legitimation. Journalists saw thenselves taking on
expanded roles of cultural suthority, and acting in new

and different ways as soccial, political and ultimately
historical arbiters, a point which generated conssnsus

about appropriate and authoritative practices of the time

and later. In particular, this informed Journalists”
subsequent tales of covering - Kennedy’s assassination,
which upheld journalists attenptsa to congolidate

themselvea as an authoritative interpretive community.

It makes sense, then, to aasgume that journalists have
reconstruchted their part in covering the Kennedy
assassination in conjunction with ongeing discourses which
they, and others; have perpetuated about the sixties

decade. 4 decade construed as a period of reflewivity -
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where existing parameters of éﬁtharity were dgquestioned,
negotiated and altered by persons involved 1in lending
meaning to events - has made way for discussion of a
numbar of then-burgeoning enterprises, one of them the
uncertain but growing legitimacy of television news. Such
a discourse was supported by the overattentive interest of
the HKennedy administration in things pertaining to the
media. All of this hae directly affected the parameters of
the memnory systems through which coverage of the Kennedy
gazagaination has been reconstructed by Jjournalist=z. The
context underlying most sixties’” vreconstructicons has
suggested an affinity betwe=en narratives.about television
journalism and the EKennedy administration, an affinity
that was torn asunder with the Presgident’s assassination.
In an ironic twigt, Eennedy’'s death fuelled the concerns
and enerxrgiesgs of chroniclers of the era, offering its
members a stage on which to debate timely issues of
authority, power, connectedness and historical relevance.
Hiz death was used by journalists to legitimate
television, making the medium which =served him begt in
life continue to serve hinm in.death.

The Kennedy asgaassingtion has thereby beascome one
stage on  which journaliste have choreographed their
lagitimation as professipnals. It has backgrounded the

novement of televizion Jjournalists from the ranka of
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suteiders to “ecentral players in the game." In such a way,
it has served as a critical incident for Journalism
professionals, a stage on which they have evaluated,
shallenged and renegotiated consensual notions about what

it means to be a journalist.
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CHAPTER THREE

RHETORICAL LEGITIMATION AND JOURNALISTIC AUTHORITY

Journalists’ ability to forward themselves over time
as the authorized spokespeople for the events of Kennedy’'s
death was predicated on their use of narratives akout
Kennedy’s assasgsination in deliberate and strategic ways.
To a degree, narrative’s relevance in accomplishing such

an aim has been built into existing models of journalistic

practice. For while Journaliats have long been viewed as
skilled tellers of eventsz who reconstruct activities
behind the news through stories, their clains to

legitimacy are alsoc rhetorically based. The suggestion
that journalists legitimate themselves through the
rhetoric they use thus has particular bearing on their
enargence as authorized tellers of the assassinaticn
story.

In the pages that follow, I discuss the particular
~role played by journalists’ narrative and rhetoric in
s=2tting them up as the authorized spokespeople of the
story of Kennedy’s assassination. This chapter {first
explores the theorstical relevance of narrative as a tool
of rhetorical legitimation. It then discusses three major
strateqgics of narrative reconstruction by which

journalists have attempted to retell the assassination
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story. Finally, it conasidera the significance of narrative
adjustment, and the way in which it has offered
journalists fertile ground on which to authorize
themselves gz preferred tellers of the assassination
story.

CREATING & PLACE FGOR NARRATIVE

Legitimating speakers through rhétoric has
traditionally concerned analysts of public discourse. Its
salience was particularly foregrounded when the ascent of
the mass media generated what were construed as changes in
the structure of discourse. ledia technologies were seen
as creatively expanding the range and type of stages
avaiiable to public speakers, Lthereby altering the
potential by which they could effectively authorize
thenselves *. But the ability of speakers to legitimate
themselves through their tales has long been of concern to
rhetoricians, small-group communication researchers,
folklorists, anthropqlogiats and . sociclogists alike. As
modern forms of public discourse have offered an
increasingly complex mix of different kinds of content
attending to different comnunicative aims, media
regearchers have alsoc begun +o focus on the problems
implied by rhetorical legitimation in mediated public

discourse #,
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One shared assumption about the legitimation of
speakers through rhetoric is the view that it is both a
rational and strategic practice. Aristotle was perhaps
first to define rhetoric as invoking the effect of
persuasion, or the wielding of power!:

The primary goal of rhetorical discourse is what

the persuasion achieves...Rhetorical narratives

exist beyond (their) own textuality =.

4 regard for narrative as an act of strategic dimensign

was &8lso suggested by socioclogist Max Weber, who forwarded

the notion that people act raticnally in worder to
legitimate themgelves . But the potential for
legitimating onesalf through rhetorice hag been most

directly addressed by Jurgen Habermas. Habermas maintains
‘that =speakers employ language to effect various kinds of
consensus about their activity:
Under the funectional aapect of reaching
understanding, communicative action serves the
transmission and renewal of cultursel knowledge;
under the aspect o0of coordinating action, it
gervea social integration and the establishment

of group solidarity: under the aspect of
socialization, it serves the formation of

L7

personal identities ¥.
Speakers use language, discourge and by implication
narrative to achieve aims often related to freedom and
dependence, with objectives like social cohesion, group
solidarity or legitimation directly upheld or disavowed by

what a speaker says %.
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Notions about narrative as strategic practice suggest
ite implication in the accomplighment of community and
authority. in particular, narrative is seen a8 an
effective tool in maintaining collective codes of
knowledge. in this 1light, narrative functions much like a
meta-code for speakers, a point proposed nearly two
decades ago by Roland Barthea., It offers saspeaskers an
underlving logic Dby which to implement more general
comnunicative conventions and allaws for the effective
gharing and transmigsion of atories within culturally and
soclally explicit codes of meaning %. This idea - which
upholds the ritual dimensiocns of communication activities
- has been suggested by +theorists as wide-ranging as
Hayden White, Lucaites and Condit, the narrative paradigm
of Walter Fisher, and in a more general fashion by social
constructivistas like Berger and Luckmann %, Wiﬁhin the
neta-code of narrative, reality becomes accountable in
view of the stories +told about it. But it becomnes
accountable only to those who share the codesa of knowledge
which it invohkes.

These three points about narrative - its ability to
invoke community, its employment as & strategic act of
legitimation and its function in consatructing reality -
suggest that journalists, as speakers in discourse, have

employed a broad range of gtyliztic and narrative devices
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+o uphold parameters of their own authority. As Hayden
white argues:

once we note the presence of the theme of

authority in the text, wa also perceive the

extent to which the truth claimse of the
narrative and indeed the very right to narrate
hinges upen a certain relationship te authority

per se %,

Thie suggeste that with public speakers in a variety of
modes o0f digcourse, guestions of narrative are at least
partially entwined with questions of authority and
legitimation.

The role of narrative reconstruction 1in achieving
lagitimation becones particularly relevant when
congidering the evolution of particular stories over Lime.
Many. literary theorists have allowed for the possibility
of false suthority in the communication of historical
nérratives.. Work in folklore has alzo nade suggestions
about the dissemination of narratives across +time and
space  **, The cumulative addition of new speakers - hence,
new information - a&as time and space unfelds is thereby
seen as positioning and repositioning speakers vis a visg
original events, reconfiguring their authority. In such a
way, different aims hawving little to do with narrative
activity are seen as becoming differentially embedded as
narratives are replayed across time and space. This
focuses attention on tellers of the tale, for as Hayden

White notes,
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a apecifically historical inguiry is born legs
of the necesaity to establish that ocertain

events occurred than of the desire to determine
what certain events might mean for a given

gqrolil, society, or culture’s conception of its
present tasks and future prospects **,

Which speakers emerge as authorized voices of a given
story thus revealé much about the practices by which they
are rhetorically legitimated and the authority through
which they are culturally constituted. It suggests that
telling a tale has much to do with the attributes and
avthority of its teller. Ultimately, this focuses
attention on the inevitability of narrative adjustmént in
retelling a given tale, and the possibility that the
reconstructive work it implies can be taken in accordance
with aims sssociated with the speaker’s legitimation.

Such prerises about narrative and rhetorical
legitination are of direct relevance Lo Jjournalism
professionals, whose work has long been characterized as

an entanglement of narrative, authority and rhetorical

legitimation **. While nearly all professicnal groups have
evolved in association with formalized bodies of
knowledge, much of the professional authority of

journalists has come to rest not in what they know but in
how they use it in narrative practice. This means that
their rhetoric offers them an effective way of realizing
their legitimation as public speakers. Such an analysis

hot only enphasizes the ritual dinensions of
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communication, but it again s=suggestse the regard {for
journalists as an interpretive community, held together by
ites tales, narratives and rhetoric.

In such a light, the foundations of creating
journalistic authority for the assassination are embedded
within the narrative framework by which journalists have
told its sﬁory. This is facilitated by the fact that
rhetorical legitimation constitutes a characteristic trait
of Journalistic practice. Journalists have used their
narratived to legitimate their actions as professionals.
The immediate and ready linkage between journalista and
their narratives hag thus invited a wide-~ranging and
identifisble corpus by which journalists have addressed
not only their coverage of Kennedy e death but also
ongoing discourses gbout cultural authority, journalistic
professionalism and the legitimation of televisgion
journalism.

Journalists have employed a number of narrative
atrategies by which they reference their own legitimation
through the aszsassination story. While cach of these
strategies will be discussed in detail in subsegquent
chapters, +Lhey are mentioned here in order to generate an
understanding of how rhetorical legitimation works and how
narrative functions to promote a shared lore anong

Jjournalists.
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The assassination of John F. Kennedy constitutes one
incident which has invited narratives addressing the
rhetorical legitimation of journalists. Seen as a critical
incident amnong Journalism professicnals L, that
journalists have used +to evaluate and reconsider notions
of professional practice and journalistic authority, the
assassination story has offered jJjournalists a particularly
fruitful corpus through which to construct and reconstruct
the story of their assassination coverage. Through it,
they have also set up foundations by which they can claim
to be the story’s suthorized spokespeople.

Retelling the assasgsination of John F. Kennedy has
provided a viable cornerstone against which the
reconstructive work of journalists has flourished.
Retellings of the assassination have produced a huge body
of 1literature, including nearly 200 books within 36 months
of his death, hundreds of periodical pieces, television
retrospectives and at least 12 newsletters **. In all
media, names of reporters have been thrust forward, often
in front of the names of organizations employving them.
Stories of the assassination coverage have traded and
paraded the names of individual reporters as emblemns of
authority for the evente of those four Novembar days.

Retelling the Kennedy assassination has given journalists
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a stage on which to spread tales and gain status for their

telling-

Journalists were not the only ones vying to retell
what had happened, especially when the possibilities of

conspiracy became more pallatable during the late 1960s.

By that point, "newsmen, police, intelligence agencies
examined the evidence" e as  did historians, novelists
and screenplay writers. One early suggestion that
journalists would not play an understated role in

retelling the events of that November weekend was found in
Newsweek correspondent Charles Roberts” critigue of
assassination buff HMark Lane. Roberts complained that
Lane, who provided Ythe only complete published list of
withesses" +to the assassination, failed to include “"sonme
S50 Washington correspondents who were on press buses'" *&,
This suggested as early as 1967 that journaligts would
promote themselves as central plavyers in establishing the
official record of Kennedy’s assassination.

Over time, journalists have chosen many formats in
which to incorporate themselves and their memories into
the assassination story. Appraisals of Kennedy’s
adminiastration have been marked with references +to his
assagsgination. HNostalgic “period" pieces have reserved a

Place for journalists’ personal memories. Articles, books

and documentaries have provided investigatory glimpses of
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the assassination, including fresh perapectivez on then-
religning conaplracy theories. Regardless of fornat, most
attempts to address the assassination have referenced some
aapect of the reportorisl role in covering 1lt. As one 1988
television retrospective remarked on showing Kennedy being
hit by bulléts:

President and Mrs. Kennedy in the final seconds

before that awful moment (pause, while shot from

Zapruder film shown). A moment etched forever in

our hearts. An hour later NBC correspondent Chet

Huntley and Frank McGee relayed the news we had

all feared most *7.
The relay of memories about the assasgination ensured that
the journalist-as-teller became embedded in the event’s
telling. This has created a place for narrative within the
retellingas of the asgassgination. Over time, it has alzoc
created a situation by which actual news coverage has been
held up by Journalists azs the “preferred evidence" of
their assassination recollections.

Implicit in retelling the assassination - regardless
0of the medium which journalists have used to do so - is
narration, or how Jjournalists have narratively retold

events. Retelling the events of HNovember, 1863 constitutes

an impreciss history by which journalists have narratively

reconstructed the story in ways which address - and
reinforce - their own legitimation and authorization as
sSpeakers. By definition, narrative acconcdates the

inclusion of narrators within the aasassination atory.
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Telling the story {of reccllections of the asgassination?
of the story (of the assassination coverage) through the
story {of the Jjournalists who covered it} has intfoduced

rounds of narration that medisate the resulting narration

record.

This was exemplified in a 1988 NBC +televisgion
retrogpective on  the asgassination. The documentary
positioned Edwin Newmnan as externsl narrator; Chet
Buntley, David Brinkley and Frank HecGee as internal
narrators; and various reporters - like Bill Rvan or Tom
Pettit - as on-the-site chroniclers of events 8. The

gtory progressed ag if there were nao visible difference in
the temporal frames occupied by each chronicler: Yet Edwin
Newman spoke 25 vyears after events, Frank MoGees spoke the
night of the assassination, and Tom Pettit spoke a few
momnents after Dswald was shot. The fact that they were all
brought together as if thevy were relating one
chronclogical story neutralized the differences involved
in occupying alternate temporal frames, It made the role
of external narrators central in a way that suggested a
{(false) proximity to the events in Dallas, enhancing the
authority of those spokespeople who were both temporally
and spatially furthest from the original events of

Kennedy’s death.



86
Narrative has thereby accomnodated the inclusion of
narrators regardless of the part they originally played in
the assassination coverage. It has alsc given journalists
a way to legitimate their connection to the story years
after the azssasssination took place, and miles away from

its original events. It is thus no surprise that very few

articles or hewa-itens about the asaasssination have
remained anonymous. Thoase that did are generally
editorials that bear the collective mark of the

institutions that produced them. Instead, most efforts at
journalistic 1recollection have not only been authored but
identified by individual author’s name. One CBS
retrospective, for instance, documented the four dayvs of
Dallas coverage through the persona of anchorperscn Dan
Rather. By repeatedly coming back to film clips of Rather,
the docunentary gave the imprezsion that he Was
regponsible for all of the network’s original coverage
from Dallas *®., This supports hiz central presence in the
documentary as narrator.

Thia is not +to suggest that narration has been
realized in a haphazard or sporadic fashion. As Lucaites
and Condit have sasuggested, narrative functicons as a
Pragmatic and critical choice on the part of speakers.

Rhetorical narrative, in particular, has evolved as
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diegtinct from other kinde of narratives due to its
depehdence on larger discourses:

Rhetorical narration constitutes only one part

of the discourse in which it appears...The clain

supported by &a rhetorical narrative nust be

calculated outside of the narration =@,

The fact that the original recording of events - such asg
the television footage or step-by-step prose accounts of
Kennedy’a shooting - hasa often staved the same while the
narration about it has changed with each retrospective or
publication has allowed journalists to differentially
contextualize stories of their coverage. The strategic
adjustments of memory which narration implies has tended
to correspand to larger discourses through which
journalists have recalled the assassination. They have
done 80 in ways which uphold ongoing discouraes both about
the legitimacy of television news and the consclidation of
journalism professionals.

Recognizing t©tThe need for narrators in assassination
retellings in itself references a collective code by which
Journalists have agreed to accomodate their presence in
their tales. The place created for narrative within
aggasaination retellings thus upholds more general notions
about the role of narrative in conaolidating them into a
compunity. It also references the role of narrative in

consgtructing reality. In particular, the narrative

adjustments by which journalists have retold their part in
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the assagsination suggests the employment of narrative to
realize aima of legitimation. The fact that narrative has
peraisted over time and space allows speakers to
reposition themselves around such an aim in a variety of
Waysa

Journalistsx have relied upon three main narrative
strategies to recolliect the assassination. These
strategies have been invoked both alone and in tandenmn,
exenplifying - the complex nature of journalists”’
reconstructive work in retelling their coverage of the
events of Dallas: They include svnecdoche, persconalization

and rearrangement.

Synecdoche, or the narrative strategy by which the
part 1is called to "stand in" for the whole %%, is
fregquently used by Journalists in recollscting their
accounts of Kennedy’s death. Within the assassination
narrative, this gstrategy allows journalists to borrow the
authority accrued from having covered certain events, and
apply it to svents they did not experience.

For example, & rifle being withdrawn from a window in
the Tewxas Schoolbook Depository wae used to stand in for
witnessing Oswald’s shooting ##, References to a bullet

being pumped into Ozwald’s stomach signified his shooting
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=3_ A foot sticking into the air from the back of the
president’s limousine signified Kennedy’s death =<,

The most illustrative example of synecdoche can  be
found by examining the actual facts behind journalists’
coverage of the assassination story. Scholarship on the
assasaination has established that journalists effectively
covered tha events of the longer weaekend we, In
particular, they covered the murder of Lee Harvey Oswald
by capturing his sghooting on 1live camera, a feat then
labelled a "first in television higtory" #% and since
hailed as exemplary reporting. Similarly, their coverage
of EKennedy’s funeral made them into nasters of ceremonies,
who were lauded for having played an active part in
healing the nation #¥. Against +these two aspects of the
longer assassgination weekend, journalistiec coverage of
Kennedy’a assassination has been toutaed as one of the
journalistic triumphs of contemporary history.

Yet closer examination reveals that this was a
constructed notion that set in after the assassination
waeekend had passed. NMoments of +triumph were unevenly
scattered acrose the assassination weekend. Journalistic
coverage began, in reporter Tom Wicker’s words, "when it
was all over"™ ®#2, Although journalists provided prompt and
comprehensive coverage, it was fraught with problems:! Most

Journaliste did not see Kennedy shot, did not hear Kennedy
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ahot, chronicled reports on the basgis of hearsay and

rumor, lacked access to recognizable and authoritative

SOoUrces, and processed faulty information =%, Proven
journalistic mnethods - such as reliance on eyewitness
status, accessing high-ranking sources, or fact
verification - were all unhelpful. The speed with which

information could be transmitted outpaced the reporters”
ability to gather it. They seimply could not keep up. And
thig +took place in front of one of the largest audiences
in media historvy.

Moreover, the extensive involvement of amateurs and
laypersons challenged the professionalism of journalists.
Eyewitness testimony was provided not by the fifty-some
journalists in the motorcade but by ordinary bystanders
who had not been paid to ‘“cover the bodvy" of the
President, but who did B0 anyway. Photographic
documentation, including the famous Zapruder film, was
provided not by +the 30-some journalists riding in the
Pregidential motorcade but by local merchants, housewives,
businesspeople and other laypersons *¥. Abraham Zapruder,
the dressmaker who provided what has come to be called one
of the most studied films in history, actually forgot his
motion-picture camera and had to go home Lo retrieve it

before the motorcade’s arrival »t,
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While these points will be addressed in more detail
in later chapters, +the aketchy overview offered here
suggests that journalists” coverage of the death of John
F. Kennedy was  problematic. On the provision of
information, the original Jjournalistic task of covering
his shoﬁting, journalists simply did not make the grade.
From thig perspective, their coverage reflected a
situation of journalistic. failuvure, casting the ability of
journalists to serve as spokespeocple for the event as
false. Authority needed to be constructed not through
their actiong but through their narratives about tLthose
actiones. In other words, Journalists neaded o
rhetorically legitimate themselwves in order to offset whatlt
was in effect a basically problematic performance.

The ability of Jjournalists over time to forward not
the problem-ridden version of the assassination coverage
but the wversion that hailed their activities as a
profegaional triumph has been made possible in part
through tﬁe narrative strategy of synecdoche. Through
synecdochs, journalists have made the assassination
harrative intc one long story that extended from Friday
until the following Monday. It tells the tale of Kennedy’s
death, QOawald’s murder and the funeral of the President in
a way that lends closure to the uphegaval suggested by the

events of those four days. By adopting one long narrative,
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journalists have successfuly overstated their successes of

coverage and underplayed their failures. By invoking what

was seen as “successful" coverage - the funeral or the
shooting of Oswald - as representative of all jourﬂalistic
performances of +the assassination weekend, they have

turned aside potentiasl criticism of their performance.
Rhetorical legitimation has thus been facilitated by
the natural tenor of events during that long weekend. For
example, many of the problematic aspects of coverage on
the day Kennedy was shot were resolved by the day he was
buried: Journalists’ lack of eyewitness status in the
shooting was resolved by their presence both at the
funeral and at Ogwald’s murder. Izgues of fact
verification appearesed less salient once the more general
tfacts of Kennedy’s death and Uswald’s presumed role in it
were confirmed. The accessibility of sources played less
of & role as the unravelling of what had happened took
shape through the eywitness accounts of non-official
SourQes, usually bystanders. Disjunctions between the
rapid pace of information relay -~ made possible by wire
services, radio and televisgion - and the slower pace of
journalists’ information gathering became less central as
the events of the weekend edged into the funeral, where
little infbrmation—gathering was necessary. Within all of

these circumsetances, the fact that journalists missed the
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shooting was recast as an incidental part of a larger
journalistic triumph rather than maintainsasd as an
independent mishap that cast seriocus doubts on their
professionalisma

It is important *to note +that technology has been
portrayed as central to the accomplishment of journalistic
work. Photographs, affadavits, films all have given
journalists a way of going bkack and.retelling their role
in the assassination in a way that 1let them take
recponsibility for both the work of other journalists and
news organizations. It facilitated synecdochal
representations of the event, by which journalista could
emerge as aunthoritative spokespeople for the assassination
story, regardless of what they personally had done, sesen
or heard. This situation was particularly fruitful for the
legitimation of certain Jjournalists az speakers over
others.

Thus seynecdoche has given Jjournaliste a credible role
in the larger assassination narrative, constructed by then
as extending from Kennedy’s shooting +to his funeral four
days later. Portraying events within one long narrative
has made them responsible for the story in its entirety.
Synacdoche blurred the problems that characterized many of
their activities., It blurred what was and was not

“profegsional® about their coverage. It alsc helpesd
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journalists assume rssponsibility for evente which went
pevond their personal experience, by hinging discussions
ljess directly on what journalists had actually done and
more on the images of journalistic coverage +that both
journalists and news organizations were interested and

invested in perpetuating.

FPERSONALIZATION

A second strategy of retelling the assassination is
through personalization. Recollecting events has been
accomnplizhed through the persona of reporters, with
assassination coverage documented through their personal
experienceg. Journalists have tended £o set up their
familiarity with the events of Dallas, so azs to later play

off the authority which it gave themn.

Pergonalized narrative has been most effectively
grounded in Jjournalista” phyaical presence in Dallas
during the assassinastion weekend. Journalists who were

there .wrote and spoke of their eyewitness experiences
under titles which underscored their authority for events.
Time correspondent Hugh Sidey authorized his account of
the Kennedy Pregidency by noting that "I was with him in
Dallas, Texas on November 22, 1963. Few correspondents who

A

were there will ever forget that day™ =%, New York Times

correspondent Tom Wicker credentialled one of his books

with the note that "his two vyears as White House
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correspondent included coverage of President HKennedyv’s
assassination”™ #%, Pictures from the assassination weekend
were réproduced with markers encircling reporters’ heads
or torsos. &n article by Newsweek reporter Charles Roberts
repraduced a photograph of Roberts at the LBJ swearing-in
aboard Alilr Force One. In the picture, thick white arrows
pointed at Roberts’ head, situated behind that of the
Vice-President ®%_, A& bock by the same author reproduced a
picture of the press credentials that Roberts had used in
Pallas on its back flap 3%,

Television retrgépectivea began by setting out the
November 1963 presence of +their narrators, detailing

exactly where in Dallas they had been. Reporter Steve

Bell, now anchorperson on Philadelphia’s Eyewitness lews

but +then & national correspondent, recollected the 25th
anniversary of Kennedy’s death on the evening news in the
following way:
In Omaha, Nebraska, this young reporter and his
wife had just been told by the doctor that our
first «c¢hild would be born any day now. Then the
President was dead, and I was sent to Dallas to
cover the aftermath %,
The program then proceeded to document not only what had
happened when Hennedy was zhot but what else Bell had done
in Dallas. For example, it included repeat on-air footage

of Bell’s original televised coverage twenty-five years

earlier.
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Setting up the Jjournalist’s presence in Dallas was
central to legitimating +the journalist as an guthorized
apeaker for the assassination story. Recalling the

ssassination story was &lsoc grounded in the monitorin
a

positions which certain reporters - like Harrison
Salisbury or Walter Cronkite - held at nesetwork or
newspapeyxr headguarters. In an article entitied "The
Editor’s View in New York,"” Salisbury recalled how his

position at the New York Times had him organizing the

assassination coverage #¥., His reconstruction of events
reinforced the importance of his role in covering the
assassination. Indeed, the relevance attached to
monitoring the’ agsasasination story was somnewhat
underscored in asgsassination tales from their outset. Said

Marya Mannes in The Reporter of December 19, 1963:

I listened to the familiar voices of those men
who we are highly privileged as a people to have
ag interpreters of events! Edward Morgan and
Howard K. Smith, Walter Cronkite and Eric
Sevareid - and Charles Collingwood, Chet Huntley
and Pavid Brinkley, HMNarvin Kalb and Robert
Pierpoint &,
Few of the reporters Mannes mentioned were in Dallas. Most
were anchorpersons or corregspondents who monitored and
commented upon the assassination story from afar =%,
Journalists also uged their tales to document their

intentions of having been present at the event in Dallas:

Twenty-five vears after the assassination, television
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reporter Edwin Newman was called upon to narrate NBC’s
opus six and one-half hour reconstruction of events. He
began his narration by saving that "I myself, having been
told that I would be going to Dallas went instead to
Washington on a plane NBC had chartered" +%. Reporter John
Chancellor introduced another television retrospective by
talking about his experiesnces in Berlin at the time that
Kennedy was shbt “+, What was not made clear in either
case was why these experiences c¢redentialled them to
authoritatively speak about the events of Kennedy’'s death.

Personalization, made explicit by the perscnal
experiences and narratives of journalists, has thus helped
to anchor and. authenticate institutional recollections of

the assassination. It allows media institutions to invoke

the experiences of certain jJjournalists as legitimate
reconstructions of the assassination story. In both the
press and broadcast mnedia, journalists are able to

pogition themselves in authoritstive posgitions vis a vis
the asgsaggination weehkend through their personal
experiences. Doing so, however, blure the fact that many
personal narratives based on such experiences bear
questionable authority for the events in Dallas. Working
on the assassination story from Vafar thus constitutes a
potentially faulty frame through which to recollect the

assassination weelend. The fact that personalized
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narrative has been held up by news organizationa as a
legitimate way to anchor institutional recolleétions of
the assagssination gstory, however, reinforces its
importance. Wittingly or not, it has also set up a
credible framework by which to legitimate certain
journalists as speakers for the assassinastion story,
regardleasas of the role they actually plaved in covering

it.

REARRANGEMENT

Yet a third way of retelling the asesassination is
through rearrangement. Rearrahged narrative has generated
many holes of memory in the assgassination storv, as
journalists have reconstructed their assassination
coverage by rearranging time, people and places connacted
with original agsassination tales. The role of radio, for
example, was literally erased from ingtitutional
recollections of events. Although most television
retrospectives employved radio lbroadcasts ag background
when discussing television’sg part in covering the
assassination, few have problematized radio’s coverage or
identified it - either by medium, network or individual
reporter. Books and articles employ fragments of radio
broadcasts, usually vaguely referencing them as '"radio

broadecasgters".
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Other holes of memory perpetuated by rearranged
narrative include the controverasy surrounding television’s
facilitation of the death of Lee Harvey Oswald. The
disappearance of this aspegific discourse over time has
played directly into ongoing notions of what it means to
be a journalism professicnal. The intruding presence of
journalists in the corridor where Uswald was shot - the
cables, equipment, sheer numbers - was enough of a proklem

after the assasggination to generate many official and

profesaional censures of journalistic behavior “=. The
Warren Report even had =a sepecial section called "The
Activity of Newsmen," where it examnined the problematic
aspects of journalistic performances in Dallas <%, Yet

contemporary mention of that dimension of Journalistic
behavior in Dallas is difficult to find. Contemporary
renditions of the (Oswald story have instead cast it as the
professiconal triumph that was implicit in the scecop of
having caught the murder on 1live camera. Other holes of
memory hawve included the role of amateur photpgraphers and
filmmakers in capturing Kennedy’s shooting, and the
assistance engendered by local media in covering the
aagasgsination. Although immediately hailed for the help
lent national media during the events in Dallas +<%, today
local reporters receive nary & mention in assassination

recollections.
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The most interesting rearrangements of assassination
coverage are found in the people who have disappeared from
institutional recocollections of the story. CBS reporter
Eddie Barhker, for example, who was news director of CBS’s
affiliate in Dsallas, played a major role in the
assassination coverage, providing the first unconfirmed

reports  that Kennedy was dead. As Broadcasting magazine

conveyvyed shortly afterwards:

KRLD-TV newsman Eddie Barker, after having
talked to & doctor at the hospital, made the
initial report that the President was desad.
Walter Cronkite in New York continually referred

to this report but emphasized it was not
official. Thusg, ©CBS had a beat of several
minutes that Mr. Kennedy had died of his wounds
Also at the scene of the assassination, Dan Rather
followed Barker’'s= disgpatch with two unocificial
confirmations before Kennedy’s death was officially
egstablished.
Yet how has this story held up over time? In

contemporary chronicles, Barker’s role in the story is
mentioned in only the most extengive and detailed
accounts. Generally, they follow the line taken by this
1989 recounting:

“"The eyves of Walter Cronkite swelled with tears

when he heard, from a young Dan Rather, that

President Kennedy was dead™ <&,

Another version, penned in 1983, claimed that “thanks to

Rather, CBS achieved another “Ffirst’ -~ the news that
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Kennedy was dead" “¥. Yet another, written in 1978,
mentionad that first Rather, then Barker had received word
that Kennedy was dead #9, 4 number of facts have been
invalidated by these accounta: That Cronkite heard the
newse initially from Barker and only afterward from Rather;
that Cronkite’s eyes swelled with tears when he feceived
official confirmation of the death, not when he heard it
from Rather; and that the “first®™ of confirming Kennedy’s
death was accomnplished by Barker, not Rather. Nost
accounts of CBS’ coverage of events have rarely convevyed
correct versions of the incident, instead highlighting Dan
Rather within the story at the expense of the lesser-known
(and non CBS-employed) Eddie Barker. In other words, the
role of the local reporter has been consigtently
understated alongside the more extensive accounte accorded
his or her national counterpart.

The purpose of rearranged narrative ie thus to help
cartain  Jjournalists and news organizations rhetorically
legitimate their presence within the assassination story.
There aré many exanples of what is gained here!
Understating the role of radiec overstates the role of
television; shifting attention away from the role of
amateurs focuses attention on the function of journalism
profeassionals; deleting mention of loéal media enhances

recollections of the performances of national media.
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Rearranged narrative has thus reflected ongoing discourses
about the rightful boundaries of journalistic practice and
authority. Journalistic recollections of the assassination
coverage have been strategically rearranged to produce &
uniform narrative that plays up the Qole of professional
journalists, particularly those employed by the national

broadcast media, in covering the assassination story.

Rearrangemnent ia thus directly linhked with larger
discourses about shifting boundaries of cultural
authority, changing definitions of journalistic
profegssionalisam and the emarging legitimation of

tglevision news.

The narrative astrategies by which journalists have
retold the assasesination story have thereby set up an
extensive network by whicﬁ journalists are able to
rhetorically reconstruct the part they originally playved
in the assassination story. Personalization centars
recollections on  journalists® personal experiences and
narratives, highlighting the importance of the reporter
within the larger context of Kennedy’s death.
Rearrangement promotes the presence of certain
journalists, practices and news organizations within those
recollaections. And synecdoche contextuali=zes the
rersocnalized rearrangemente of Jjournalists within larger

narratives about the legitimation of television journaliam
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and Jeournalistic professioconalism. While the precises ways
in which journalists have used these strategies will be
addressed in coming chapters, it is fititing to note here
that journalists’ strategies of retelling the
aésassination have foregrounded a gself-referential
discourse -that in many cases conceals a false authority
for the events of that weekend. Regardless of the
integrity of such a discourse, it has played a critical
part in journaliste”’ self-legitimation as their
assasaination tales have been disseminated across time and
space..

RHETORICAL LEGITIMATION: CULTURAL AUTHORITY THROUGH
NARRATIVE ADJUSTMENT

By setting up the foundations by which journalists
would energe as authorized spokespeopl= for the
assassination through their retellings of its story over
time and space, narrative has thereby fostered the
rhetorical legitimation of Jjournalists. While it did neot
signal the complete process by which journalists would
emnerge as the story’s authorized spokespople, it  Thas
nonatheless provided the groundwork on which their
authorized preegence could and did flourish. The fact that
Journalists’ retellings of the story of Kennedy’s death
have accomodated the presence of narrators, in a variety

of forms, has made retellings of the story largely
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dependent on Jjournalists”’ presence as storyvtellers.
Harrative has thereby set in motion a somewhat circular
process of legitimating Jjournalists as authorized puklic
speakers: Over time, the assassination story has most
effectively been told by journalists authorized toc speak
for 1its events. But by the same token, journalists have
become increasingly auvthorized and legitimated as
spokespersons for the story through their presence in the
narratives which have relayed its events.

Much of this has been realized through the accephtance
and zrecognition of narrative adjustment as a legitimate
way of retelling the  assassination. The implicit
acceptance of constructed versions of reality, mnaking
realit? accountable through the stories told about it, has
allowed dournalists to strategize their assasgsination
retellings by adjusting them to meet collective aims. The
fact that narrative adjustment - in =11l its forms - has
evolved into an acceptable practice for telling the
agssasesination story has erased barriers that in cother
circumstances might have obstructed journalists”
rhetorical legitimation. The peculiar reality-based claims
of assassination narratives, coupled by the large spatial
and temporal spans through which they have been
disseminated, suggests that they have involved a mnode of

adjustment that fertilizes journalists’ attempts to
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legitimate themselves. This in turn has increased the

pogsgibility of adjusting narratives in accordance with

even larger agendas - about journalistic professicnalism,
cultural authority, and televizion journalism -
engendaring the cyclical nature of rhetorical

legitimation; Within such parameters, the consclidating
moves of journalists around the centrality of narrative
have upheld their functioning as an interpretive community
and golidified the ritual aspects of their retellings.

It is important to note that the acceptance of
narrative adjustment as a mnode of retelliing the
azsassination was derived 1in no small part from the chaos
that surfounded £he aevents of Kennedy’s death. Audiences
existed -~ for however transient a period of time - in
cirucmstances of confusicon, void and uncertainty. The
ability of journalists to step into those circumstances
and ensrge as authoritative spokespeople was thus in part
cirvcunstantial, with legitimacy derived from the
audience’s suspension of Jjudgment., ¥Yet the overwhelming
naed for cohesion and community - not only on the
journalists’ part but- on the public’s too - has allowed
Journalistic authority te flourish through the narratives
that journalists have told.

Against these circumstances, these rages have

suggested how, in the case of the Kennedy assassination,

i
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narrative set the groundwork by which Jjournaliste have
transformed themnselves into MOTE auvthoritative
spokespeople than warranted by their actual connection to
4the assagsination story. Journalists have used narrative
strategies of adjustment to offset what was often false
authority for the actual assassination story. The rhetoric
of sgelf-legitimation on which this was predicated has been

embedded by journalisgts within the assassination tales

themngalveas. Thisz exemplifies Habermpas’ contention that
speakers in public discourse use “street wisdon" as
effective rationale to exercise a basically falae
authority.

Narrative has plaved a central role in setting up a
certain image of Jjournalists in conjunction with Ltheir
coverade of the events in  Dallas. In order for
journalists’ wversions of the assassination story to emerge
as authorized perspectives, there was need for routinized
and repeatable narratives by which the part played by
journalists would be +told. Reporters’ assasgination tales
has thus become instrumental in setting up and maintaining
the parameters of the svents of Kennedy’s= death not only
for thosze concerned with the tale of the President’s death
but with the tellers who told it. While the rhetoric of
journalistic legitimation has been subseguently cemented‘

by other features - such as Jjournalists’ assumptions of
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diffefent roles through their assassination narratives -
the process of legitimating journalists as spokespeopls
for the asgsgassination story is grounded in its
legitimation aé a strategy in public discourse. Through
narrative, the ability of journalists to promote
thenselves aa cultural authorities #for the story of

Kennedy’s assassination was made possible.

* This argument has been most forcefully advanced by
technological determiniets who contend that the form of
establishing authority in public discourse is directly
determined by the attributes of the medium at hand [See
Harold A. Innis, Empire and Communicsitions (Toronto:
1972): HMarshall MclLuhan, Understanding Media {(London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1964)1.

# This point is suggested by Barbara Herrnstein Smith, On
the Margins of Discourse (Chicago:!: University of Chicago
Presgs, 19738). Communication studies in this area include
work by the Center for Contemporary Cultural Studies in
Birmingham, the Glasgow University Media Group ([(Bad Hews
{London: Routledgs and Kegan Paul, 1976): More Bad News
{London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 138801, and work from
Australia on institutional language lie., Gunther Kress
and Robert Hodges, Language as Ideclogy (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1979)]. Each perspective focuses upon the
workings of language and authority in institutional and
mediated settings.

% Cited in John L. Lucaites and Celeste Condit,
"Reconstructing Narrative Theory: & Functional
Perspective,”" Journal of Communication (Special Issue
entitled "Home Narrans: Story-telling in Mass Culture and
Everyday Life"), {(Autumn 1983), pp. 93-4.

“ Max Weber, Hax Weber: Selections in Translation
(Camrbridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978).
Legitimation, he contended, provides an effective
rationale for most communication acts, in that individuals
are ultimately concerned with legitimating themsslves.
Rational acts across domains - such as speaking or telling
stories - can thus be =een az attempts to realize
objectives of power.

“ Jurgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative fAction
Vol. Iy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1981), p. =xxiv-uxv.
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& Robert Wuthnow et al, Cultural Analvsis (London:
Routledge Kegan Paul, 1984>, p. 190. The ability of
communication to uphold ceonsensus in realizing these aims
determines whether true, or effective, communication has
peen achieved.

¥ Roland Barthes, "Introduction teo the Structural Analysis
of Narrative,™ in Imnage, Music, Text {(New York: Hill and
Wang, 1977).

# See Hayden White, "The Value of Narrativity,®™ in W.J.T.
Mitchell, On Narrative (Chicago:! University of Chicago
Pregeg, 1980); Lucaites and Condit, 1985; Walter R, Fisher,
“Narration as a Human Comnunicatieon Paradigm,™
Communication Monographs (March 19845, pp. 1-22; Peter
Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of
Reality {(Few York! Anchor Bocks, 1966).

® Hayden White, 1980, p. 18.

ter See, for example, Richard Bauman and Roger Abrahams
(eds.?, “And Other Neighborly Names"” {(Austin: University
of Texas Press, 1981}, for a wide-ranging collection of
essays about how narrative authority is shaped across time
and space.

*3 Hayden White, "Historical Pluralism,'’
12z (Spring, 19856, p. 487.

i Studies examining the narrative dimensions of
journalism include a collection of essays edited by James
W. Carey {ed.), Media. Myths and Narratives {(Beverly
Hills: Sage, 1988); Michael Schudson, "The Politics of
Narrative Form: The Emergence of News Conventions in Print
and Television,"” Daedalus 3(43), 1982; Robert Darnton,

“Writing News and Telling Stories,” Daedslus {1975); and
Graham Knight and Tony Dean, "Myth and the Structure of
New=," Journagl of Communication 32 (2), 13882.

¥ The concept is borrowed from George Gerbner, "Cultural
Indicators: The Third Voice,™ in G. Gerbner, L. Gross and
W. Melody (eds.), Communications Technology and Social
Poligy: Understanding the New "Cultural Revolution” (New
York: John Wiley and Sons, 1973). See Chapter Two for a
dizcussion of how it was generated.

e andy bLogan, “JFK: The Stained Glass Image,” Amnerigan
Heritage Magazine (August, 1967, p. 6; Frank Donner,
“Congpiracies Unlimited,"”™ The Nation ¢12/22/79), p. 658,
i% Dan Rather, quoted in Four Davs in November, CBS News
Documentary (11/17/88).

*¢ Charlies Roberts, The Truth Abouyt the Agsacg=mination (New
York, Grosset and Dunlap, 1967, p. 15. .
¥ Steve Bell, KYY Evewitness News [Channel Four Late-
Night News, Philadelphia (11/22/88)1.

e JFK fssassination: As It Happened, NBC News Documentary
(11r,22/88).

1% Four Davys in Novemnber (11/17/88).
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e See Lucaites and Condit, 19858, p. 101.

@1 Kathleen Hall Jamieson’s Eloguence in an Electronic Age
(New York: Ozford Univergity Press, 1988) discusses how
news conventions incorporate synecdochal representations
of events.

wa Tom Wicker, "8 Reporter Must Trust Hisg Insbtinct,”
Saturday Rewview 47 (1/11/64>, p. 81l.

=% Tom Pettit, NBC News (11/24/63).

s Bert Schipp, guoted in John B. Mayo, Bulletin From
Dallas (New York: Exposition Press, 19€7), p. 142.

=% See Bradley Greenberg and Edwin Parker f{eds.), The
Kennedy fAssassination and the American Public (Palo Alto:
S5tanford University Press, 1965), for a thorough
collection of ezsays on this subject.

=4 Broadcasting (12/2/63).

w7 See Greenbsrg and Parker, 1965. Alsc zee Elihu Katz and
Daniel Davan, HMedia Event=: On the Experience of Not Being
Therg (New York: Oxford University Press, forthcoming’.

we Tom Wicker, A Reporter Must Trust His Instinct,™ 1964,
p- 81L. _

=2 More detailed support for this statement can be found
in Chapters Four and Five. An extensive description of the
problems faced by Jjournalists in Dallas is found in Darwin
Payne, "“The Presgs Corps and the Kennedy Administration,”
Journalism Monographs {(February, 1970).

=< The only professional photographer to capture Kennedy’s
death on film was an AP photographer who was hailed by the
trade press as “the lone pro" on the scene [(See Editor and

r (12/7/63), p. 101.

am Manchester, The Death of A& President {(New York:
Harper and Row, 1967).

=% Hugh Sidey, John F. Kennedy, President (Hew York:
Atheneum, 1963), pp. vi-vii.

=% Tom Wicker, JFK and LBJ (New York: William Morrow and
Company, 1868), p. 299. A similar theme was found in
assassination narratives that were compiled as "The
Reporters’ Sitory,™ Columbia Journalism Review (Winter,
1964 .

@4 Charles Roberts, "Eyewitness in Dallas," Newsweeslk
(12/5/66), p. 26.

“% Roberts, 1967.

#e Steve Bell, KEYW Evewitness News (Channel Four Lalte-
Night News, Philadelphia, 11/22/88).

®* Harrison Salisbury, "The Editor’s View in New York," in
Bradley Greenberg and Edwin Parker, The Kennedy
idssassination and the American Public (Stanford:! Stanford
University Press, 19635).

%2 Maryva Mannes, "The Long Vigil,"™ The Repgrter
(12/19/62), p. 16.
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#%® Similar recollections were voiced elsewhere. One
observer mentioned how "in the days immediately following
the assassination, voices of men like Huntley, Brinkley
and Cronkite became more prominent than those of my own
parents” [John P. Sgarlat, "4 Tragedy on TV - and the
Tears of a Crestfallen Hation,"” Philadelphia Bailvy News
(11/22/8831. Again, mention was made not of on-site
reporters but the anchorpersons who monitored their words.
w2 Edwin Newman, JFK Assassination: aAs It Happened
(11/22/88).

<2 John Chancellor, The bWeak We Logt John F. Kennedy, NBC
News (1989).

% Foremost here was a special session of the ASNE
{American Society for Newspaper Editors), which brought
together the heads of 17 top news organizations to discuss
journalistic performance in Dallasg [New York Times
(10/9/643, p. 211.

“% See Warren Report: Report of the President’s Commission
on _the fAssassination of President Kennedy (Washington, DC:
US Government Printing OGffice, 1964), pp. 201-8.

“4 Richard VYan der Karr, "How Dallas TV Stations Covered
Kennedy Shooting," Journalism Juarterly {(Autumn, 19651,

“% Broadcasting (12/2/63), p. 40.

“% “Television’s Fiftisth Anniversary,'
(Summer 19892, p. 100.

“7 Barbara Watusow, The Evening Stars (Boston! Houghton
Mifflin, 1S83), p. 105.

“& Gary Paul Gates, Airtime (New York: Harper and Row,
1978, p. 3.
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CHAPTER FOUR

“COVERING THE BODY"™ BY TELLING THE ASSASSINATION

“"This numbed grief must be made articulate™
- Editori=zsl, The Reporter (12/5/83), p.l19.

November 21, 1963 was a routine day for the fiftv-odd
journaliste who travelled with President John F. Kennedy
cn & campaign trip to Dallas. They had been asgsigned to
"cover the body.” This aassignment held them rezponsible
for the activitiesz of the President of the United States,
particularly if the unpredictable were to arise. "Covering
the body” gave naws organizations one way of routinizing
the unexpected *.

On November 22, however, “covering the body" took on
a more literal connotation: The assassination of John F.
Kenn=ady threw the boundaries of appropriate Journalistic
practice into question. What journalists could and could
not do - or did and did not de - in covering the
agsassination rattled their shared notions of journalisgtic
professionalisn, and the houndaries by which their
practices c<ould be labelled professional. In this chapter,
I identify what happened to those boundaries by tracing
the narratives through which journalists recounted their
part in the sssassination story. Through Jjournalista’

narratives that were published and circulated at the time
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of Kennedv’s death, the following pages describe how
journalists relayed their activities of +that weekend
through narrative. Through their coverage of the events in
Dallas, they displayed what they consider=ad to  be
boundaries of appropriate journalistic practice and

autherity.

During the gquarter-century eince John F. Kennedy was
asgassinated, journalists have transformead their accounts
akhout his death_ into one long narrative memorializing the
glain President. Journalists’ memories extend over what
appeared +to be four continuous days of grief and mourning.
They begin with the arrival of the EKennedys in Dallas,
extend through the President’s motorcade and death, and
conclude with his state funeral. Stories of this four-day
stretch of events have come to constitute +the master.
narrative by which the particulars of Kennedy’s death have
been told. Through it, journalists have assumed
respénsibility for many of the smaller events comprising
the asgassination sestory, regardless of what they
themnselves saw, did or heard.

Yet at the time Jjournalists faced tasks that were far
nore diacrete. Covering the assassination called for

behavior that was somewhat "out of boundsz'" of formalized
dournalistic standarda. It constituvted what Gaye Tuchran

has called the “vwhat a story" category, the story which
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sidesteps routinized euwpectations, has no steadfast rules
of coverage and calle for strategies of improvisation and
redefinition *. Herbert Ganz has sinilarly di=zcussed the
"gee whiz" story, the classification that embodies the
regidue of other more commonplace types of news stories ®.
The assasgeination story +thus called for trained instinct
on the part of journzlism professionals. In their attempt
to effectively routinize and control ite unpredictability,
they approached agpects of the aasgsassination as
independent monents of coverage. News organizations
assigned individual journalists to seemingly finite “mini-
avents" within the more generalized agsassination story.
This presented a gquandary, of sorte, For while
journalists did not possess the kind of standardized
guidance they needed to cover the story, what journalists
did, or said they did, had much to do with how they viewed
themgelves ags professionals.  Embedded within their
activities, and narrative reconstructions abkout thosze
activities, were exrplicit notions about professionalian,
Journalistic practice and the media technologies that
assisted and hindered them in formulating authorized
stories about the assassination. The fact that they did =o
in circumstances that offered few guidelines for covering

news other than an emphasis on instincet and improvisation
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has made an examination of their authority =211 the more
critical.

In this chapter, I consider journalists’ accounts of
covering the assassination at the time of Kennedy’'g death.
I trace the master narrative of the sassassination, by
focusing on journalists’ original accountse of covering
Kennedy’s shooting, Johngson’s swearing-in, the follow-up
to the shooting and the mourning of the President. Through
notions of professionalisn, aunthority and Journalistic
practice that were embedded in these accounts, I consider
how covering the assassination story was an  act ofw
journalistic failure. Yet its transformation into s story
of profeasional triumph - and its invocaetion as a
cornerstone by which fthe craft of journalistic authority
would be realized - displave the workings of rhetorical

legitimation.

"COVERING THE BODY™: THE STORY AS CORPUS

By most existing models of journalistic practice, the
agsassination of John F. Kennedy congtitutes one event
that has rattled formalized notions about what it means Lo
be a professional journalist. The assassination story
moved from the shooting of +the President to the shooting
of hig presumed assassin, from the improvisory swearing-in
of a new President to the ceremonial burial of an old one,

with a rapidity that stunned most journalists seeking to
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inscribe its chronclogy. Reporters "covering the body,”
+he beat that assigned Journaliasts to thé President’s
activities should the unpredictable arise, faced difficult
and unanticipated circumstances.

Although they provided prompt and comprehensive
coverage, journalists did not see the event, sometimes did
not hear the event, incorporated hearsay, rumor and faulty
information into their chronicles, and failed Lo access
recognizable and authoritative sources. Journalisztic
methods upon which nost reporters had come to rely - such
as evewitnezs status, access to sourcesn or fack
verification - proved unhelpful and rendered an incomplete
version of the story. The speed of informatioen
transmission outpaced their ability to gather it, and
their inability tc keep up was apparent to the largest
viewing audience in media history.

When Kennedy was assassinated, news editors guickly
labelled the event "the biggest story of their lifetimes"
“. Within 24 hours more than 300 nedia represzentatives

)

arrived in Dallas Because of the sgstory’s numerocus
unpredictable and potentially unmnanageable angles,
asgignments did not always match anticipated events. It
remained a "breaking storvy" throughout! The "transfer" of

Lze Harvey Oswald became coverags of his murder. Covering

the sguccession story hecamne an eyvewitnessing of LBJI s
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inauguration amidst the cramped conditions aboard Air
Force One. Those assigned +to write the follow-up on
Kennedy’s sghooting wrote instead of the killing of Qfficer
Tippit or confused medical briefings about Lthe President’s
body. Although the satate funeral provided one forum in
which the story’s different threads were temporarily
brought together, journalists approached the larger
asgassination story through stages manageable +to them.
This meant that they concentrated on independent and often
isclated moments of coverage that were later brought
together in larger narratives. Thosze mnaoments offered
journalistas individual but separate loci on which to
facansider, raecall and rethink the hows and whys of

journalistic practice.

MOMENTS OF COVERAGE

While intended here as an analytical tool, reducing
the assassination story into discrete moments of coverage
in effect reflected +the task-orientation of Journalists
covering the story. Journaliste recounted concentrating on
the immediate tashks to which they had heen assigned. Their
accounts focused on four moments of coverage! the shooting
of Kennedy; <+the hospital; the swearing-in of Lynéon

Johnszon: the follow-up to Kennedy’s shooting, including

the nurder of Lee Harvey Oswald: and EKennedy”s funeral.
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The following pages gummarize how journalists recounted

thoge moments at the time of the assassinastion storvy.

THE SHOOTING

Degpite the presence of fifty-odd Washington
correspondents  in the President’s entourage, at the moment
of Kennedy’s assagsgination most were corralled inside two
press buses taking them to downtown Dallas. As a result,
covering the assassination began in one reporter’s view
“when the central fact of it was over® ¢. By the time the
few raeporters riding in press photo cars had broken loose
¥y the President’s car had already sped off toc Parkland
Hogpital. Conseguently, reporting on the assassination was
reconstructive and derivative from the beginning. HMost
reporters simply mizsed the initial event.

Typical reports of the shooting, taken respectively
from radio, television and the print media, want as
follows:

It appears as though something has happened in

the motorecade route. Something, I repeat, has

happenesd in the notorcade route. Parkland

Hospital - there has been a shooting. Parkland

Hozspital has been advised to stand by for a

severe gunshot wound. The official party, as I

can see it, turning around, going to the

emargency room at Parkland Hospital #.

At about 12:32, the motorcadse fturnsg a cornar

into a parkway. The crowds are thinner...three

shots are heard, like +toy explosions. (NBC

caneramnan Dave) Weignan Jjumps from his c¢ar,

running toward the President with his camera
running. People scream, lie down grabkbing their
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children. I leave the motorcade and run after

paolice, who appesar to be c¢chasing somebody. The

mnotorcade moves on fast #.

Az  our press bus esased at motorcade speed down

an incline toward an underpass, there was a

little confusion in the sparse crowds that at

that point had been standing at the curb to see

the President of the United States pass. As we

cane out of the underpass, I zaw a motorcycle

policeman drive over the curbk, acrosgs an opsen

areaa, a few dfeet up a railroad bank, dismount,

and start scrambling up the bank *+.
The perspective was partial; no account confirmsed that the
President had been hit. Accounts began through the
uncertain perspective of the bystander and reflected
innuendo, rumour and half-truth. It took time before
journalists definitively knew what had happened.
sfterwards some réperters maintained that they “were not

avare that anything sericus had occurred until they

reached the Merchandise Mart two or three minuteszs later”

For Journalists invested in upholding their status as
preferred obsservers of the event, thisz posed problema. The
assignment of "cavering. the bady" gave them what wers
essentially generous boundaries - of proximity and access
~ in which to play out their authoritative presence in the
story. The fact that they misgsed the event in effect
constituted a blow to thelr professionalism. Because news

organizations hungered for a continual stream of
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information, the disjuncticons felt by reporters sent to
"cover the body™ were magnified,

When Kennedy was shot, the ﬂssociaﬁed Press’ Jack
Rell was in the pool car in the Presidential motorcade.

The New York Times published hisg account +the next day,

prefacing it with the observation that he had "witnessed

the shooting from the fourth car" in the procesasion *#,

The feasibility of that feat was doubtful, a point borna
out when Bell himself suthorized the event through what he
had heard, not what he had seen:

There was a loud bang as though a giant
firecracker had exploded in the caverns between
the tall buildings we were just leaving behind
us. In guick succession there were two other
loud reports. The ocminous sounds of these
dignissed from the minds of us riding in the
reporters’ pool car the fleeting idea that some
Texan was adding a bit of noise to the cheering
welcome...The man in front of ne screamed, "My
God, they’re shooting at the President"™ *%,

Az Bell looked back at the building where he thought the
shots had come, he said he "saw no gignificant signs of
activity®™ **., His actions suggested that he also did not
beligve what he did see: When the pool car pulled up at
Parkland Hospital, he jumped out and looked in the back
seat of the Presidential limcusmine:

For an instant I stopped and stared into the

back seat. There, face down, stretched out at

full length, lay the President, motionless. Hise

natty business suit sesemed hardly rumpled. But

there was bhlood on the floor. "Iz he dead?" I

asked a Secrelt Service man. “T don’t know,' he
gaid, Ybut I don’t think seo' %,
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Even faced with firest-hand evidence of activity that other
reporters contended had blown half of the President’s head
awav, Bell needed confirmation.

Ironically, the AP"s eyvewitness account for the
assassination cane from a staff rhotographer.
Photographing the motorcade, James Altgens telephoned his
Dallas =editor with the news that Kennedy had been shot. “I
gaw it," he. gaid. "There was blood on his face. Mrs.
Kennedy jumnped up and grabbsed him and cried “oh no!’ The
rotorcade raced onte the freeway” *®. The AP ran that
account in full. Altgens” photograph of a Secret Service
agent clinmbing over the back of Kennedy’s limousine was
transmitted 25 minutes after the shocting *7. Two weeks

later, Editor and Publisher issued a profile about Altgens

entitled “Lone ’"Pro” on Scene When JFK Was Shot". Tracing
his career as a professional photographer, the article
hailed the fact that Altgen’s photographs remained
exclusives "for 24 hours - until some amateur film turned
up" e,

During the shooting, UPIl’s Merriman 3Smith was seated
in the game pool car as Bell. Like Bell, he did not see
the event but heard the shots. Over the poeol car’s
radiophone, he reported that "threse shots were fired at
President Kennedy’'a motorcade in downtown Dsllas"™ *92,

Seeing but not knowing, hearing but not seeing, neither



seeing nor hearing! Such were the foundations from which
journalists generated authorized accounts of the event. As
William Manchester later gaid of Smith:

Smith was not as astute a reporter as he seened.

Despite extensive esuwperience with weapons, he

had thought the asounds= in the plazs were three

shots from an auvtomatice wespon, and in a

subseguent mnaesgage he identified them as bursts.

But his gpeed was remarkable #°,

Initial reports of the assassination, while rapidly
transmitted, thug displayed the authority of partial
knowledge.

This was exacerbated by the fact that the machinery
of government information was virtually paralvzed. Unlike
the death of Roogevelt, which was "announced by a
ginmultan=ous phone call to thres wire gervices from the
White House™ =2, official channels of information relay
were blocked, confused or s=imply nowhere to be {found.
Journalists had thres choices: to exclude problemnatic
information, to include 1t or to gualify its inclusion by
admitting that it had not been verified. #s Wilbur Schramnm
later s=aid, reporters on the Dallas story were "up against
one of the classical problems of Journalism: What
constitutes evidence? When does a report have encugh
support to Justify passing it along?" #®, Reporters lacked

the time, SOUrCcEs or circumnstances in which to

zatiefactorily resoclve such issues.



Information about the shooting was =ztrung tegether in
bitz and pileces. Reporters nesded to first establish the
presence of shots, then the fact that the shots had
wounded the President, the possgibility that the wound was
fatal, the rumcras of hias death, and finally the fact that
he had died. With each stepr in +that s&gaguence, the
certainty among journaliste about what had happened grew.
But esach step also generated new gquesticons, uncertainties
and inaccuracies. Accomplishing professional goals of
coverage in an accurate, fact-based and verifiable faszhion
was virtually impossible.

The mein thrust of coverasge was to inform the public
guiclkly. Approximately 61 minutes elapsed while
journaliste worked Ltheir way down the initial story’s
saeguenca. First reports reached the wires a nmeager four
minuvtes after the shots were fired #3, Six minut=zs later,

at 12.40 p.m., Walter Cronkite broke intoc CBS* "8s +the

World Turnsg" to announce - in UPI’s words -~  that in
Dallasa Texas, threae ahots were fired at Przsident
Kennedy’'s mnotorcade. The first reports say that the
President was geriously wounded™ =, Radico brought

internittent and fragmented updates, nostly reworded wire-
service accounts:

We interrupt this program to bring vou a

epecial bulletin from ABC Radie. Thres shots
ware fired at President HKennedy’=s notorcade

today in downtown Dallas, Texas...State and
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local police have sealed off the aresa at Hyannis
Port, where the Kennedyas live. No one psrmitted
to get near that area %

Before  HKennedy was officilally pronounced dead, over half
of the nation had heard news of the assassgination attempt
s
This does nolt suggest that many journalists knew mnore
than their dispatches revezled., Az Williazm Manchester
later recounted, during that first hour
the ratio between the publiec and itsg true
informants WES roughly 32,000,000:1. The
Cronkites and Huntleys were as out of touch as
their demoralized listeners: the besgt they could
do was pass along details =7,
Filmed footage showed joﬁrnaliats huddling in groups
outside Parkland Hospital, clutching notepads and penclls,
Many ligtened to radio, whose reporters, relatively
unengumbered by equipment, trangmitted the paraphrased
accounts of wire services. Television followed suit., As

the story meoved on, local news staffers helped national

organizations flash out details #®2_, New York Times

reporter Tom Wicker maintained that "nobody thought about
an exclusgive; it didn’t seem important” &9, Cooperation,
a8 @ standard of action, was “"greater +than it ever had
been in the industry’s history®™ 2. although tales of
rivalry .and competition did exist in a fashion'typical of
everyday Jjournalistic practice, it was telling how mﬁch

joeurnalists’ retelling of the story of their coverage



enphasized the notion of cooperation. This in itseslf
suggested the ritual aspects of telling the assassination
tale, and how it was invoked by Jjournalists to establish

community and autheority.

THE HOSPITAL

An  imprompitu press conference at Parkland Hospital
gave Jjournalists their first marker of institutiocnalized
journalism, lezs than an hour after the President was shot

#4, Later cited as one of the major scurces of confusion

over the exact nature of EHennedy’s head wound, the
confarance, h=ld by scting press secretary Malcolm
Kilduff; confirmed that the Prsesident was dead. The

medical briefing that followed was later called "the nost
tempestuous hour in the historvy of American Jjournalism':

The scene was bedlam. Several correspondents
were hysterical. & gquestion would be asked, and
the dector would be halfway through hiz answer
when another reporter broke in with an entirely
different question. Misquotations were
inevitable...Medical briefings were supposed to
quash mnisunderstandings. The one at Parkland did
exactly the opposite 3%,

When reporters ashked Dr. Halcolm Perry if it was
possible that one bullet could have struck the President
from the front, the doctor replied affirmatively. Tine
reporter Hugh Sidey, realizing the implicstions,  cried,

“"Doctor, do vyou realize what vou‘re doing? You're

confusing us." But reporters guickly transmitted his
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confusing answer to the public, and the next morning
Americans across the country were already "convinced that
a vrifleman had fired from the top of the underpass'™ #3,
This in turn generated one of the major misreadings of the
nature of Kannedy’s head wound.

Socon after, tranéport of the Presidential coffin on
its way from the hospital teo Air Force One gave some
journalists what would be their closest and most

avthoritative sightings of the President. In the New York

Times, Tom Wicker’s account of the procession around the

bronze coffin was laced with the intricate detail of
eyewitnessing:

Mrs. Kennedy walked besidse (the coffin). Her
face was sorrowful. She looksd atesadily at the
floor. She 2till wore the raspberrv-colored suit
in which gshe had greested welcoming orowds in
Fort Worth and Dallas. But she had taken off the
matching pillbox hat she wore earlier in the
day, and her dark hair was windblown and tangled

s
-

Hig account focused golely on the grief of the widow. Ten
days later, hiz account of the sgame event was nore
distanced and appeared to he less stunned:

They brought the body out in a bronze coffin. A
number of White House staff people - satunned,
silent, stumbling along as if dazed - walked
with it. Mrs. Kennedy walked by the coffin, her
hand on it, her head down, her hat gone, her
dress and atockings s=pattered. She got into the
hearse with the coffin. The staff men crowded
into cars and followad #%,



In the =zeceond account, Wicksr contextualized Jacgueline
Kennedy s actions alongeside thoze of the White House staff
people, suggesting a mehtaphoric step backward to include
them in the picture. Ten dayse later, the reporter was
gufficiently distanced from her grief to contextualize her
activities arcund the casket within =2 larger discourse
about the continuity of governmanh and governnant
machinerv.

The removal of Eennedy’s casket was replaved
extensively by the media. Reporters recounted loocks of
dazed shaock on the faces of staffers agnd family,
Photographieg images of Jacgqueline Kennedy, her dress
epattered with blood, heolding onto the side of the coffin,
waere opne of the first filmed shots provided by neuws
photographers. The casket’=s removal was also, in Tomn
Wicker's words, "just about the only incident that I got
with my own eyes that entire afternoon® &,

The eventse at Parkland Hospital! slightly offsel the
jarring confusion of tha first hour that followed
Kennaedy’s shooting. There wasg a temporary overstatement of
formalized Jjournalistic practices, with the nedical
briefing reinstating semblances of the channels threough
which reporters  usually obtained their information.
Transport of the President’s coffin upheld the eyewitness

status of those journalists who witnessed it. Journalists’
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presence at Parkland Hospitzsl provided dateils which
helped Jeournalists authorize themselves as spokepeople for
the story! For that reason details from the hospital -
gtories of Jjournalists milling about outside, the medical
briasfing, the transport of the body - filled audio, prose,
photographic and filmed assassination accounts. This was
not because the hosgpital constituted s central part of the
larger assassgination narrative. It was becaugs it
gignalled a return to order until more authorized filmed
and photographic records of {the shooting would become
avallable. Coverage of Jjournalists’ hospital presence
offerad Jjournalistes a viable way to uphold their
professicnalism, and therefore authorize their coverage of
the story. Emphasizing this particulasr moment of coverage
helped them lend credence to their presence within the

largeyr assasgsination narrative,

THE SWEARING-IN

Following the shooting, coverage of the assasesination
branched in three separate directions *7. In one arena of
coverage, journaliste were assgigned to whalt William
Mancheater later suggested was the “other story"™ - Lyndon
Johnson’e succession as President ¥%, aAs the coffin was
brought out, a group of reporters “made (their) way to the
h@arse...and +the driver said hisg instructicne were to take

the body to the airport" #%. Confused communigues betwesn



Kennedy’s staff, Attorney-Ganeral Robzrt ¥Xennedy in
Washington, and the President-elect generated a hasty
decision to inauvgurate Johnson at the airport before Air
Force One was airborne. To facilitate an unproblematic
gsuccession, Johnson agreed for reporters to be presant as
evewitnessas “9,

This nmade the swearing-in one of the few times during
the assasgsination story that journalists took SN
officially-recognizeaed roles of ayawltnesses. Threa
journalists agreed to serve as the press pool. Said UPI‘e
Merriman Smith:

Jiggae Fauver of the White House transportation
office grabbed me and said Hilduff wanted a pool

of three men immediately to £flv bhack to
Washington on Airforce One, the Presidential
Aircraft... Downstairs I ran and into the

driveway, only to dizcover that Kilduff had just
pulled out in our telephone «ar. Charles Robertas
Lof Newzyweelk), 3id Davis (of Westinghouse
Breoadcasting? and I inplored a police office to
take us to the airport in his zgquad car **

Daviz went aboard the plane +to cover the swearing-in but
did not return to Washington “#®, He instead supplied pool
coverage of the event to a busload of reportaers that
arrived as the plane took off. Said one reporter:

I shall not soon forget the picture in mny mind,

that man (Davis) standing on the trunk of a

white <car. his figure etched against the bhlue,

blue Texas shky, all of us massed around him at

his kneeg as he told us of what had happened in
that crowded compariment in air Force One #%,



Thus was chronicled Johnaon’s swearing-in. Special
importance  was ac¢orded the role of photographers, who
produaed the aofficial photograph of the event. It was

1ater labelled by Editor and FPublisher as one of our

Ly Ly
=

historic photographs”
PBut the uncertainty and hasgty arrangenents
surrcounding Johnson’s swearing-in produced coverages that

was epotty and uneven. The NHew York Times complained that

"no aécurate listing of those presgent could be obtainsed”
LA The 24 words which madese Johnson President wvere
recounted verbatim, with little attempts at enclozing them
within larger narratives. dcocounts, scripted like
desoriptions of photographic details, stiffly recorded who
gstaod next to whom and what color clothes each person
WOFE . The ¢overage, while aunthenticated as evewiiness
reporting, wes seen as stiff and uninspired prosze.

The fact that reporters evewitnessed the swearing-in
was nonetheless important for their notions af
professional credibility. It gave them a professional
presence within the larger assassination storyv, and that
Presence was highly regarded by otbther members of the press
COorps. Charles Roberts was interviewed on the Huntlev-
Brinkley Report the nigﬂt of the asgsgassination about hisg
experiences in eyewitnessing the swearing-in 9. Roberts

dalso used his attendance at the swearing-in and the plane-
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ride home to justify his writing of a 1967 book called

iy
)

H
H

Truth About the dssassination *7.

THE FOLLOW-UP

A& much larger group of Journalists set to work
unravelling the assagsinstion’s threads. Thelr £follow-up
work began Friday night, when Dallas police attempted to
hold a midnight photo opportunity with Kennedy’'s accused
killer, Lee Harvev Ogwald., At +the timne, over 100 persons
F£illed the halls of the police station, whose conditions
were “nob too nuch unlike fGrand Central Station at rush
hour™ %, Dallas was ill-equipped to handle the growing
influx of reporters, and the police’s attempts thet night
to address mounting pressure for information proved to ke
a fiasco:

Caemneramen stood on the tables to take pictures

and others pushed forwvard to get close-

ups...After Oswald had been in the room only &

few wminutes, Chief Curry intervened and directed

that OGswald bhe taken back to jall becaunvasese, he
testified, the “"newsmen tried to overrun him’

o
.

The police planned to transfer Oswald from the city
to  the county jail the next morning. Armed with details of
the transfer, the press corps arrvived in groups. ABC =
caneraperson  was one of the few told to relocate at the
country Jjail so as to await Oswald’s arrival there %, By
10:00 a.m., an esstimated 50 journeliste were in attendance

in the basenant of the ity Jail, including still
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photegraphers, television cemera-people and reporters from
all nedia @i, Conditionas for coverads were among the best
available to journalists during the larger sssassinaticon
story, which in itself suggested the degree to which
journalistic auvthority was negotiated with other cultural
and professional groups.

One detective relayed the following account of thse
pelice attempt to transfer Oswald:

Almost the wholse line of psople puszhed forward

when Oawald started +to leave the jail office,

the door, the hall - =all the newsmen were poking

their sound mikes acrosse to him and asking

gquestions, and they were everyone sticking their
flashbulbs up and around and over him and in his

face W&,
The '"near-blinding television and motion picture lights
which were allowed to shine wupon +the escort party

increased the difficulty of observing unususl movemnents in
the basement" ®%, Thiz would later generate l=ouggions
about whether or not Journalists had facilitated Ozwald’ s
death. As NBC’s Tom Pettit recalled one year hence:

In that throng it was difficult for any reporter
to s=zort out who was who. But for the telewviszion
reporters the problem was compounded by the ns=ed
for simultaneous transmiszseicon. Whalt was recorded
by nicrophones and cameras (aither film or live?
would go on  the air without much editing. What
transpired in the hallway was broadcast without
much opportunity fox evaluation. And the
televigion reporter could not move about freelvy,
since hiszs own movement was limited by the length
of his microphone cable ¥,
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What happened after that becane, in the =svesz of certain
obgservers, “a firet in television history" ®¥,., Jack Ruby
steppad out from the group of reporters, drew a gun and
pulled the trigger. Ozwald slumped to  the floor.
Journalists recorded the ewvent in sound, in prose, in
gtill photographs, and transmitted it live on television.
Written accounts detailed the incredibility of Oswald
having been sghot in view of the televigion cameras e,
Still photographs of the homicide pushed editors ait the

Pallas Morning News into a second edition:! The photograph

onn  1lts front page displaved Ruby clearly pointing a gun at

Oeswald. Robert Jackson of the Dallas Times Herald would

later win a Pulitzer Prize £or his picture of Oswald
crumpling under the bullet’s impact ¥¥. One trade article,
entitled "Pictures of Assassination Fall to &mateurs on
Streset', want as follows:

the actual shooting down of the Presgident was
caught mainly through ount~of~-focus pilctures
taken by non-professional photographers. But the
actual shooting of his accused asssailant was
recorded in full wview of press photographers
with their cameras trained right on him and this
produced plictures which rnay rank with the
greatest news shots of all time %8,

The article offset the largely amateur photographic
recording of Kennedy’s shooting - and itas empghasis=z  on
pictures that were "out of focus" and photographers who
wera “non-professional™ - with the professional

photographic recording of Oswald’z mnurder. Photographic



coverage of the second event upheld the professionalism of
news photographers vhich, other than Altgens’ photograph
of the President slumping in the car or the official
photograph of LBI 2  inauguration, had until that point
kesn a questionable dimenszion of recording the story. The
fact that most <Ltrade publications juntaposed coverage of
one event with ﬁhe cther suggested the problematics

presented by their sarlier performance. As Editor and

Publisgher noted in a moment of professional vindication,
"if Presideat Kennedy’s death was left for the anateur
photographers +to record, the situstion reversed itzelf on
Sunday, Novembsar 24" W .

Radioc reporters ecalled out the news of Oswald’s
shooting, with Fadio Press Internstional broadcaating

gound of the shot to ite zubscribers around the world &9,

Ike Pappass was then a reporter for WHNEW Radio in New Yorl:

My Jjob on that day was to get an interview with
this guy, wvhen nobody else was going to get an
interview. &nd I was determinsd to do that...I
went forward with my microphone and I said, this
is the last time you can talk to Lee Harvey
ODewald, ask that guestion again, and I said “Do
voun have anything to sav in vour defense?" Just
as I said "defens2", I noted cut of the corner
of my eye, this black streak went right across
my front and leaned in - and, pop, there wasg an
explozion. And I felt the impact of the air from
the  explosion of the gun on ny body... And then
I szid to myself, if you never say anvihing ever
again into a microphone, yvou nust gay it now.
This iz history. And I heard people shouting in
back of me "he’s hesn shot”™. So I =aild the only
thing which I c¢ould say, which was the story:



“"fewald has been shot. A sghot rang out. Qswald
has baen shot' &3

Despite Pappas’ on-the-epot presence, he did not hinself
put togsether the information that Oswald had been shot.
Hig relay of the incident was thus in somne gense derived
from the accounts of reportefs around him.

But the story of Dswald’s murder balonged mainly to
television:

For the first time.in the history of televisiocn,

a2 real-life homicide was carried nationally on

live +ftelevision when millions of NBC-TV viewers

gaw the November 24 fatal shooting in Dallas of

the man accused of sssassinating JFE twe days

sarlier %%,
The etory plaved live on MNBC. CBS recorded the event on a
local camera. Although the network’s HNew York heaéquartgré
were noet featuring that camsra on live feed, they were
able to replay immediate coverage from a videotape nonitor
&,  ABRC, whose camnsraperson had moved to the county jail,
had to compensate with non-film accounts of the story ﬁ“,.-

More +than perhaps other moments of coverage within
the assagsination story, bLhe presence of journalists was
made an integral part of Dswald’s murder. 3 caption under
the photograph of O=zwald zinking to the floor read “"Dallas
detectives sastruggle with Ruby as newsmen and others watch”
s Reporters recounted the criss of HBC correzpondent Tom

Fettit and other reporters on the scene. Replayvs of Pettit

shouting "He’s been chot, he’zs been shot, Lees QOswald hasg
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besn shot!” gonstituted one way tes legitimate the
iournalist By evewlitness. It also raferenced the
3 )

institutional raezsence of the news organizstion to which
i

he belonged.

8 apecial gection of Broadeagsting nagazine, issusd

one week after the assassination, carried the following
description of Oswald’s murder:

Oeswald, £lanked by detectives, stepped onto a

garage ranp in the basement of the Dallas city

j=2il and was taken toward an armored truck that

was to take him to  the county Jjail. Suddenly,

out of the lower right hand corner of the TV

sCoraan, came the back of a man. A& shot rang out,

and QOeswald gasped as he started teoe fall,

clutching his zide &%,
A4 telling feature about this narrative rested in its
sacond sentence, which was repeated wverbatim in numercus
proseae  accounte by Jouurnalists: “Suddenly, out of the
lower right hand corner of the TV screen, came the bacik of
a man®". The Fjuxtapoesition of reslity and televized im=ags,
by which Oswald’s killer was s=een coming out of the
televizion s=screen, rather than a ccorner of the bazement,
paid the ultimate compliment to televigion's coverage of
the event. In the casse of (swald’s death, television was
featured as offering a reality that zesmed momentarily
praferable fto the real-life gsituation onn which it wasz
basad.

Covaerage of Oswald’s murder thus sonewhat resolved

tha uncertasin eyewitnesse status of reporterse that had
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characterized their coverage of Kennedy’s sghooting. The

adjunct technelogies used by dournaliste authenticated

themn ag evewltnessses through various replavs of the
incident. The event, now canera-witnessed, enphasizad
journalistse’ presaence, particularly that of news-

photographers and television Jjournalists, and brought it
inte =assgagsination chronicles. Reporters would replay the
murdsr across nedia with the agsiatance of Lapes,
recordings and photographs, ﬁheir reactions becoming

enbeddad through technology in the story’s retelling.

THE MOURNING

Still another arena of coverage took  shapse  in

bie
ot

Washington. From Saturday onwards, the media began to
attend to the growing processions of mourners. The fact
that HKennedy’s body would lie in =tate in the Capitcl
Rotunda befeore +the funeral affaered Journalists a
continuous stage of activities connected with the
asgassination =story. Decisions to display those activities
reflected far-reaching normative and organizational
ragponges to the azsassination atory.

Nawépapera cancaelled columnne of advertiseaments in

order to maeke room for extra copy ®7, P magazine held

up dimtributicn of an izsue that featured an article about
Jackie Kennedy in the White House %8, Networks cancelled

commercials and substituted scheduled programming with
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spacial coverage %%, Making the Kennedy assaszination
their only story through Menday evening, television
camneras foouszed non-stop on groups of citizens viewing the
Presidential coffin. NBC broadcecast continucusly for 42
hours 7%. The long and ceontinucus coverage provided a
glinmpse of what many observers called the best of
televigion, the way it "“transported +the viewer Lo the
scenes of news" ¥*., Coverage culminated in Kennedy’s
funeral on Monday, which by Nielson estimates constitubted
the heaviest day of television viewing within the
azsassgination shory %,

Central ko all momnente of coverage within the
assassination story was tha journalist’sa role af
consolation and reassurance. Covering the assasgsinzation
turnesd journalists into effectors of unification and
reaasurance. The “individoual eatharsis, the laving of
doubta to rest and the reinforcement of American normns®
wers mnore the rule than the exception 7¥. Communication
channels "reassured people that the functions of
governnent wers being carvied on smoothly, that there was
noe conapiracy and that there waszs no further threat®™ ¥,
Said TY  broadoaster Edwin HNewman, the night of the

sagaination:

o
n

We =kall hear much in the newt few davs about
the need to bind up the wounds of the nation,
and about the need for all Smericans to stand
together. We mnay treat thosze worde as  emplty



zlogane or as real neede to be genuinely met.

Whatever w2 do, that can be no guaranteese that

what happened todey will not happen again. But

shat is within our powsr, we should do. And it

is within our powsr ito be morse serious aboult our

public life ¥,
Janes Regton’s Washington colunn the day  aftser tThe
assaseination was perhaps firet to get out the parameters
of journalistic consolation in print. Entitled "Why
aAnerica Weeps", ths column began as follows:

America wept tonight, not alone for its dead

voung President, but for itself. The grief was

genasral, for somehow the worst in the naticon had

pravailed over the best...There is however

congolation  in the faet that while he was not

given time to finish anvthing or sven to realize

higs own potentiazlities, he has rnot left +the,

nation in a state of crisise or danger 7%,
Celebrated by  other Jjournalists asz "magnificent...its
content batter than reality", Rsazton’s ool umn was
eventually ragarded as & landnark plece of zssassination
coverage 7. Other news organizations posttioned the words
of Jjournalists in prominent places. One Colorado newspaper
relocated  the column of Walter Lippmann to the lead spot
on  the front page and ran his reaction alongside details
of the assassination V.

The consoling role of journalisits reached new heights
with their coverage of the mourning and the funeral. Media
presentations were satursted with messages of stability,

unity and continuity. Mourning Fennedvy was ireated like

the grieving of a personal friend. Political guestions,



guch  as the poszssibllity of disgruption or threat isplicit
in +the fact of the agsassination, were thrust aside, even
momentarily. The mood was one of continuity rathsr than
digruption,

The saounds of mourning ressunded long after the svent
concludaed at Arlington National Cemetery. The day affer

Kennedy’'s funeral the New York Times recalled

the +tatitco of muffled drunmsz, the hoof bealts of
the horses, the measured cadence of the honor
guards, & tolling of a distant bell, and ths
sound of bande as thev plaved marches and hvmns

e
.

Sounds were broadcast with an  immediacy that brought
ligteners into closge oontact with the event 9. The
silence of journalists who catered o them reinforoed
their supportive role.

But the poignancy of the weekend belonged oversll to
television. It was ironic +that television’s triumph
energed from the fact that "the veoices of the networks

ware silent”™ #), The New York Times reported that "when

the day’s history ig written, the record of television as
a medium  will constitute a chapter of honor' O,

Broadosseting magazine lakelled television’s continuocus

coverage mature, dignifiesd, eupert and professional 8%,
“"Touches of pure television', in addition to the murder of
Oswald, included Jackise FEennedy kneeling in the rotunda

with Caroline to kiss the flag on the ecoffin, John Jr.



saluting the caigson outeide St. Mathews cathedral, he
tovering  figure of de Gasulle bssidse the tiny frams of
Haile Selassie, and the riderlsss horase O In manv of
thoge noments, the ‘Ygood taste of television asserted
ita=lf as the ocanserass veered away to ensure privacy™: in
others, the cameras visuslly anticipsted what the
audiences wanted to zmee %

Thuza the ability of journalists to tell the story of

the easaseination of John F.

a npunbsr of  discrete moments of
moments -~ szugch as the funeral or the

Dswald - oonstituted professional
netaekbly  the shooting of President
with conduct that

latter case, formalizsd notions of

were yatitled in favor of Jjournalist
instantly to uneupscted circumnstance
to sources produced an overamphasis

hozpital, even though journalists”

Coverage.

Kennady -

sghadowed professzional standards,

.
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journalisztic pract
&’ ability to respond
The lack of access
on activities at ths

corum at the hospital

Press  conference helped generaste one of the nost contested
readings of Kennedy’s head wound. Coverage of Lhe
Bwearing-in was spotity, uneven and ztilited, and was halled
for its= rhotographic raesord of thea avent by
photojournaliste rabther than its captursa in aln =t The
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captures of fOswald posed serious guestions  about  the

nature of Journalisztic practice.
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This =uggests that Jjournalistes’ ability Lo praesent
coverage of the asssssination as a8 story of professional
triunph was not supoorted by  Jovrnalists’ activities on

the =scene. It was, however, embedded in Lhe narratives by

which they later reconstructed  their activities. In
retelling thelr coverage, IJournalists thereby ensrged as

profeszionals, Rhetorical legitimation was invekad as an
antidote to what was basically a situstion of Journalistic
failure.

Already by the end of the sssassination weehkend,
journalists had begun to refine the story in the direction

of a larger narvabtive, COBES  Charlss Collingwaod gave the

b1

following brushed-up scenarin of +thse Kennedy shooting
Monday evening. By then, he was armed with a2 still

photograph of the incident:

This was the sgcene in the big open Lineceln a
#plit secand after that shot. The Fresident is
slumping %o his left. Mre. Kennedy, half rising,
szemns to strateh out arn encirceling arm. Governor
Connally, in the seat ahead of the President, i=s
half-turned toward the President. He’s e¢ither
been hit himself or is abowut to be. At this
monent, npoone knew how seriously the President
had been wounded. But frem this moment, events
in Dallas moved with dizzving spesd 99,

Collingweood’s account differed oonsiderably from the wire

sarvica reports which television correspondents had
deliversd werbatis Just four dave esrlisr. In  the later



versian, the photograph of the shooting provided the focal
point  of Collingwood’s story. His familiacits with its
details hid the faoct that he had not evewitnessed the

event. The photograpgh legitimated hisn 28 an evewlitness -

m
2

if not of the esvent, then of ite recovd. In this wayv, the

reconstructive work bolstered his partial avthority for
iy e

the event. It alszso enbadded the media’s role in telling
the story within the event’s retelling. &z Collingwood

gaid on the evening of HNovember 25, "in this day of
television and radic, the word epread guickly. UWork imn

still, as people sat

o3
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offices and homes carns o & sta

g

transfixzed by television and radic gatsg”™ 2%, It was a
poin that not many accounts of the azsassination lett
out.

It is therefors no surprise that what Journalists

zaid they did in covering the assassination story often

did not mateh thelr originsgl sctivities. The Fact +that
mnany problemns of coverags ware woerked out through the

long waskend - with, for suample, a lzack of evewitness
status resclved at both +thse funeral and at Ozwald’s
murder: a need to acoess high-raaoking souress resolved by
itness  accounts of bystanders abouvt Kennedy’'s
death; the pressure to verify facte resclved asg the more
central facts of Hennedy’s death or LB =2 swearing-in wars

conf ivhned: and disjunctions about the pace and unevenness
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of information relay neuvtralized as svents gave way to
the funeral, wvhare little information-gathering AEE
neceEssary - all suggest that within the larger context of

the assaszsination weekend, the individueal wmishaps whiok

characterized moments af coverage WL recast 8
incidental parte of a largsaer drama.

This =suggests that alrsady by Monday many Jjournslists
had  begun to retell the svent through the perapective of

authorized chroniclers, their sascosounts substituting the

0

uncaertalin  words of bystanders with more ceritain auvthorized

obhzervations. Armed with Dbystanders’ evewitnsss accounts,

{

amatsur photographs, preliminary reports coffsrad by  the
police and msdigsl eztakbliszshmnents, and later Fillmed
chronicles, Journalists began te svetemabticslly cgounter

their problematice avthority for the event through their

retellings. Becanuse their retellings contexbtual izaed
dizcreie moments of coverage within one coherent
narrvative, they Llurred what wWag and WAL not
"profegsianal® akbout coverade. Wrnat congtituted =

brofesgeional™ would smnerge nobt from singular events lilke
the FKennedy shooling but from the larger asrrative inte
which they ware eventually recast. This made journsliste
into autheritative spokespecplse for +the story in  its
entirety, not just for the discrete moments of coverags

they personally saw and heard, or in the worst of cases,
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did  not see and did not hear. More important, their
retellings began to reveal characteristics of the larger
discourses intoc which stories of the assassination would
eventvally be co~cpted.'

The fact that original assaseination accounts were
constructed from discrete moments of coverage, each
bearing different djournslistic goals, thereby had less
impact due to journalists® reconstructive work. Once
“raecontextualized az one overall assassination narrative,
the different problems concerning Jjournalistic practice
and authority that emerged during the weekend had little
bearing on the general tone of the assassination coverage.
Journalists reconatructed their role in covering the
assassination by assuming responsibility for the narrative
in its entirety. This allowed themn to assuma
responsibility both for the work of other journalists and
for coverage in which they played no role. It gave thenm a
credible rvole in the larger narrative, regardliess of what
they personalliy  did, saw or heard. Technology -
photographs, eyewitness accounts and, later, filme -
aggisgted them by giving them a technological base on which
to. conceal or offget the parameters of their {(often false)
authority for the event. This was essential for their

energaence as an interpretive community.
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CONSOLATION VERSUS INFORMATICON

These pages have suggested that in recounting their
part in covering Kennedy’s assassination, reportiers
created boundaries of the event that went beyond the
actual moments during which the President was killed.
Adopting synecdochal representations of the story, they
recongtructed the event as= one long narrative, that began
Friday morning, when Kennedy and his wife were met with
bouguets of red rosges at Love Airfield in DPallas, and
ended Monday afternoon, when the slain President was laid
to rest in Arlington National Cemete=ry. The fact that this
stretch of four davs has entered the collective
conscigousness and has been perpetuated by reporters as one
story within ites repertoire of collective memnory certainly

lent. closure to the events of Kennedy’s death. But it also

inposed closure on the meanings behind Jjournalistic
presence within such a story. It made their presence
meaningful not only because of the information they
provided but becau=se of their ability +to narrate a
gripping public drama. Their talents of information-

pProvision were thus recast ag a rhetorical exercisze, much
like the validation of their authority had in essence
always been.

This set up a situation by which jJjournalists could

justifiably legitimate themselves as an authoritative,
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interpretive community. The ability of Jjournalists to act
as masters of ceremonies and play an active part in
healing the nation is certainly a capacity they played
wall, exemplified by the dignified mede of conduct
exhibited by many reporters covering Kennedy’s funeral or
the temporary abandonment of investigatory procedure for
reverence @, But this analysis has shown that even
consolation was only part of +the picture, On a number of
counts, journalists provided neither informaticn nor
consolation. Within many of the moments of coverage that
conrpriged the assassination story, journaliste failed to
align themselves with either the formalized profeseional

standards that guided them during regular news coverage,

or standards of improvisation and instinct, the "what a
story" category implicitly reserved for special event
coverage.

Yet tales of their coverage have endured. In part

their lasting significance rested with technology. It is
not coincidental that +the parameters of Jjournalists’
memories of the asgsassination parallel the coverage lent
the event by television. Professional memnories begin and
end in direct correspondence with the coverage provided by
television journalists, adopting the four-day time span
that lent the event continuity. It is in these terme that

Journaliaste became, in the terminclogy of Elihku Katz and
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Daniel Davan,; performers of a medilia event, putting the
American people collectively through its paces of shock,
grief and reconciliation #%.

The fact, however, that the technological parameters
of television were adopted by journalists in
reconstructing the event ralses seriocus gquestions about
the degree to which their authority for telling it was

originally Jjustified. The unroutinized and unpredictable

conditions for coverage, coupled with institutional
denands for information and the shadows lald over
normative forms of journalistie practice - access to
sources, eyewitness status, or fact varification -

enbedded problems of journalistiec authority in much of the
assasgination coverage. The settings by which journalists
could experiment with improvisory and instinctual forms of
professional behavior algo increased their receptiveness
to new media technolegies. That over time they would
perpstuate the narratives offered by one technology over
others belied the extent to which their professionalism
depended on the medium of television. Technology, in a
sense, stabilized the improvisory nature of their
bProfessional practice.

It is worth noting that Jjournslists’ dependence on
televigion was also illustrated by the relatively

unproblenatized role of radic!: In journalistic accounts of
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+he’ asgassination, radio was rarely menticned or
acknowledged, even when both television and print
journalists borrowed the words of its reporters. It was

alago rarvely identified, either by medium, network or
individual reporter. Journalists recast radio as having
played & minor role in covering the assassination story,
litevrally erasing it from institutional recollections
becauss of the impliecit importance they ascribed to
television.

The master narrative of Kennedy’s death has thus told
of ‘“ecovering the bady," in both its literél and figurative
forms. Its implicit negsage is one of solace and
consolation, lending closure to events which might have
otherwise remained difficult and incomprehensible. But the
sub-text behind this narrative, presented alongside such
nessgages of comforkt and consolation, has tried to forward
a story of journalistic professiocnalism. Much retelling of
Kennedy’s assaseination has thus been invested from the
beginning with legitimating Journalists, and particularly
televisgion journalists, as professionals. Journaglists’
menoriegs of the assassination are narratives  that have
celebrated their own professionaliswm. This chapter has
shown that the actual coverage of Kennedy’s assassination
Wwas fraught with conduct that made formalized professional

&tandards problematic. Authority for the assassination



story, then, which Jjournaliste might have assumed for
t+heir coverage of events, was rarely, if ever, grounded in
practice. Instead, it was grounded in rhetoric, in the
narratives by which journalists have given themselves =
central role as the assassination story’s authorized

retellers.

In this chapter, I have examined the basic narrative
corpua by which Journalists recounted their part in the
assassination at the time that it happened. These
narratives have revealed that the assassination coverage
was in many cases & situation of problematic journalistic
professionalism. Journalists turned their failures into
triumphes already by the end of the assassinétion weekend.
This means that the reconstructive work of journalists was
part of the assassination story from its inception and was
basic to their emergence as authorized spokespeopie for
the assassination story.

The accounts presented here constitute only one level
of an intricate network of recollections, reminiscences
and reconstructions by which the assassination story has
been told and perpetuated. Over time, the central and
authoritative presence of journalists has been firmly
embeddead in the tales by which they retold the
assassination story. Journalists have comne to

strategically use the assassination to legitimate
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thenselves as profesgsionals, transforming it as much into
a story about American journalists as about America’s 34th
President. This chapter has traced the narrative corpus

against which such a process began.
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CHAPTER FIVE

“"COVERING THE BODY™
THROUGH PROFESSIONAL ASSESSHENT

Journalists” ‘reconstructive work in turning the
assassination story into a marker of professiocnal
accomplishment began in the weeks immediately following
Kennedy’s death. Particularly in professional and trade
circles, marking assassination coverage as professional
triumph had bearing on the cecllective sentiments that
pravailed among journaliats. Journalists’ reconatructive
work signalled the parameters of appropriate journalistic
practice through stories of triumph, failure, irony,
mishap and tragedy, all replayed as integral parts of
assassination retellings.

In the following pages, I explore how Jjournalists,
faced with preoblems of professionalism in covering
Kennedy’s death, endeavored to cast their practices as
professiconal. I consider how journalists professionally
assessed their coverage at the time by emphasizing the
improvisory and instinctual behavior that helped them
emerge triumphant and downplaying angles problematic to
formalized notionza of professgionaliam. Thia chapter firast
considerse the narratives that appeared shortly after the
aassagsination in mnediated discourse, and then the

narratives that appeared in trade publications and
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profezsional forums, both of which showed how journalists
gtretched boundaries of professional behavior and
journalistic practice in order to legitimate themselves as

authorized spokespeople for the assassination story.

ASSESSING COVERAGE THROUGH MASS MEDIA

In +the media, journalists assessed their coverage of
the assassination story in two main ways: One way
problematized the limits of journalism and Jjournalistic
practice through stories of mishap; the other way paid

tribute to those same limitations through stories of

triumph.

STORIES OF MISHAFR

The fact that the assassination story placed "“perhaps
the heaviest burden in modern times on the news-gathering
capabilities of the American press” * figured directly in
journalistic stories of mishap. For ite circumstances -
the disorder, <fregquency and salience of independent
momrents of coverage, lack of access to sources, inability
to wverify facts -~ called £or coping strategies among
jJournalists. They needed to depend more on improvisory and
instinctual behavior than on formalized notions of
Journalistic practice, and their stories of mishap

reflected this dependence.
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Te an extent coping strategies were necessitated by
rhe event’s unigueness, and the fact that it generated

unending demandz for information. New ¥York Times reporter

Tom Wicker heard a car radio blare news of the President’s
death while he was milling about outside Parkland Memorial
Hogspital. “No authority,"” he said later of the broadcast.
*'No supporting evidence, but I believed it immediately
because in that situation it sounded right and it sounded
true" #. Elsewhere he said that he knew of

no reporter who was there who has a clear and

orderly picture of that surrealistic afternoon;

it is still a matter of hits and pieces thrown

hastily into something like a whale #.

The chief editor of The Reporter displaved a similar

attempt to cope when he Jjustified his "numbed grief”
expressed in a column written “on November 22, a few hours
after the President died" “. Practices and behavior which
figured in assessments signalled journalists’ ability to
respond instantly to unexpected circumstances, bend
cegtablished rules and procedures on a hunch and beg correct
in doing so. This helped journalists deal with mishaps by
raising guestions about certain givens of practice and

rearranging the significance attached to them.

- MISSING THE SCOQP

One given was the journalizstic "scoop™. The fact that

Coverage of Kennedy’s shooting was accomplished by
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amateurs, not professicnals, denied journalists the major
scoop of the assassination story: Prose accounts readily
incorporated the words of eyvewitnessss as Journalists
tried to piece together what had happened; amateurs,
notably dressmaker Abraham Zapruder, HMary Muchmore and
Orville  Nix, similarly recorded the shooting on film,
outpacing the "TV c¢cameras recording the motorcade (which)
didn’t get usable pictures” *¥; and still photographic
evidence of the Kennedy shooting was provided by amateur
photographers Mary Moorman and David Miller, who captured
the moment with simple Polaroid cameras, in what one trade
publication said was distanced, unprofessional and
unfocuged footage %. Other than the Associated Press”’ shot
of the Secret Service agent sprinting onto the back of the
Kennedy automobile, professional photographers admitted’
that they “never had a chance to take a picture" 7.

These facts challenged the profegsionalisn of
Journalists covering the storv. In order to cast coverage
of Kennedy’as death as a story of professional triumph, it
thus became necessary +o bypass the importance of “the
scoop™ by redefining what it meant. Goals thereby mnoved
from genersting first-hand information to collecting it

second-hand: UPI, for example, "“claimed it provided the
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first film for TV of President Kennedy’s assassination
when it sold sequences shot by Dallas amateur photographer
Mary Muchmore to WNEW-TV New York"™ ®. Life was hailed for
running Zapruder’s sequence as a four-page photographic
spread in its November 29 issue. In both cases, the poor
alternative this offered to providing the footage
themselves was not visibly problematized: For example, in
the text accompanying the pictures in Life, 2apruder’s
name was not mentioned, and the sequence was labelled a
"renarkable and exclusive series of pictures'" which
displayed the details of Kennedy’s death "for the first
tinme" ©.

Professional photographer Richard 3Stolley recounted
how Life sent him to engineer purchase of the Zapruder
film. He observed that

{Zapruder) was gentle with us, almost apologetic

that 1t was a middle-aged dressmaker and not cone

of the world-famous photographers with the

Pregsidential press party who had provided the

only filmed account of the President’s murder
]

Bidding over the heads of UPI, the Associated Press and
other news magazines, Life paid £150,000 for all rights to
the film. The purchase was obviouasly engineered in order
to boost megazine sales, but it also corrected a basically
flawed journalistic performance, redressing with money
what Life’s ctaff had missed in practice. Interestingly,

it also highlighted the importance of technology, for Life
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ought the technologically-produced record of the
assassination, not the coverage itself.
Similar attempts to offset missing the BCOOPD

surrounded still photography. Janes Featherston, a

reporter for the Dallas Times-Herald, told of obtaining a

Polarcid photograph of the shooting from a woman
bystander, although some reports held that he "stole” or
took it by forece **. Photographs were sometimes published
without mentioning the amateur photographers who took
them, a violation of cormonly-followed rules of
acknowledgement. And certain narratives by which
photography’se role in events was retold recast the missed
acoop of newsa photographers as a professional triumphi For
examnrple, a 1968 Quill article about "Professionalism in
Hews Photography"” featured a picture of bystanders
atretched atop the grassy knoll near the assassination

scene, under the following caption:

Seconds after the John F. Kennedy asssssination
bullets hit their - mark, news photographers kept

on working as bystanders "hit the dust" for
protection. Photeographers, including the one who
took this picture, reacted instantly as
professionals =should *#.

Original accounts of the shooting showed that this was not
the c¢case, for with one exception photographers missed the
Kennedy shooting. It was telling that recasting this
mishap as a professional triumph was engineered by a trade

publication, whare the need for professional legitimation
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may have been more salient than in other types of
publications.
Discomfort over missing the major scoop of the
aasazsination waakend was reflected in interviews

conducted with journalists one year later. They held that

most news organizations ~ lauded for thelr good taste in
not having shown explicit photographs or footage of
Kennedy’s assassination - would have displayed the footage

had it been available, a judgment borne ocut by their
coverage of Oswald’s murder:

the American public beyond Dallas did not

witness the assassination of the President

simply because the television cameras had not

been set up in the fateful block and because

film of the event was not available until some

time later, when its news wvalue had changed to

historical value *3.

Missing the footage thus punctured & hole in Jjournalists”
profeasional personae that Friday.

Yet the importance of missing the scoop was redefined
with +the assistance of technology. Technology made it
possible for Jjournalists to turn first-order collections
of information into second-order collecticons of the
information gathered by others. Journalista adjusted
"missing the scoop" into a second-order practice, by which

they bought, stole or borrowed the records generaﬁed by

other journalists of their own scoops. Technology - which
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made such an adjustment possible - helped journalists hold

onto their professional identities.

- BEING A SECOND-HAND WITNESS

Tales of mishap alsoc centered on a feature that has
since become & mainstay of on-the-speot journalism, the
evewitness report. Ouestions of eyewitness testimony - and
who was sufficiently competent and auvthorized to provide
it - were complicated by the large numbers of people who
had informally gathered to watch the Presidential
motorcade. Journalists mingled with the crowds, and their
observations were countered or supported by lay testimony.
This fact put the eyewitness report, as a specific form of
journalistic record-keeping, in a problematic light.
Journalists provided eyewitness testimony in their roles
as Dbystanders or sgpectators to the assassination, rather
than as professional Jjournalistes. Evewitness testimony
provided the details of the crime before it was called
upon to realize professional ains.

The effect that +thisz had on journalistic notions of
observation, seen by journalists as a professicnal
activity, was tangible. In Newsweek correspondent Charles
Roberts’ eyes, journalista were supposed to be "trained
Professional observers" *#. Yet few Jjournalists actually

sSaw the President being killed. Few had access to

circumstances which could improve their perspective. As
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william Manchester later said, reporters "weren’t learning
much where they were...They were dependent on the
cooperation of colleaguea and tolerant passers-by who
hopefully would be reliable" *%, While the inability to
provide eyewitness testimony about the Kennedy shooting
was partly mitigated by the provision of eyewitness
testimony by others, its absence nonetheless left a mark
of amateurism on overall journalistic accomnplishments of
the weekend. This made the authority of Jjournalistic
accounts problematic.

This wasz admitted readily by come journzlist=z. "If I
learned anything in Dallas that day, besides what it’'s
like to be numbed by shock and grief, it  was that
eyewitness testimony is the worst kind,” said Charles
Roberts **, TIpn his 1967 book on the assassination, Roberts
tore apart the authority of the eyewitness report as a
genre. The "more that is written about Dallas on the basis
of eyewitness recollection, the more my suspicion is
confirmed,™ he gsaid *7. Tracing his own faulty recall of
details associated with +the President’s c¢ar, the grassy
knoll, the inauguration, he called evewitnessing the
"worst kind" of record-keeping available to journalists:

To bz a witness to the events that followed the

final =shot was like witnessing the proverbial

explosion in a shingle factory and not knowing,

at each gplit second, where to loock. I would

hesitate +to testify under ocath to some events I
gaw peripherally. With hindsight, I now realize
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that many of the words I frantically took down

from the mouths of witnesses during the next few

houra were the product of imagination, shock,

confusion, or from something much worse - the
macabre desire of gone bystanders to be
identified with a great tragedy, or to pretend
greater dfirst-hand knowledge of the event than

they actually possess *&,

Roberts  complained that eyewitness testimony provided
incomplete, faulty, subjective data that could be easily
overturned.

Yet Roberts carefully documented his own eyvewitness
stature. His book was billed as an "“eyewitness reporter’s
documented point-by-point study™ rt®,  Its back flap
displayed a picture of his press credentials under the
title the "official White House badge which <(he) wore
during the assassination." The flap also told readers that

{(Roberts) was in the first presse bus of the

RKennedy motorcade when the shota rang out. He

wag one of only two reporters who witnessed the

swearing-in of Lyndon Johnson aboard Air Force

One at Dallas and then accompanied the new

President, his wife and Hrs. Kennedy to

Washington aboard the plane bearing the the body

of the slain president.

Roberts’ book bore a picture of the Johnson swearing-in
under the caption ‘“standing behind the President is
Charles Roberts, author of this book" ®%, The same picture
was reproduced in Newsweek with a thick white arrow
superimposed in the direction of Roberts’ head, under the

caption, “The long vovage home: Charles Roberts {arrow?

covers LBI's gwearing-in" #%, 411 of this suggests=s that
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while Roberts was ambivalent about his eyewitness status,
he was alsc careful toc document it.
Koberts was not the only reporter to admit such an

anbivalence. Tom Wicker, writing in the New York Times the

day after the assassination, pointed out that
most reporters in the press buses were too far
back to see the shooting...It was noted that the

Pregident’s ¢ar had picked up speed and raced
away, but reporters were not aware that anything

g

serious had occurred &,

Wicker went on to lament the faulty vision which mnost
reporters in the motorcade shared. Yet Wicker’s own
evewitness account was systematically circulated as one of
the better eyewitness reports of the assassination
coverage.

Eyewitnessing was tﬁus invoked both as a basis for
journalistic authority and as a faulty method of
Journalistic record-keeping. Thi=s ambivalence suggests
that journalists were unclear about the part to be played
by +this practice, and hints at why the reordering of
certain professgional practices was neceassitated by
Kennedy’s death.

Some Journalists tried to overcome the eyewitness
report’s unreliable status by constructing their authority
for the assassination story in other ways.: One
alternative, mentioned earlier, was providing synecdochal

representations of what had happened, mnaking the part



166
*stand in" for the whole. Another was concentrating on
thogse aspects of the assassination story which either

engaged Journalists’ observation in a professional fashion

- as in Oswald’s murder - or mnade eyewiinessing
irrelevant - as in the funeral. This mnade problems with

the evewitness report less central to the overall
aasasaination record. |

It is alsc important to note tha# journalists
holstered the unreliability of eyewitnessing through
technelogy. Technoleogical output, notably photographs and
films, produced a record of Jjournalistic presence that
authenticated their eyewitness sgstatus to events of the
assagssination weekend. Due to the rreservation
capabilities they offered, reporters’ eyewitness status
was generally upheld within the larger asssaszsination
narrative, including footage that “witnessed" Oswald’s
shooting, for example. By concentrating on events which
vigibly featured jJjournalists as evewitnesses, being a
gsecond-hand witnesa became less of a misghap in the
assassination’s overall narrative than it might have been.
Again, this stressed how technoclogy helped Jjournalists
uphold their professional identities by redefining givens

about journalistic practice.
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- INTERFERING WITH EVENTS

The possibility that journalists had interfered with
events of the assassination weekend was alsoc aired by
journalists. In particular, stories of this kind of mishap
typified tales of covering Oswald’s murder. Journalists
were faulted on three points - for circulating half-
truths, prematurely establishing Oswald’s guilt, and
possibly facilitating his murder. Newsweek magazine
attested to the invalidity of Oswald’s stetement that he

had not killed anyone with the statement, “This was a lie"™

w3, Following publication of a2 MNew York Times banner

headline which read "President’s Aszssassin Shot to Death®
w4 one obaserver lamented the fact that the press had
taken to calling Oswald "the assassin"” rather than "the

alleged assassin". The facts were insufficient to prove

hig guilt, contended Richard Tobin in the 3Saturday Review!

Lee Harvey Oswald had not vyet legally been
indicted, much less convicted, of President
Kennedy’s assassination. The New York Times had
nc right whatever under American law or the
standards of journalistic fair play to call the
man the "President’s assassin”...What did the
Times~’ own banner 1line do if not prejudge
without trial, jury or legal verdict? #®#%

The headline prompted Times editor Turner Catledge to
admit his paper had erred #&,

Journalistic interference in the events surrounding
Oawald wae problematic for reporters who publicly

questioned +the viability of journalistic presence. Their
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digecussionsg largely centered on technology and the so-
called “intrusive egquipment" of television journalists.

Marya Mannes penned her complaints in The Reporter a few

weeks after the assassination:

The clutter of newsmen and their microphones in

the basement corridor. The milling and talking,

and then those big fat men bringing the thin

pasty prisoner, and then the back of a man with

a hat, and then QOswald doubled, and then

pandemconiunm, scufflies, shouts and young Tom

Truitt and his microphone in and out of the

picture trying to find out what happened.

Questions s=seethed through my mind: How in God’s

name could the police expose a President’s

assassin to this jumble of people at close

range? #7
Ultimately, however, journaliste’ interference in the
events around Oswald was addressaed by quarters outside of
the Jjournalistic community, when the Warren Commnission
took issue with it.

Interfering with eventa posed particular problems for
journalists on the assassination story due to the fact
that television was still an uncertain medium for news.
Other reporters were unuszsed to the cables and camera
equipnent which television journalists brought with them.
A=z ASNE fAmerican Soclety of HNewspaper Editors) head

Herbert Brucker maintained, the murder was

related to peolice capitulation in the glare of

publicity...te suit the convenience of the news
media...(the problem grew) principally out of
gomething new in journalism...the intrusion of

the reporter himself in the news =6,
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These particular points monopolized public appraisals of

the assassination coverage for months following the event.

But they were absented from subseguent Journalistic
accounts of the assassination, a point showing what
journalists were willing to perpetuate about their

gagasgination c¢coverage. Over time, interfering with the
events around Oswald did not f£fit collective perceptions

about themselves.

- SUCCUMBING TO TECHNOLOGY

Stories of lesser mishaps ranged £from minute detail
that was wrongfully conveyed to entire atories that never
made it to print or broadcast. These included
misgquotations and inaccuracies, contradictory reports
about the make of the gun, the numbér of shots, the number
of asaassiﬁs, and the location from which the assassin had
fired #%, Even whether or not Jackie Kennedy’s skirt had
been spattered with blood was disputed #<.

Many mishapas had to do with technology, and the fact
that Jjournalists could not always naster it as needed.
Dallas TV reporter Ron Reiland, *the only reporter” to
accompany police to the Texas theater where 0Oswald had
hidden, “reversed the process for  indoor filming,
suffering one of the hardest scoop losses of the period”

¥, NBC’s Bill Ryan read verbatim from AP bulletins held

by technicians at his feet and held up AP photographs of
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the motorcade because there was no videctape and no
film”. A phone patch to HNBC correspondent Robert MacNeil
at Parkland Hospital failed because of overlcaded circuits

wmE It took CBS nearly 20 minutes to join Walter

Cronkite’s face with his voice, a feat which encouraged

network officials to later install a special "flash
studio™ facilitating eimultaneocus visual and audioc
transmission ##,

One reporter’s story of technological mishap was
often another’s triumph. Within a general air of
cooperation, tales of rivalry and competiticn nonetheless
found their way into retellings. After the shots were
fired at Kennedy, UPI’s Merriman Smith and Jaék Bell of
the Associated Press rushed for a telephone to report the
story. Seated in the front aeat of the pool car, Smith
accomplished the task first byr radiophone. William
Manchester provided the following reconstructed account of
that incident:

{Smith decided that) the longer he could keep
Bell out of touch with an AP operator, the
longer that lead would be. So he continued to
talk. He dictated one take, two takes=, three,
four. Indignant, Bell rose from the center of
the rear seat and demanded the phone. Smith
stalled. He insisted that the Dallas operator
read back the dictation. The wires overhead, he
argued, might have interfered with his
transmission. No one was deceived by that.
Everyone in the car ccoculd hear the cackling of
the UPI operator’s voice. The relay was perfect.
Bell, red-faced and screaming, tried to wrest
the radiophone from him. Smith thrust it between
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his knees and crouched under the dash...{then’

surrendersed the phone to Bell, and at that

moment, it went dead #4, ’

There was alsoc a £lip a&ide +to the triumphs of
technelogy for the reporters wﬁo experienced them. As NBC
reporter Tom Pettit said of the minutes after his 1live
televiaed broadcast of Oswald’s murder, "when other
reporters were free to go inside police headguarters to
get more information, I still was tied to the live
microphone' #%, Pettit saw himself limited by the very

inastrunents of technology which had earned himn, in the

wordse of Broadcasting magazine, a “place in televisiocn

higtory"™ #&,

Stories of Journalistic mishap during the
assassination were thus largely thematized through
technology: On one hand;,; normative upsets - missing

scoops, becoming second-hand witnesses or interfering with
events - were construed as having been redressed by
technology, which often facilitasted additional standards
of action that allowed journalists to hold onte their
professional identities. On +the other hand, Journalists
admitted succumbing t§ technology. All of this gave
Jjournalists an extensive foundation on which to consider
standardas of journalistic practice and authority. Through
their stories of mishap, they raised guestions about the

boundaries of journalistic coverage appropriate to the
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event. The unpredictability, =alience and frequency with
which large and crucial issues crossed their paths
generated guestions about the degrge of authority they
could comfortably and legitimately claim for interpreting
the assassination story. Stories of mishap allowed them to
air concerns about the insufficiency of formalized notions
of practice. This helped Jjournalists bring issues of
their authority for events into tﬁe forefront of
discussions about covering the assassination.

STORIES OF TRIUMPH: BEING “THE FIRST', "THE BEST' AND
“THE ONLY™

Journalists did not only see the assassination story
as being problematic, however. Hany of its angles were
upheld as triumphs of coverage. Stories of triumph were
caat againat the larger background in which coverage took
place, with its emphasis on unprecedentedness and
disorder. Whereas tales of mishap allowed journalists to
air concerns about formalized notions of professionalism,
in tales of triumph they wvalorized on-the-spot judgment
calls and hunches as signs of the “"true” professional.
These. stories generally assumed one of three forms -

"being the first"™, "being the best™ and "being the only".

- BEING THE FIRST

The Kennedy assassination offered parameters of

action which were on the one hand unpredictable and
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unroutinized, and on the other, the focus of extended and
exclusive media attention. Such circumstances gave
journalists the oppertunity +to implement a series of
“firsts" in covering the story. Authority was derived from
cases where such practices prevailed.

Conceptions of "being the first" referenced the
presentational style that remained after the Kennedy story
had been told. "Being the first" in the event of Kennedy’s
death differed from media presentations of other events.
For example, while radio’s role in the death of President
Harding challenged existing notiona of Journalistic
practice, it did not produce the kind of sustained stage
that Kennedy’s assassination did. Many Journalists had
never before covered the death of a President. Television
journalists had not vet had the opportunity to play &
central part in presenting such an event, and certainly
not in the 1long, protracted manner of the assgsgsination
weekend =Y.,

This set up a&lternate parameters by which journalists
could cover the assassination story: On one hand, most
Journalists lacked the professional precedents to help
them rehearse the event. They also lacked identifiable
markers by which to cue their moves #2. On the other, the

sustained nature of media coverage during the

assassination offered them the possibility of acting
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differently for extended periods of time. The quality of
wgirstness™ which the Kennedy assassination offered was
therefore unique not only because it set up circumstances
that were different from normal coverage but because it
sustained themnm.

Differences in Jjournalistic practice generated by
these sustained szettings added new dimensions to notions
aboutbt appropriate professional practice. For example,
interrupting scheduled programmming and sustaining the
interruption, for examnple, wag a different kind of
“first® that directly enhanced the astature of the
broadcasting networks capable of accomplishing it. Similar
feats tock place in other media - replating magazine copy
or issuing seccnd newspaper editions.

The event’s newness was best articulated by then-NBC
reporter Robert MacNeil on the eve of the assassination:

This is one of those days that a reporter finds

himgelf musing about when he’s half asleep.

Sometimes in a plane. Your mind drifts as vour

prepare for the big story. What is 1likely to

happen &t this moment i=s that sometimes your

mind drifts to the most extreme thing that could

happen but you hastily dismiss it, because the

mnost extreme thing never doesg happen. You pull

your mind back to the ordinary +things that

always do happen 3%,

When the most extreme thing did happen, journalists were
faced with finding new ways to crank out authoritative

interpretations of why it did. This was because “"old ways"

were rendered unhelpful, with sources unavailable,
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verification unworkable, A%t the =szame time, inastitutional
| presaures  on Journaliste to produce information perasisted.
Providing information thus became as much an institutional
necesgity as a professional goal, a circumstance embedded

in the demands created Iy new technologies.

- VALORIZING ITHMPROVISATION. Journalists told of

accomplishing work tasks by improvising, redoing completed
tasks and reorganizing around last-minute changes. When
local WBAP-TV reporter Robert Welsh was refused entry to

Parkland Hospital by the police, Journalism Guarterly

hailed the way. he drove over the curb through the
bharricade and up to the hospital entrance “%. HMNeg
Greenfield recalled how astories were thsterically renade
on deadline' **, NBC correspondent Bill Ryan was preparing
the 2.00 p.m. radic newacast when

an unnerved staffer burst intoc his office,
ghouting, "Get back to TV right away! The
President hasz been shot!" It waszs 1.45 p.m., and
NBC was off the air for its daily noon
break...Techniciana had to hastily rig a
patchwork of telephone lines before NBC could
tell America that President JFK had been shot in
Dallas. Ewen then, NBC couldn’t tell an anxious
nation whether Kennedy was alive or dead. It
didn’t know. In 1963, there were no sgsatellite
links, no microwave relays, no you-heard-it-
here-first reports from on-the-scene
correspondents. Seated in a closet-size studio,
Ryan and Chet Huntley scrambled not only to
raeport the news but alsc to learn it “#,
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These &tories constituted awkward but succesaful attempts
at improvisation. Journalists conveyed how well tLthey
adapted to last-minute changes, redoing even those tasks
which had already been finalized. Ultimately their ability
to do so reflected well on the organizations where they
worked.

Perhaps +the most startling attempt a£ improvisation
was reflected in the broadcasting industry’s decision to
focus its cameras on the procession of mourners viewing
Kennedy’s casket. This decision, culminating in NBC’s 42-
hour marathon broadcast of lines of mourners to hushed
background wmusic, constituted "a first™ in broadcasting
that was cslled "televigion’s finest hour"™ “%. Journalists

were lauded for their good taste and sensitivity, for the

"unobtrusive coverage of the final rites {that)
underscored broadcasting’s dignity and maturity in
covering +the news"™ 4%, Embedded in these comments was a
regard for the improviscry gkills of television

Journalists, by which they adapted to the events of
nourning in a way that contradicted the investigatory and
intrusive practices favored by other members of their
trade.

The written press did not go unpraised. Staffers at
the three major newsmagazines were lauded for “getting

everything inte their issues 1in spilte of incredible
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deadline problems"! Editorial staffe tore out huge holes

at the front of their magazines, with Newsweek, Time and

U.S.. News and World Report adding tens of pages of fresh

type &t the last minute. Both Time and Newsweek were
hailed <for having replated twice - once after Uswald’s

nurder and once after the Dallas Morning News published a

photograph of UOswald’s nurder %, Journalists hailed the
cancellation of columns of scheduled advertising “#®. 0On
Friday alone, newspapers issued as many as eight "“extras"
4?7, The press set new sales records, with the New York

selling 1,089,000 papers on November 26, nearly

Time
400,000 above its normal sales 2, Magazines were lauded
for working around Friday afternoon deadlines. As the

Columbia Journalism Review asaid, '"these magazines made

over whole sections -~ in some cases interrupting press
~runa to add late developments - and &till reached most of
their readers on time* “#¥. Replating, resetting, redoing
prose accounts were all =zeen as improvisory practices that
were substantial sacrifices to the usual order of printing

a newspaper or magazine.

- VALORIZING INSTINCT. Other stories of “being the

firgt® focused on the Jjournalistic “hunch”, or the
ingtinct which guided journalists in their work. & lack of
obvioua rules for covering the assassination and its

unpredictable cilircumstances meant that journalists did not
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jways unow what to do. Tom Wicker relied on instinct when
a

5é'he&rd from another reporter that Kennsedy had besen shot:

one thing I learned that day. I suppose I
already knew it, but that day made it plain. A

reporter must trust his instinct. When
(Marrianne) Means said those eight words - I
never learned who +told her - I knew absolutely

that they were true. Everyone did...That day a
reporter had none of the ordinary means or time
to check or double-check matters given as fact.
He had to go on what he knew of people he talked
to, what he knew of human reaction, what two
ijsolated “facts" added to in sum -~ above all
what he felt in his bones %@,

Harry Reasoner’s “instincte told him it would be better
not to broadecast” an item that Oswald had been shot by a

'black man %*, Henry Brandon of the Londen Sunday Times

:made the trip to Dallas because he thought there might be
trouble ®%. Two Dalla;.newspapers ran editorials calling
for restraint of public sentiments against the President
=%, Reporters confessed journalistic hunches that Dallas
would turn into a "big story": CBS news executives
digcussed the possibility of a hostile demonatration in
.Dallas at their regular news briefing before the
assassination ¥4,

While it isr difficult to retrospectively ascertain
how the journalistie hunch crept inteo journalists’ tales,
the "I told you so" position it implied helped them regain
Control of an event whose unpredictability had made it
Uunwieldy. In other words, the journalistic hunch or

instinect helped journalists reinstate certainty in their
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£8135 about the event. In using tales of instinet to

achor the uncertainty surrounding situations of “'being

the first", Jjournalists offset their partial knowledge and
éuthority for the event. The fact that few hunches
generated substantive discussions about the assassination
;n +he days following Kennedy’s shooting suggests the
degree to which political guestions were temporarily
guspended by journalists covering the story. But relying
on instinct also had its rewards, as when CBS reporter Dan
:Rather urged his network to assign extra reporterse to
 ccver Kennedy’s Dallas trip. In at least one account, that
premcnition earned him vrapid promotion through the ranks
< at CBS ®%,

| As with tales of mishap, embedded within journalists’

gtories of triumph was a larger discourse about

professionalism. The editor at the Saturday Review hailed

as professicnal a Jjob...as one could care Lo see' %4, An

editorial in Broadcasting magazine noted that the lasgt-

minute reorganization of reporters and the energetic and
Creative ways in which they revamped existing set-ups to
meetr the pace of the event " was not a job that amateurs
gould have done...It was a job for professionals" “%. The
ability to improvise, reorganize and redo, on one hand,

&nd  to anticipate events through instinct, on the other,
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were cast by journalists ass activity that legitimated them
.85 professionals.

Thus, stories of “heing the first' to a large extent
displayed how Jjournalists valorized improvisory and
inetinctual behavior as the true mark of the professional.
Being able to gquickly respond to unpredicted
circumstances, bend established rules and procedures on.a
hunch, and do so correctly were touted as signs of
professionaliam. Through their stories of improvisation,
redefinition and instinct which held that they had
effectively covered the assasgsination story, journalists

thus made claims of professionalism for behavior not

necessarily valorized by formalized cues of professional

practice. Iin highlighting inatinctual over formalized
dimensionsa of practice, journalists constructed an
authoritative role for thenselves in retelling the

assassination story.

- BEING THE BEST

Where tales of ‘'being +the first" highlighted the
improvisory and instinctual dimensions of .journalistic
Practice, in tales of "being the best" Jjournalists
eXpounded on the range of activities by which they could
do so. Because much of the assassination coverage was
structured through discrete units, "being the best" often

heant excelling in  the professional tasks at stake within
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each discrete moment of coverage. "Being the best" in
covering Kennedy’s shooting meant guick relay, for
example, while covering his funeral called for reverent,
slowly-paced and hushed reportage. “"The bagt" was
differently reflected in James Reston’s condolence column
the day after the asgassination +than in Frank HcGee’'=
choked-up relay of the newa that Kennedy was dead.

For television journalists, in particular, Kennedy’s
funeral became a fruitful institutional stage to spread
tales of "being the best"”. How television journalists
adapted toe the decision to Dbroadcast processions of
mourners generated numercus tales of practice that was
different yelt acceptable. For instance, the broadcasting
industry was hailed for having cancelled adveftisements,

costing by one estimate some $3m. in direct spending and

ten times that in advertising revenue loas %2, JIis
coverayge
was one of superlatives - the most people, the

noet  hours, the biggest losses and the most raw
emotion that broadcasting had ever known %%,

Television was complimented for having efficiently “played
to the largest audience in i1its history™ %*. These
appraisals were often set against a background of

Professional expertise. As Broadcasting magazine stated:

Were it not for the experience that broadcasters
have acquired in the day-to-day practice of
their form of journalism, their coverage of the
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wholly unexpected events of DNov. 22-25 would
have been impossible ®*,

One irony behind taleg of "being the best"™ was that

they legitimated what elsewhere might have been considered

lapses in professional Dbehavior. In the 1964 United
Artists documentary Four Days in HNovember, a local
reporter was shown rushing into a Dallas television

atation, with "“you’ll excuse me if I’'m out of breath

. but...". The rejoinder, breathlessly delivered,
constituted his introduction to news of Kennedy’'s=
aspassination. In addition to successfully conveying the

import of the news, the delivery suggested how out-of-
place was the collected demsanor of the professional
television commentator. Similarly, tales of ‘"being the
best” implied that other, possibly unusual, qualities were
regquired to professionally cover the assassination. In a
special c¢olumn entitled "If You Can Keep Your Head When

All About You...", the Saturday Review reviewed the

bperformance of journalists by highlighting their "special
talent™ and "training"”. Editor Richard Tobin maintained
that ~it took coolness under the fire of highly-charged
events" to carry ocut one’s reportorial tasks =#,

But “being the best" did not mean £he same thing to
all journalists, and no one set of rules characterized all

8Ssassination coverage. This was displayed in the range of

Journalists’ stories of “being the best," which provided
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reporters with alternate backgrounds against which to

"'gpread their tales of superlative practice:

- BEING THE "MOST DEDICATED"”. For many, “being the

pest” meant “being the most dedicated", or the degree of
personal deprivation accrued in accomplishing one’s work
tasks. This ranged from sleep and food deprivation to
affecting a semblance of ne emotions. Meg Greenfield,
walking around with other journaligts in a "disembodied,
high~octane satate”, told of how she did not go home until
Saturday %%, ABC News Division’s president szaid late-night
planning conferences prevented staffers from getting more
than three to <four hours of sleep %%, and reporter Bill
Seamnans "was forced (after 365 hours) to take a break when
his eyes became so irritated from lack of sleep that he
couldn’t force them open all the way" e, NBC
correspendent Bill Ryan held back his emotions until he
got off the air, where he "ecried like hell"™ #¢, UWalter
Cronkite did not realize until he was relieved from his
anchoring duties that "I was still in my shirtsleeves,
although my secretary hours before had draped my Jjacket
over +the back of my chair" &%, A sense of dedication, in
each caszse, waszs derived from the reporter’s ability to
pléce the public’s right to know above basic personal
requirements. Dedication thus referenced an abszoclution of

Self in face of the news organization’s needs.
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- BEING THE “MOST HUMAN". For others "being the best”

constituted "being the most human,” or the ability to
mnomentarily abandon one’s professional demeanor. NBC's

Frank HMecGee, The New York  Timea’ Tom Wicker and CBS’'s

Wwalter Cronkite both became choked up while relaying news
of Kennedy’s death. As Cronkite relayed the news to the
audience, *"his voice broke with emotion and he wiped a
tear from his eye" ##. He removed his eyeglasses, then put
them back on in a distracted fashion. In another incident,
Cronkite delighted telling how, on his first break fron
anchoring the Kennedy shooting, he answered a studio phone
whose caller admonished €CBS for allowing Cronkite to
anchor the broaadcast. "This ig Walter Cronkite,’ he =zaid
angrily, ‘and you’re a goddamned idiot”. Then he flung the
receiver down %%, Journalists used these tales to work out
the personal and professional incongruities imposed by the
assassination coverage, an important dimension of

consolideting themselves as an interpretive community.

- BEING THE "MOST TECHNOLOGICALLY ADEPT". Journalists

dwelled on technology in many of their stories, with
"being the best" constituting "being the most
technologically adept”™.  These stories conveyed
journalists’ triumphs over the technologies where they
worked. Often this meant utilizing technolegies other

than one’s own in generating stories. Watching television
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coverage from the Dallas-Ft. Worth airport, Tom Wicker
incorporated an eyewitness interview it showed into his
prose account of Kennedy’s shooting #®., NBC’s Frank McGee
cradled a telephone in his hand while cn-air and repeated
verbatim the words of a correspondent on the other end 7*.
press reporters huddled around radios while waiting for
information ocutside of Parkland Hospital 7#,.

Mention of technology reflected how journalists were

able to carry out their tasks despite technological
limitations. Tom Wicker made reference to the fact that he
was without a notebook that day in Pallas ¥, NBC

Correspondent Bill Ryan made +the same point when he
renemnpbered the precise conditions of the flash studioc, and
ites "lack of technical sophistication':

We didn‘t even have a&a regular news studioc. We

had to go to what +they called the flash satudio

in New York, a little room where +thay had one

black-and-white camera set up 7*.
References to instruments of technology - the notepads,
pencils, cameras or studios - were invoked by Jjournalists
as reminders that professionalism did exist. They suggest
that Jjournalists tried +to be professional about their
assassination coverage. The ways reporters worked to
offset the primitive state of the media thus formed one
cornerstone to discussions of professionalism. Journalists

8aw themgelves legitimated as professionals because they

had nastered the limitations of technolegy, using their
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acumen to make tftechnology work for them. Such claims were
not incidental to establishing their authority in
retelling the assassination.

Tales of "being the best” thereby legitimated a range

of practices by which Journalists made claims to
journalistic professionalism. In tales of "being the
best,'" Jjournaliszts expanded the range of improvisory and

instinctual activities by which they continued to be

lapbelled professional.

~ BEING THE ONLY

Tales of “being the only"™ constituted the stage by
which Jjournalists backgrounded themselves as individual
reporters. They conveyed how journalists integrated
themselves into situations which wvalorized instinctual
behavior over formalized professional cues. “Being the
only™ told the tale of individual moves of adaptation to
improvisory cues of professionalism. To a large extent,
these tales marked the personalities that would emerge as
celebrities in conjunction with the assassination story.

Stories  of "being the only" allowed journalists to
valorize the tales and practices of certain reporterg and
news organizations over others. In daily news “being the
only" tends to be a temporaxry category, where a
journalist’s interest in a story is validated by cother

Journalists doing similar stories. Thus by the Friday
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afterncon of the assassination, there would be many
confirmations of Kennedy’s death. Nevertheless, the
reporters who confirmed it first would be accorded special
atature. For a time, because of the aforementioned
telephone dispute, UPI’s Merriman Smith was the only
reporter to have relayed news of the President’s shooting.
Said William Manchester:

{The> bulletin was on the UPI printer at 12.34,
two minutes before the Presgident’s c¢car reached

Parkland. Before evewitnesses could collect
thenselves, it was Dbeing beamed around the
world. To those who tend to believe everything

they hear and read, the figure of three {(shots)

geemed to have the sanction of authority and

many who had been in the plaza and had thought

they heard only two reports later corrected

their memories 7.
That +this was altered onece the pool car reached public
telephones did not affect the stature derived from +the
fact that Smith had for a time been “the only reporiter” to
convey the news of Kennedy’s shooting. He would later win

the Pulitzer prize for his coverage, and the UPI

reproduced his account in its in-house organ UPI Reporter.

It ecalled it "an historical memento...for what it shows
about how a top c¢raftsman dealt with the fastest-breaking
news story of his generation™ .

Ancother well-known tale of "being the only” was found
in the activities of KELD-News (and CBS affiliate)
director Eddie Barker, who initially reported that Kennedy

was dead. He was at the Trade Mart when Kennedy was shot:
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A doctor 1 know who is on the gtaff at Parkland

Hospital came to me, and he was crying...He had
learned that President Kennedy was dead. When T
announced this over the air, the network
panicked. No official announcement had yet been
nade, and the validity of ny Source was
questionad. However I knew that this man was

trustworthy, sa I kept repeating that the
President was dead V7.

Barker’s decigion to announce the President’s death
witﬁout official confirmation was, in one observer’s eyeaes,
possibly "the most important journalistic event of the
pericd...one of the greatest snap evaluations of a source
in the history of broadcast journalism® &,

Another risky practice which generated a similar tale
of "being the only" was employed by CBS repocrter Dan
Rather, then stationed in Dallas along the motorcads
route. Rather was one of the first reporters to confirm
Kennedy’s death. His account of how he did so went as
follows:

Keep in mind that I had heard no shots. I didn’t
know what was wrong. I only knew that something
appeared to be very wrong...and so I began
running, flat out running, sprinting as hard as
I could the four blocks to ocur station...I got
through to Parkland Hospital. And the
switchboard operator was not panicked but not
calm. And very guickly she told me it was her
understanding that that the President had been
shot, and was perhaps dead. And I’1ll never
forget her saying that. And I followed up with
that, and tried +to talk +to one o0f the doctors
and a priest at the hospital, both of whom said
that the President was dead. But nobody had said
thig officially ¥=.
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The account prompted CBS to relay uncofficial reports that
Kennedy had been confirmed dead, thereby earning for
Rather the title of 'being the only"™ reporter to do so #%,

Other stories of "being the only" remained exclusives
long after the events which generated them. Walter
Cronkite’s removal of his eyeglasses in order to shed a
tear set up the outer parameters by which it was possible
to anchor the news, yet few Jjournalists looked upon it as
behavior to be emulated. Thomas Thompson’s exclusive
interview of Oswald’s wife and mother, held before +the

police had found them, put him "high on the list of Life

interviews' a1, while circumstances prevented other
reporters from generating similar stories. Thecdore
White’s post-funeral discussion with Jackie Kennedy,

naming the Kennedy reign "Camelot'", was hailed for years
afterwafd by the journalistic community #%. In that
interview, Jackie Kennedy revealed that her husband liked
to play the record of “Camelot”™ before going to bed.

Sometimes "being the only" offered journalists a way
to turn mishaps into triumphs. Harry Reasoner was working
at the CBS anchor desk the morning that Oswald was
murdered!:

At the moment Oswald was shot.,, CBS was

broadcasting a live report from
Washington. ..Reasoner, who wasg watching the
Uzwald story on a clogsed-circuit monitor, saw it
happen - or gaw, at least, that something had

happened. Although seldom given to emotional
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cutburste, Reasoner began jumping up and down in
his c¢hair, screaming for the control room to
switch +to Dallas. & few seconds later, the
switch was made...Thanks to videotapes, CBS soon
was able to broadcast an ‘instant replay’ of the
shooting ==,

Interestingly, the fact that CBS "missed" original
coverage of the event became intriguing from an
institutional point of view, because +the scene was

recorded by the CBS camera-peraon but was not replayed on
national television until after the fact. The “presence”
of journalists +thus oddly existed but was not
institutionally legitimated or supported.

Journalists also told more literal tales of “bheing
the only"i Richard Stolley was "“the only reporter" among
Secret Service agents to view the Zapruder fi;m a4 Henry
Brandcn the only foreign correspondent in Dallas on
November 22 &% James Altgens the only professignal
cameraperson to catch spot pictures of Kennedy’s shooting
a% ., Entwined within these tales was the notion of having
left one’s personal signature on history: That Tom Pettit
"nade TV history at the scene of the shooting of QOswald”
was posgsible because he had been "the only television
reporter" on live television ®%. This suggests that
assagsination memories were formed by instinctual and
improvisory behavior which was not followed by other

reporters.
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Thus journalistic tales about covering the
assassination reveal much about exnisting parameters of
journalistic practice at the time. While covering the
assassination was not necessarily outlined by formalized
professional codes, in their tales of mishap Jjournalists
aired concerns about the insufficiency of such codes. In
their stories of +triumph, they wvalorized on-the-spot
judgment calls as the mark of the true professional. They
replayed the event in three categories of tales: One -
stories of “being the first" - opened up formalized codes
of professional behavior and offered journalists
ingtinctual and improvisory ways to do their work: a
second - stories of "being the best" - axpounded upon the
range of activities by whiﬁh it was possible to do so; a
third - stories of “being the only* - brought individual
journalists in contact with imprevisory codes and cues of
professicnalism. In all of these tales were entrenched
different notions about technology, professionalism and
the appropriate boundaries of journalistic practice and
authority. Interestingly enough, the ability to rearrange
existing standards was made possible by the informal
networks connecting reporterza. This helped strengthen
their satatus a= an independent interpretive community,
that relied on the circulation of narratives through the

media for collective authentication of its members.
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These pages have suggested that Jjournalists assessed
their coverage of the assassination story in two main
wayse: They often invoked the same attributes of coverage
to generate totally opposite appraisals of perfofmance.
For example, the technology of television was hailed for
producing live coverage of Oswald’s mnurder, vet its
instruments - the c¢cables, microphones and cameras - were
heid responsible for facilitating his death.

This was especially borne out in trade publications
and professional <£orums, where the ambivalence over
journalists’”  coverage was linked to the story’s complex
nature. Trade publications particularly concentrated on
the demand for information that did not let up through the
weekend. This was complicated by the fact that television
journalism was coming intoc ite own as a legitimate medium
for news. One critic lamented that “broadcasting resembles
the 1little girl in the nursery rhyme. When it is bad, it
is horrid. But when it is good it is wery very good” #9.
For a communit? trying to legitimate itself as an
authorized interpretive group, Lhese circumstances mnade

Professional assessments a critical part of retellings.

PRAISING COVERAGE

For the first year after Kennedy’s death, the

dssassination story occupied nearly every professional
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journalistic forum. During their 1963/64 meetings, the
ASNE {American Society for Newspaper Editors), NAB
(National Association of Broadcasters), and the Radio and
Television News Directors Association each independently
considered what would have constituted appropriate
coverage of the Kennedy assassination. Trade and semi-

+rade publications, including Columbia Journalism Review,

Editor and Publisher, The Quill, Broadcasting and

Televigion CQuarterlv, devoted special sections to the

assaseination. The 1964 meetings of the Association for
Education in Journalism dedicated a plenary session to
journalism and the trial of Jack Ruby 9.

Un one hand, these forums Jlauded the assassination
coverage. The Columbia Journalism Review said that

Like no cother events before, the occurrences of
November 22 to 25, 1963, belonged to journalisnm,
and specifically +to the national organs of
journalism 9,
In its annual report, the Associated Pressz called the
assagssination the "major national news event of 1963" and
boasted that +the AP had "thrown more resources into

covering +the assassination than any single news-event in

its history™ ®*. An editorial in Editor _and Publisher

called the story "the mnost amazing peformance by

hewspapers, radic and television that the world has ever
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witnessed”™ #®., Self-congratulatory advertigements filled

the pages of Editor and Publisher and Broadcasting
magaﬁineaa

The broadcast media received special attention.
Broadgasting magazine claimed that "in those four terrible
days, televigsion came of age and radio reasserted its
capacity to move to history where it happens" ®¥. Radio
was hailed for broadcasting over 80 hours of coverage #%,
The radio-television industry received a special Peabody
Award ®¥. Televised coverage of the funeral was voted the
best foreign program of the vyear by the British Guild of
Television Producers and Directors ®%., The NAB sent its
subscribers a full-page newspaper advertisgement that
echoed praise accorded the broadcasiting industry #7.

Embedded within these appraisals was Jjournalists’

recognition of a new form of news coverage. Television

full emergence of a televised documentary form
{in which) the conditions which define the role
and function of +the artist and reporter in

television jJjournalism have begun to take shape
B

Indeed, how journaligts covered the assassination gtory
would determine the parameters of similar stories in later
years ! Covering Kennedy’s assassination, for instance,
taught journalists how +to approach assassination attempts

on Gerald Ford or Ronald Reagan #%. Coverage of Kennedy’s
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funeral ‘ashowed journaligtzs how to cover the funeral of

Egyptian President Anwar Sadat *=<.

CRITICIZING COVERAGE: THE IMBROGLIO OVER QSWALD

Yet in many professicnal gquarters grumblings had
begun to circulate about the problems caused by
journalists’ assassination coverage. For every attribute,

there was a vieclation:

the central gquestion is whether the best
tradition of the press is good encugh...The
legsen of Dallas is  actusally an old one in
responsible journalism: Reporting is not

democratice to the point that everything posing
as fact has egual status *%%,

Coverage of the Uswald case drew the greatest criticisn.
Journaligts faulted themselves for not having been easily
identifiable to local police, possessing' intrusive
equipment and arriving in numbereg too large for the police
to handle. While not the first event to do so, Oswald’'s
homicide and its coverage shed light on the problematic
boundaries surrounding journalistic obligations, rights
and privileges in covering criminal cases.

The Warren Commission Report played an active part in
crystallizing these problems for nembers of the
journalistic community. In a special section callsd “The
Activity of Newsmen," it traced the events leading up to
Uswald’s murder:

In +the lobby of +the third flcor, television
cCameramen set up two large cameras and
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floodlight in strategic posgitiona that gave then
a sweep of the corrridor in either direction.
Technicians stretched their television cables
into and out of offices, running some of them
out o©f the windows of & deputy chief’s office
and down the side of the building. Men with
newsreel cameras, still cameras and microphones,
more mobile than the television cameramen, moved
back and forth seeking information and
opportunities for interviews. Newsmen wandered
into the offices of other bureaus located on the
thixrd floor, s=sat on desks and used police
telephones; indeed, one reporter admitg hiding a
telephone behind a desk so that he would have
exclusive access to it if something
developed...The corridor becams s0 jammed that
policemen &and newsmen had to push and shove if
they wanted to get through, stepping over
cables, wires and tripods® o=,

A detective was quoted as saying that the journalists wers
*agsked to stand back and stay back but it wouldn’t do much
good, and they would push forward and you had to hold them

off physically ... The press and television people just

tock over" #%#_, When UOswald was brought into view of the
journalists, “his esecorts...had to push their way through
the newamen who sought +to surround them...when C(he)

appeared, the newsmen turned their ccamera on him, thrust
microphones at his face and shouted guestions at him"™ 294,
The Report concluded that partial responsibility for
Oswald’as death “must be borne by the news media' *9% and
it called on journalists to implement a new code of
ethics.

Such an idea was already circulating ancnyg

journalists. In Januvary of 1964, ASNE association head
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Herbert Brucker had plaintively called for media curbs.

“Laying out his views in a Saturdav Review article entitled
syhen the Press Shapes +the News"™, he stated that
npressure from the press...had zet the =stage for (Uswald’'s
killing, with)...little doubt that television and the
press must bear a share of the blame" *<%,

Independently considering where - and 1if - they had
gone wrong in covering Oswald’s murder, trade publications

discussed what the (olumbia Journalisam Review labelled

"judgment by televigion™ **7. A forum conducted in 1864 by
Current mnagazine, entitled “The Life and Death of John F.
Kennedy," concluded with a final section called "Trial By
Mass Media®, which asked?
in +their competitive eagerness to report every
aspect of the story, did the media ignore and
trample the rights of Kennedy’'s accused
asgasgsin? Y98,
- CBS President Frank Stanton offered monies to  the
Brookings Institute to establish a veoluntary inter-media
code of fair practicea **9., In October of 1964, the ASNE
coﬁvened a mneeting ﬁf 17 top news organizations -
including the American Newspaper Publishers of America
(ANPAY, Associated Press Managing Editors Association,
Sigma Delta Chi, NAR, UPI, HNational Press Photographers
Association and the Radio and Television News Directors

Asscciation - to discuas complaints about journalistic

Practice **¢, Ten days later, the group issued a statement
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that warily conceded the news media’s influence over
events. It echoed earlier reservations about journalistic
practice voliced by the ASNE:

If developing smaller TV cameras is beyond our

control, we can certainly try by our own example

to teach the electronic newsmen larger manners

and a deeper understanding of the basic truth

that freedom of information is not an unlimited

license to trample on individual rights ***.
While allowing for pooled coverage under certsin
circumstances, the statement stopped short of permitting
codes or other external bars on media performance 1%,

The idea that external forces would regulate

journalism seemed anathema to the notion of a free press.

-

over ‘magic codes’ to curb excesses typical of Dallasg *3#,

New York Times editors Turner Catledge and Clifton Daniel

separately called on members of the press corps to use
their own judgment in covering eimilar events **%. The
pregsident of the Asscoclated Press Managing Editors
Asgsociation complained that the Warren Commission should
_ have lauded the press instead of scoring it **%, 4&nd

television reporter Gabe Pressman, in a Telewvisgion

Quarterly article about ethics, journalism and the Kennedy

assasaination, complained that his medium was being used
48 a scapegoatb:
Because we have the capacity of telling a story

efficiently, dramatically and with a maxinum
amount of impact -~ because we have the ability
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to satisfy the need of the American public for
instantaneous journalism in this modern age -
does it follow that we have Lo be paralyzed
because pecple react badly? **&
.'publiShEd under the +itle "The Responsible Reporter™, the
article considered whether journalists could carry out
their Job without intruding on others, despite their
voumbersome  equipment'”. It suggested directing the focus
of journalism to

the matter of reportorial taste and judgment, as

well as the respect for the individual in an

open society. Since Dallas, mnany have voiced
their concerns about these issues 47,

'.One interesting interchange in the article wmentioned that

televiaion’s newness magnified the irritation caused by
" television cameras: In defense, Pressman said that “the
camera is used as a newspaperman uses his pad and pencil.
And vyet, the camera is the most faithful reporter we have.
‘The wvideo-tapes don’t lie and the film doesgn’t lie™ *#+#,
Unquestioned here were +two basic suppositions about this
newly evolving medium for news:! One was the notion that
the camere equipment to which Pressman and others referred
made for a better journalism; the other was the suggestion
that television provided a more Ltruthfiul and hence
8uthoritative form of reportage. Whether Ruby shot Oswald,
for instance, was not debatable, for the camera had

recorded it. Yet these assunpticns ware largely
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unproblematized in most broadcasters’ accounts of their

. assassination coverage.

It is worth noting that legal guarters picked up the
cOntroversy about Jjournalistic performance and condemned
the press’ insistence on the right to know. They claimed
that it had seriously interfered with Oswald’s right to =
free and private trial and hampered police efforts Lo
transfer the accused. The director of the American Civil
Liberties Union held +that Oswald was "tried and convicted

many timeg over in the newspapers, on the radio and over

televigion®™ ***®, When Jack Ruby’s trial necessitated quick
decisions about acceptable parameters of press covsrage,
District Judge Joe Brown consulted only with press
representatives before zruling to prohibit television,

radio and still photographers from the courtroom. Said
Brown:

The microphone and the television camera in open
court are intrusions that no judge or defendant
should have to put up with. There is enough ham
acting by prosecutors, defense lawyers and even
judges without this further invitation.
Reporters bearing pads and pencils,
photographers carrying candid cameras are
enough. They ¢give the public the newa the public
is entitled to &,

Televigion Journalists grumbled about the Jjudge’s
decision, but generally did little else to contest it.
Their reluctance to act possibly stemmed from the salience

%f more general criticiam about their coverage of Oswald’s
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muraer- Indeed, the fact that Oswald’s murder generated

- Lwo opposite appraisals of journalistic practice among

journalists is interesting: Some observers used attributes
of coverage to condemn journalisnm; others used the samne
attributes to hail it. The instruments of technology -
cameras, cables, microphonss - both facilitated live
coverage and were held responsible for creating
circumstances which led +to Oswald’s death. This seems to
suggest that journalists used ingtruments to be
professional, but unthoughtfully-used instruments were a
hindrance.

At stake within professional assessment was a larger
discourse about the relationship between professicnalism
and technology: Guestions over whether journalists
constituted better professionals by succumbing to
technology or mastering it inflected debates not only
about coverage of the Oswald honicide but also wnore
genaral discussiona about the tenor of coverage of
Kennedy’s assaszsination. In & sense, then, discuseions
about Oswald’s homicide provided a microcosm of larger
debates evolving across media about journalism and the

Assagsination story.

MASTERING COVERAGE BY MASTERING TECHNOLOGY

How the Oswald imbrogiioc figured in journalists’

tales of triumph and mishap sabout the assassgination
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reveals much about the embédded discourses of technology,
professionalism, and journalistic authority through which
journalists gought to position themselves as authorized
spokespeople foxr the events in Dallas. Because the
specific events of Kennedy’s death embedded problems of
journalistic authority in nuch of the assassination
coveradge, retelling the jJjournalists’ part in covering the
story c¢called for reconstructions of their performances as
effective professional triumphs or understandable - but
csalvageable - professgional mishaps on the part of
journalistijc performers. This took place both in the mass
media and trade publications in the months immediately
following Kennedy’s death.

Through their tales of triumph and mishap,
journalists thus get the stage for self-authorization via
discourse about profegsionalism. Journaliste’ retellings
gave reporters a way to cast their hunches and improvisory
behavior as the mark of a “true" professional. On one
hand, the fact that this discourse was a2t up through
tales of "being the first“, “the best™ and "the only"
underscored how little journalistic professionalism had
moved from baser notions of competition. The discourse by
which journalists legitimated themselves had individual
dimensions, 4in that it served as a springboard for certain

reporters” caresers. Yet in a larger sense, it had
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'collective dimensions too, for it helped to legitimate

'?,journaliStS as professsionals and to uphold the

professionalism of television Jjournalists. In such a

it made sense for journalists to cast their actions

1ight,

.as the mark of professionals. Their tales functioned as an
antidote to basically inzufficient cues of formal
practice.

Their ability to do =so depended largely on
techneology. Technelogy was geen as facilitating - and
hindering - the emergence of cellective and individual

profegsional identitias..lt allowed journalists to hold
onto professional identities at the asame time as it
hindered them from doing so. This embedded the possibility
of forwarding alternate professional practices within a
larger discourse about technology, with technology =een by
journalists as allowing them to cast improvisory behavior
as professional.

It is within such a discourse about technology that
two digtinct assessments of assassination coverage
simultaneously prevailed. These assessments displayed the
extent to which the acceptable parameters of journalistic
Profegsionalism were gtill being debated &t the tine of
the assaasination. 0One, perasonified by the Warren
Commizsion and court decisions barring television camneras

from courtrooms, emphasized the foibles of television. It
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advanced the view that journalistic coversge had extended
peyond its appropriate limits in covering the
gesassination, acting irresponsibly and intrusively in
covering the Cswald homicide, in particular. Such a point
- which underscored television’s invasion of the rights of
the accused - overturned the technological base which
television Jjournalists had used to legitimate themselves.
For journalists to agree with it would have be=n
tantamount to invalidating those gualities distinguishing
television Jjournalism from print. In other words, the
imbroglioc about Oswald threatened to upset the shaky
legitimacy of television practitioners.

Thus most journalists preferred the second argument,
which enphasized the attributes of television. They
regarded the assassination coverage as & posgitive
enhancement of the professionalism of journalists, laying
testimony +to different standards of professional behavior.
Its proponents saw appropriate journalistic performance as
journalists’ successful adaptation to the new technology
of television. This story about the Oswald murder
Prevailed, ghowing how technology was constructed as
working ultimately to journalists’ advantage.

In other words, over time the appraisal which
Criticized television journalists for their coverage of

the UOswald =ztory has more or less digappeared fron
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journalistic accounts. Thig is becasuse 1t threatened the

~jegitimacy of television, equating questions  about
journalistic practice with an assault on television
”"technology and television Journaliasm. This means that

jarger concerns about legitimating televizsion have thereby
promoted the collective forgetting of the Oswald

imbroglio. HMemories of +the Uswald story have been instead

. recast as narratives legitimating the scoop of having

caught the murder on live television. They uphold the
.professionalism of journalists, as redefined by television
technology.

This chapter has examined how the professional
._assessments of assassination coverage eniwined the role of
television technology within journalists’ attempts to
 promote themselves as professionals. Television technology
offered journalists alternate ways of repairing to
profesgionaliasm, by Belping ther to classify activities
m'realized by loogely-defined improvigory standards as
professional. This disacourae thus helped to consclidate
~ the journalistic community around certain issues central
to its professionalism. Such professional =zssesznents
upheld journalists as an interpretive communitv, setting
Out  certain collective notions about the improvisory and
instinctive nature of their practices, their emphasis on

informal networks and the innovative ways in which they
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mastered technoloygy. Professional assessment - in both the
- pass media and trade publications - has thereby signalled

shat it means for journalists to speak authoritatively

apout the assassination. It embedded notions of authority
in profesgionalism and technology, and in the tales by
.'which their importance was narratively constructed,

" getting up an effective base for assassination memories to

spring forth over time and space.
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CHAPTER S5IX

DE-AUTHORIZING COFFICIAL HEHORY

Continued public interest about Kennedy’=z death meant
that Jjournalists would not alone attempt to emerge as
.5pokespeOple for its story. The recognition of journalistas
as the story’s preferred spokespeople evolved in
asscciation, negotiation and contest with other groups
vying to tell their versions of the same tale. Journalists
did not simply contrive to assume the role of speaker, but
nore general circumstances associated with cultural
authority had bearing on their assumption of that role.

What took place beyvond journalism directly affected
journaliata’ attemnpta to legitimate themselves as
anthorized retellers of the assassination story. In the
following pages, I discuss three such circumstances: One
was the different readings of Kennedy’s death that linked
the agsassination with images of JFK as President; a
second was the establishment of conditions of documentary
failure, by which cofficial bodies and recognized
institutional forums for documentation failed to bring
closure to the assassination: and a third was the
Yecognition of alternate retellers of the assassination
story, including Jjournalists, assassination buffs and

historians. Thease three clircumnstances nade the
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assassination record an attractive locus for journalists
- geeking to consclidate their own authoritative position as
speakers in public discourse. This became even more the
case @& their assassination memories became part of the
repertoire by which they authenticated themselves as an

inpterpretive community.

DEATH CREATING LIFE: THE ASSASSINATION AND IMAGES OF JFK
John F. Kennedy was once called the "most fascinating
might-have-been in American histery” *. It 4is thus no
surprise that individuals and groups have remembered hinm
through his assassination, with the Kennedy image often
seen as created by the Kennedy death. Gore Vidal suggested
as mnuch in 1967 when he said that "Kennedy dead has
infinitely more force than Kennedy living” #. Twenty vears
later Todd Gitlin advanced a =zimilar theme,  maintaining
that "Kennedy could be éppreciated better in his absence"
#. The fact that Kennedy’s death remained as wvital an
issue as his administration - and that understanding the
@8ssassgination took place at the same time as observers
began to appraise his  Presidency - brought  the
B8ssasgination directly intoc the heart of +the growing
national repert@ire of Kennedy stories. Through the
Assassination, the Kennedy storvy was recast as one of
.tragedy. It thus had direct bearing on images of Kennedy,

his Pregidency and his administration.
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THE HERMENEUTICS OF KENNEDY’S DEATH

In the vears after Kennedy died, chroniclers
attributed much of America’s enthusiasm for him to the
" fact of his death and its violent circumstances “. Said
paniel Boorstin:®

Hie untimely death reminds us of how history
assesses public figures who die too soon. In the
making of higtorical reputatione, there are
advantages and copportunities to brevity *.

Cuting his rapidly-engendered status as a legendary herc,
one journalist lamented that

The ¥Kennedy myth came into being only after he
was dead, and then only as a means of c<oping
with his death...Anyone with a clear memory or a
willingness to read +through editorials in the
liberal journals of those years knows that very
substantial segments of the American public,
particularly its liberal elite, were well abkle
to contain their enthusiasm for John Kennedy
while he was alive...All those splendid great
expectations that we are now convinced we had
back in the early 60s were discovered for the
first time after the assassination ®.

The asgassination was seen as having provided Kennedy with
"a reprieve, forever enshrining him in history as the
glamorous, heroic leader he wanted to be, rather than as
the politician buffeted by events he could not control*™ 7,
Much of the enthusiasm for the President thus set in after
his death, by people with vested interests in its
Persistence.

Journalistes plaved a key role in implanting and

Perpetuating images about Kennedy within collective



215

nemory s Already in 1964 a major news-magazine applauded
the fact that Kennedy’s face was plastered “all across the
nation - in newspapers and magazines, on TV screeng' .,
News organizations hurriedly produced books and films on

Kennedy’s Presidency and administration - The HNew York

Times” The Kennedy Years, NBC News’ There Wasg & President,

il T

and Pierre Salinger and Sander VYVanocur’s book of tributes

to the President %, Documentary films like Four Davs in

November premiered in 1964 *°. As the years wore on,
extensive patterns of image management - through medila
eulogy, commemncration and simple repetition - persisted.

Twenty vears later, Americans were being treated to what
one journalist called "a media bath of reassegsment’ **,
More important, many of their efforts directly linked

Kennedy’s death with his 1life. The Kennedy Years was

appended with a 48-page boocklet on the assassination *#,.

UPI and American Heritage magazine published a book, Eour

Davs in November, that described the assassination and the

three days that followed *®, Bocks began to appear on
anniversaries of Kennedy’s death *+.

Media involvement promoted varied interpretations of
the events of Kennedy’s death. While a lack of consensus
Over their precise gircumstances increased over time, with
greater recall genersting less agreement, the failure to

g9enerate a complete or agresd-upon verzion of the
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azsazsaination story challenged +the media’s avthority as=
ztoryteller. Media organizationa continued to invest large
amounts of time, money and rescurces in the assassination
story. But the more attention that they paid and the more
fervently that they played the story, the mnore holes in
collective memory about the assassination they generated.
In many senses this created a professiocnal dilemma for
journalists seeking to provide an authoritative account of
the assassination: It denied them the ability of assuming
the role of authoritative spokesgpeople yet encouraged them
to c¢centinue trving. It also played inte the attempts of
different groups seeking to add to and enhance the
sggasaination record, by cresting a sgituation ripe for the
energence of different groups vying to - tell the
authorized, and .hopefully final, story of HKennedy’s
assassination.

It is important to remember that such was not always
the case. Immediately after Kennedy’s death, chroniclers
provided instant interpretations. They assumed that
knowledge about the circumstances of his assassination
would bring closure by generating a final reading of its
eventas. This prompted Journalists to initially impose
hermeneutic readings on Kennedy’s death, as in James
Reston’s much-acclaimed column “Why America Weeps", where

he claimed that the assas=zination reprezsented the



217

intrusion of irrationality into the national character *¥,
-yet the route by which many Americans came to abandon
either-or interpretations of Kennedy’s death and to
entertain mnore conplicated notions about the assassination
was a certain one. It wasz also directly dependent on the
active role that journalists played in giving voice to
views from many sides.

There were two main readings of Kennedy’s death, what
journalist Jefferson Morley has called “shorthand for
making senge of public life"™ *%] Nostalgic vigions of the
promise that was cut short in Dallas, visions of Camelot
and King Arthur’s court versus notions of conspiracy and
an emphasis on the undertow of Kennedy’s public existence.
In HMorley’s terms, Camelot and +the yearning for morally

heroic leadersghip were set against conapiracy and the fear

of undemnocratic plota. It was because the assassination
brought together these "two slemental themes of American
'history“ that its "anniversary endures as a national rite"

7. Depending on which image of Kennedy was adopted, the

circumstances of his death becanme at least partly

j_comPrehensible in conjunction with it.

The first popular sentiment held Kennedy in lofty,
'1alm°5t mythic regard, a peculiar point due tc the
”.cirCumstances by which it was generated. In 1978, writer

T ,
- Theodore White recalled how Jackie Kennedy summoned him to
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Hyanﬂiﬁ Port one week after +the assassination. She told
him how Kennedy used to play the record "Camelot™ before
retiring at night!
she wanted Camelot to top the storvy. Camelot,
heroes, fairy tales, legends were what history
was all about...So the epitaph on the Kennedy
administration became Camelot - a magic moment
in American history. Which of course is a
risreading of history. The magic Camelot of JFK
never existed *&,
while the "=elling of “Camelot’ was too insistent, too
fevered, accompanied by too much sentimentality and too
1ittle rigorous thought" *%, it was a "purchase" that
appealed Lo hig friends and sympathetic authors like
Theodore Sorensen, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., or Pierve
Salinger. Capitalizing on the insider’s status they had
held at Kennedy’s White House, they depicted him as
the ideal personification of the wvalues of
cultural modernism and rationality...The Kennedy
assassination {thus) had almost totemic

significance: It was the sacrificial offering by
the prince of Camelot to the forces of higotry,

More substantive appraisals lauded Kennedy’s support of
. the Peace Corpe, the Alliance for Progress and, in certain

Circles, legielation on civil rights.
At the zame time, a gecond popular sentiment was

- 9enerated by the cold warriors’ somber visions. Kennedy

~?a$ faulted from both left and right, alternately seen as
® Communist agent who was “killed because he failed to

fulfiyy Moscow’s decisions guickly enough™ #a or
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criticiz&d. for failing to effectively lead Congress,
faulty administration and the Bay of Plgs invasion =&,
Distinctions 5etwe@n Camelot  and the ocold warriors”
view of Kennedy veflected distinctions beltween discourse
and action, rhetoric and record,. The oral and written
rhetovical practices and strategies by which the =slain
President had talked about his aims were frequently set
against the actions by which he realized them. Admissions

that his time as President had bsen too brief to produce

adeguate substance meant to many observers that "we cannot
measure Hennedy’s standards purely by specific acts  of

statecraft becauvse his time was too shord™ #3F, This
brought Kennedy’s assassination directly into svaluations

of his Presidency and administration, with obssrvers using

hia death to Jjustify many of his activities as President.
Yot both perspectives endured, a point that was reflected

in the entivre spectrum of opinions represented on the New
York Times’ best-seller list during one week in 1964: It
included Kennedy "= mythically-inclinad Profiles  in
Courage, Yictor Lasky’s oritigue of the former President,

JEE: The Man and the Mvih, and Four Days. a UPT book about

the assassination #%. This brought memories of his death
te  the forefront of Kennedy stories, upholding the status
of retellers who had wuch to offer on  that particular

domain of actlon, nanely journalists.
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ULTIMATE LINKAGE: LIFE THROUGH DEATH

In such & way the link betwsen HKennedy’'s death and
life was emnbedded .within the repervtoire of commemnorative
practices. It is important to note that Kennedy’s family
tried to sever images of his deabth from appralisals of his
life, vreconstructing the particulars of his death from the
bheginning. Family membérs actively shaped the President’s
stately funeral, engaged in  their own commenorative
practices, and boyvcotted public services not to their
liking #®%_ By the seventies, the familvy had begun to avoid
dedication services in Dallas and called for national

commenorations not on November 22, the date of Kennedy’'=s

death, but  an his bilrthday #e By the twentieth
annivarsary of  his assassination, it auceaeadsad in

prohibiting official cervemonies near the place he was shob
in Dallas. Attempits fo dilute assassination menories were
most  evident during the mid-19690=, when the family set in
motion  what one news-magazine called "the biggest brouhaha
over a book that the nation has ever known"™ #Y, "Trying to
copyright the assagsination®” #2, the family agreed, then
renegead, tae let writer William HManchester publish an
aunthorized history of Kennedy’s death. The book, said Time
ragarine, “was to be a rars avis! s history that would be
independent but would still carry the auvthorization of the

Kennedys and require theilr approval before publication™
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B But oconflicts between Manchester and Jacqueline
Kennedy, in particular, over inclusion of a variety of
details brought pugiicatimn Lo a standstill in 1966 and
aengendered a lawsuit over a nunbesr of charges on  which
Hanchester eventually yielded @9,

While the Kennedys appeared to emerge the victors, in
a larger senss they failed. For at bthe same time that “ths
Battle of the Book" was waging between Hanchester and the
Kennedy fawmlly %, persons in less recognized guarters
Wwere busily documenting their versions of the events of
Eennedy s death. Such efforts, not dependent on the
Kennedy family’s agreement Lo retell the assassiration

story, produced a number of alternalte perspectives on it,

such as Hdward J. Epstein’s Ina i or Mark Lane’s R

Judogment . The RKennedys’ focused afforts on the so-called
authorized history of EKennedy’'s death thus renderved thenm
unable to manage all asssssinstion memories. Moreover,
their attempts to censure the media sarned negative preas.
In an insightful overvisew of HNanchester’s guibblea with
the Kennedy family, Andy Logan pinpointed how “during
Rennedy’'s term of office, his staftf was accused of trving
to manage the news. Now, of courss, the charge on several
fronte 1is that of managing history” “¥. History, Like

news, “Thas alwavs been subject to some management.” Bub
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the difference, maintained Logan, wasa that "the stage

directions should be out of earshot' =3,

All of this was important +to the legitimation of
journalists as spokespeople, in that they generally
eschewed the Kennedy family’s attempts at image

management. Few journalists agreed to commencrate Kennedy

on his birthday, and at one point the New York Times

' " pnarked the "sixth month anniversary" of Kennedy’s death,

. “which ironically fell six days-short of his birthdate =24,
Interpretations of Kenned?’s assassination thus held that
much of his life was seen through his death, many of them
forwarded by journalists intent on promoting their own
interpretations of events. As one observer comnented,
"what JFK was unable to do for his country in life, he has

been able te do for his country in memory" . Or, as a

journalist for The Progressive lamented, "in the midst of

Death, we are in Life™ =%, The assagssination was thus
directly foregrounded as a cornerstone of menory about
Kennedy. Links between hisg life and death were forwarded
in large part by the hermeneutic perspectives of
chroniclers, particularly - Jjournalists, trying to
understand his death at the same time ag they were
appraising his Presidency. Particularly for journalists,
who profited by routinized occasions for their mnedia

Presentations, vearly commemorations of the President on
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the date of his death gave them a predictable stage on

.which to spread their assassination tales. In a sense,

this suggested that already from the beginning journalists

recognized that their media access would help promote

. their assassination tales above those of other speakers.

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF DOCUMENTARY FAILURE
But the story’s successful circulation also depended

on the recognized forums for documentation. At the same

"time as Kennedy’s image was being linked with
circumstances of hia death, developments bevond the actual
Kennedy legacy had begun to c¢reate circumstances that made
the asgassination’s retelling more accessible to alternate
" groups of retellers.

Access +to the assassination story depended in large
.part on surrounding issues that were brought into focus by
documentary agencies attempting to resclve the ambiguities

:_of Kennedy’s death. These recognizable documentary forunmns

- the police, FBI, CIA&, and various investigatory
-_Qommissicns and committees set ﬁp over the vears to
examine the assassination - kept the assassination a
salient and topical issue, providing markers by which it
W88 possible to collectively remember Kennedy’s death. Yet
they aleo failed +to lend closure to the assasgination

r , . .
ecord, bProducing circumstances which I call “documentary

failure" . It was the failure of official forums of




224

documentation to lend closzure Lo the record of the

gssassination that in effect helped promote journalists as

authoritative spokespeople of its story.

By the year fellowing the assassination, extensive
official paperwork was being directed at the events of
Kennedy’'s death. The Warren Commission, originally hailed
as the body capable of providing definitive answers to the
mysteries of Kennedy’s death #7%, set to work examining
over hundreds of reports and documents and interviewing
over 9550 witnesses =2, By the time it had concluded its
deliberations, the sheer wvolume of its documentation -
over 17,000 pages housed in 26 volumes of prose ®9% -
initially laid to rest most substantive questions.

Published in late 1964, the Commission’s report held
that Kennedy was killed by a lone gunman, Lee Harvey
Oswald. The documentation was so wide-ranging as to be
later labelled "the most completely documented story of a
 Crime ever put together™ “®, In one observer’s semi-
fictionalized view, it was “the novel in which nothing is
left out' #a,

While the Warren Commission’s conclusions ware
initially circulated by the media, much of its
documentation was also made readily available to the

general public. For 876.00, people were able to purchase
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;copies cf the document, allowing them to peruse it at

RSt

'.their own pace and interest *. Abridged editions, less
cumbersome than the report’s 26 volumes, were also made
available <3, suggesting that a preliminary groundwork was
aet Uup already by 1864 where both lay-people and non-
official groups of professionals could authoritatively
comment upon the official assassination record.
Journalists’ participation in the official
“assassination investigation was evident from the onset.
.'Reporters ware called as key witnesses, and they testified
to hearing the firing of shots or photographing the
windows of the Texas School Book Depositéry “4, The New

York Times issued its own version of +the report, with

journaligt Harrison Salisbury writing a special preface
4%, The Associated Press also issued its own edition,
appending it with what it called "An AP Photo Storv of the
Tragedy," a seriea of 14 pictures of Kennedy’s final
moments 4%, In a footnote, the editors addressed possible
problems connected with their having incorporated the 4P’s
dccount within the abridged vet official record:

As indicated, +the supplement of pictures

inserted in the front section of the book is not

@ part of the Commission’s report. It was added

in order to recall more vividly the tragic four

days which made the report necessary 47,

Journalists thereby appeared initially to join in the

efforts of recognized institutions to generate extensive
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documentation about the assassination, all in conjunction

:;with conclusions forwarded by the Warren Commigsion. The
?ecord resulting from these efforts, bolstered by the non-
official enthusiasm and support of a number of public and
professional quarters, produced what appeared to be a

whole and complete official account of the events

eircumzcribing Kennedy’s death.

CONSPIRACY, THE BUFFS AND DOCUMENTARY GQUESTIONING

The two streams by which Kennedy was commemcrated
immediately following his death persisted inte the decade
after the Warren Commission Report was published: More
realistic Camelot-like gentiments lingered, at the same
time as did revisionist readings, consensual notions that
the former President had himself been a conventional cold
warrior.

Journalists played an active part in shaping memories

- on both fronts. A writer for the New York Times contendead

i in 1971 that Kennedy was on his way to becoming great when

. he was killed <4#®, The 10th anniversary of Kennedy’s death

"fell in the midst of the Watergate =scandal, alleowing JFK's
‘admirers to contrast their hero with Nixon’s stealth <%,
At the same time, Kennedy was dubbed

an unimaginative and perhaps even conservative

bolitician who bore systematic responsibility

tor the woes of +the Johnson-Nixon vears: an
escalating arms race, widening military
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entanglements abecard, racial turmoil and abuses
of presidential power =%,

Tg;ked py Amgrican Heritage magazine to name the most

overrated public figure in history, author Thomas Fleming

- ;hose JFK

with & lump in my throat. But the receord shows

his public relations apprcach to the Presldency

was almost a total disaster for the nation %1,

1.F. Stone discounted Kennedy in 1973 as ‘“simply an
gptical illusion™ "#®_ By the tenth anniversary of his
death, the Kennedy shrine, in one news-magazine’s words,
waa beginning to show its "oracks and termites" %3,

Such a "coarsening of the collective memory" " ahout
Kennedy’s life and death had direct bearing on the
salience of the assassination satory. A growing trend
toward c¢ritical thinking - whether in the Camelot or
.reQisionist mrode -  promoted a more critical view of the
assassination record itself. This was particularly the

case with journalists, who=se alternate readings throughout

the seventies began to suggest a more complex and critical

T;View of the assassination than that suggested by the

- Warren Commnission’s lone-assagsin theory. Critical
thinking made the pogsibility of intricacies, mysteries
and of congpiracy in Kennedy”’z death more feasible.

This produced a number of questions about the
.Validity of the Warren Report during the late 1960z and

®arly 1970s, which largely centered on conspiracy. In some
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quarters re—appraisals began to take shape immedistely

:~-after the Commigasion’sa deliberations were published,; with

gggg;xﬁ publishing a "Primer of Assassination Theories"™ in
1966 that suggested 30 versions of Kennedy’s murder at
odds with official documentary record %%, DBooks by
assassination buffs HMark Lane, Edward Epstein and Josiah
Thompason went into circulation by the middle of the década

New Orleans District Attorney Jim Garrison accused

me
prominent businessman Clay Shaw of involvement in
Kennedv’s death, in what came to be called the Clay Shaw-
Jim Garrison affair %%, Kennedy aide Richard Goodwin
called for an independent group te weigh charges of
inadequacy against the Warren Commission ¥#, Groups of
gcitizens began gathering saignatures  for petitions that
urged the investigation’s reopening ®%. A television panel
pitted Commigsion critics against its defenders for an on-
air debate and received widespread media coverage <.

As the earlier role of Journalists in upholding
documentary record ahbout the assassination had been
central, o were the efforts of journalists in guestioning
it. Movement f£from acceptance of the Commission’s
documentation, in however partial a form, to questioning
its basic parameters, was exercisged with their assistance.

For example, in September 1966 reporter Tom Wicker

Ceriticized the Commission for failing +to quiet public
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con&erns that Oswald had been the assassin ©*. The

following year the New York Timeg decided to reinvestigate
the assassination, with editor Harriscn Salisbury
justiinng the decision due to "the torrent of conspiracy
yarns, challenges to the Warren Commission Report and
general hysteria about the assassination" S, CBS
" conducted its own 7-month preobe of guestions arising from
£he Wwarren Commission Report, aired in a four-part special
“in 1967 ©¥*. The program was billed as "very well the most
'valuable four hours vyou ever spent with televigion"™ ®4. A
press release by CBS HNews President Richard Salant
praised it a=s ‘“professional" and ‘’genius" ®¥, TV Guide
'_held that "it ranks as a major journalistic
.achievement...a masterful compilation of | facts,
interviews, experiments and cpinions - a job of journalism
that will be difficult to gurpass" %%, This suggests that
already at that point, a technical discoursze about
documentary process was being hailed as the best of
investigative journalism €7,

Moreover, media reports outlined calls by other news

:°r9anizationa - including Life magazine and the Beston
Globe - to recpen the investigation ##%. Reporter Jack
- Anderson detailed stories of Kennedy-approved plots

8gainst Castro in his column of March 3, 1967 &=, In 1§?5,
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y.5. News and World Report stated that conepiracy theory

" had taken on speed when
several news reporters disclosed recently that
the late President Lyndon Johnson had told them
confidentially that he believed Cuba’s Communist
premier Fidel Castro might have been involved in
the Kennedy slaying 72,

1+ added that a score of books, three motion pictures and

. many magazine articlea on the assassinatien had helped

" arouse public interesat ¥,

This does not suggest that only journalists activated

_ the call for reopening the investigation. At the same time

. as TJournalists begaen to gusstion the validity of existing

docuemntary record, the degree of public access to the
Warren Commission’s documents, begun vears before with the
transcript’s public purchase, wag steadily ingreasing. In
1974, the Assassination Information Bureau drew 3,000
 people to Boston University, for the first public showing
of Abraham Zapruder’s film of the shooting 7%, Optics
technician Robert Groden screened on national television
'.his own presentation of certain frames of the Zapruder
~film, by which he rconcluded that Kennedy was the victim of
- Crossfire 7®, In March 1973, the entire Zapruder film was
- 8hown on network television for the first time, displaving
“for millions of American wiewers the graphic footage that

had originally documented Kennedy’s fatal head wound 7%.

In : . . N . .
: one historian’s view, “this episode convinced many that
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the Warren Commigsion had erred" #%. That same veasr

.Representative Henry Gonzalez proposed a resolution
calling for a congressional investigation into Kennedy’s
ﬁurder, that rapidly generated support in Congress 7,

such efforts were accompanied, if not precipitated,

. by the increasingly prevalent intervention of one specific

..grOuP of interested observers - the assasssination buffs.

_That largely amateur droup of citizens that took it upon

itself to investigate +the assassination record shook many

" givens behind interpretations of Kennedvy’s death. Buff

' Mark Lane organized a Citizens Commizsion of Inquiry,
' whose purpose was to pressure Congress to reopen the
agssasgsination investigation *7. The buffs discussed
conspiracies ranging from +the Dallas police, FBI and
Secret Service to Texas right*wingers and right-wing oil-
men %8, In their zeal, they "propounded the guestions that
nore ‘responsible’ authorities nervously dismisgsed"™ 9.

Public acceptance of the buffs was gradual. Even
their name implied "a harmless fixation like collecting
©ld cars™ @®_, In 1967, journalist Charles Roberts levelled
8 particularly scathing attack on what he considered a
threat to the integrity of the Warren Commission:

Who are the men who have created doubt about =
document that in September 1964 seemed to have

reasonable answars. . .4re thevy bona fide
scholars, as the reviewers took them to be, or
are they, as Connally has suggested,

"Journaligtic scavengers’? ...unlike Emile Zola
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and Lincoln Steffans, who rocked national and
1ocal governments by naming the guilty, the
warren Report c¢ritics never tell us who’s in
charge of the scheme that has victimized us all.
Nor are they able to define itz purposes,
although They offer half a dozen conflicting
theories #*.
The fact that Roberts chose to frame his criticism of the
puffs on professional grounds, comparing them with +the
- pmost renowned writers and journalists of the muckraking
.ftradition, on the one hand, and with academics, on the
. other, was telling. This was because by and large the
ijassassination buffs were neither scholars nor journalists.
 Rather, they comprised a group of lay-persons who
independent of +their professional calling voluntarily
:;decided to investigate the assassination. Roberts’ attempt
* to classify themn as one group recognized for its
5:documentary exploration only reinforced how extraordinary
i was their intervention. The assgssination bufis’ atﬁempt
-to retell the assassination thus considerably challenged
“the lead position that other groups, generally
;1Pr0fessional by nature, assumed in retelling the
i assassination.
The buffs’ involvement made conspiracy into a more
 ”§C¢eptab1e reading of Kennedy’s death. They made accessing

 the documentary record less problematic, +turning the

:“ﬂotion of access into a professional challenge for groups

Cw ,
*_hose Professional identity was wrapped up in documentary
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 oyploration. The buffs made it possible to differentially
:_:.;.interpret existing documentary record, showing that

.professional expertise and +training did not necessarily
.prodﬂce the most authoritative perapectives on Kennedy’s
. death. This not only suggested the poseibility of
conspiracy, but it intensified the need to reexanine

existing official documentary record about the

assassination.

THE FORMATION OF THE HOUSE SELECT COMMITTEE AND
DOCUMENTARY FAILURE

In locking back, one news-nagazine examined the
ascent of the assassination buffs against a larger

background by which Americans began to question recognized

“ forms of authority and documentation:

In the 1960s, the tendency of many Americans was
to regard attacks on the Warren findings as the
ideas of ‘kooks’ or ‘cranks’ or of ‘profiteers’
aseeking to exploit the great public interest in
the Kennedy case...Now, haowever, cynicism
generated by the Watergate affair, the Vietnam
War, and revelations about CIA operations have
made both officials and the American public more
inclined to accept a ‘conspiracy’ theory as
possible @&,

. The increased access to official documentation, as
. Tepresented by the buffs, constituted a cultural
. Phenomenon that  c¢alled inte gquestion a number of givens

:mébout the role of the individual in decision-making. This
: directly challienged the authority of those expected to

:tell the story of Kennedy’s asgassination.
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To an extent, questioning authority was borne out in
ﬁmdevelOPNGBtS that stretched bevond the assassination
story - Undoing its official record took place during "a

periOd when entrenched authority was to be challenged and

confronted #¥, part of what one observer called “the
' tearing-loose - the active beginning of the end of life
within the old institutionsg”™ 8%, By the mid-1970s,

. skepticiem of things official had extended to a “popular
“mistrust of official history,"™ and that mistrust was
ghared by Journalists @,  Skepticisnm was directly

" facilitated by Watergate and other scandals of the.

© seventies that rockad existing trust in public

_institutions. Growing mistrust in government was
accompanied by what was seen as an increasing governmental
. @ependence on secrecy and concealment. Rgmggggg_magazine
~ held that

We have learned (or should have} much about
curselves in the past decade. We slaughtered
women and children in Vietnam and then covered
it up; there was bombing in Cambodia and then a
coverup: theres was massive egpionage at
Watergate and then a coverup. Given the
atmosphere in Dallas in 1963, and the admitted
inadequacies of the Warren Commiszion Report, is
it not equally possible that the assassination
of President Kennedy was followed by a
coverup?..It is clear that a reopening of the
Assassination investigation is now in order &4,

39?85ti°ning the record of the assassination thus had its

r .
.Foots  in larger cultural and political enterxrprises that

Cop
Pronoted 4 general dquesticening of government institutions




and recognized forms of documentabtion #Y. Within this
larger setting, it is thus no surprisse that other agsncies
bedgan to conduct offimial and seni~official inveastigastions
intoe the events of Kennedy’s death. To a large exbtent,
this had tae do with revelations about fasulty process
exhibited by certain official investigatory agencies, such
a s the CTA or FBRI #%, The shadowed integrity they
suggested made a reopening of the case nore pallatable, if
not necessary.

All of this generated a period of docunentary
guaeastioning. One initial official investigatory s=ffort,
conprised of medical practitioners, was called the Clark
Panel. Appointed by Attornev-General Ramsey Clark in 1968,
the team reviewed the autopsy photographs and x-ravs to
reveal  “serious discrepancies between its review of the
autopsy materiasls and the antopsy itself™ #%, One such
discrepancy was  the disappearance of photographs of
Kannedy ' s body.  Another effort was mounted hy  the

Fockefaller Commission in 1975, Formed to investigate a

numbar of assassination plot schemes - suah as possible
CIA  dnvolvement in Eennedy’'s death - the Committes found

no  concluasive link  with Kennedy through asny of the plots
it dinvestigated ®*, Yet ancther official investigatory

atteanpt was  the Church Committes. Billed as &

Congressional Committes to Study Governmental Operations
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with Respect to Intelllgence Actbivitles," the Committee
confirmed in 1978 the failure of the federal inteslligence

A

i

agencies to examine a number of conspiracy lead
Kennedy’a death, as well as illicit ssxual connections
between Kennedy and Judith Campbell Exner ®*, But it
produced no conclusive results about what had been its
stated intention - pinpointing Kennedy’s exact role in
plote +to kill Castro - and thereby failed to lend closure
to the one point it sebt out to resolve ##,

By the mid-seventies these independent investigatory
activities engendered a number of doubts about the
validity of the Warren Commission Reporit, regardless of

what  one felt about Kennedy’s image, administration or

death. &z The Saturday Evening Post commentad:

In the eleven yvears since its publication, the
Warren Report never <onvincsd the majority of
Americans that the killing was the work of one

man acting alone. .. Tha return of the
azssassination of President Kennedy to the
headlines twelve wvears after the events of

Movenber 1963 brings with 1t & new national

resolve to have a final satisfactory accouniting

ef this American tragedy 9%,
Ambiguities, falsities, mishandling of information and
witneszses all made the Commizsion’s conclusions into  an
issue of credibility.

This upheld the accessiblity of alternate retellers,

such as dournalists, who were invested 1in activelwy

doubting the official sasassination recorvd’s validitv. In
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particular, the fact that the media lent firm and
””Continued stages to these doubts helped enhance their own
.credibility- For it was not only a stage for the reports
of others that the media provided. While reopening the
agsasseination record, journalists were accused of
deliberately undermining the assassination inquiry %<4,
Efforts by Jack Anderson, Harrison Salisbury and a number
of other reporters +to reopen the record made them central
.figures in a larger atmosphere of documentary questioning.
.fhe Rockefeller Commission, in particular, owed its
emergence largely to Jjournalist Jack Anderson and his
reports that the CIA had plotted Castro’s assassination
with Kennedy’s backing #%, TV anchorperson Walter Cronkite
went on-air in 1975 to contend that former President
Lyndon Johnseon had indicated vears earlier that he felt
international connections might have been involved in
Kennedy’s assassination ®%, Cronkite showed parts of an
interview with Johnson that had been deleted from the
original broadcast at the President’s raquest.

Documentary guestioning directly affected the
integrity of the original official documentary body - the
Warren Commission. Its abuses were seen as wide-~ranging:
It had failed to procure relevant information from the FBI
®7, over one-third of the assassination-related documents

in  the National Archives were still keing withheld in 1969
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g8, Army intelligence files on Lee Harvey Oswald were

“ . gestroyed as late as 1973 ®%. Such representative vagaries

rainted the integrity of official documentary process,
with recognized forums for documentation seen as having
failed to resolve the circumstances of Kennedy’s death.
instead, the inadequacy of the Warren Commission’s address
to Kennedy’s death had generated questions with no
anawers.

Documentary duestioning similarly blew hcocles in the
images by which Kennedy’s iife was appraised. It de-
romanticized most Camelot-like perspectives:

the notion of Camelot, always overblown and

romanticized, has barely survived, if it has at

all, allegations and disclosures about

aggassination plots and Mafia women, wiretaps
and Conversationg with EKennedy 1o,

By the end of the seventies, "Camelot (had come +to be)l
portrayed as a heoax,; conspiracy as realism”™ *%*, IL was

as 1f the epistemclogy of the New York Timeg and
the Washington Post had been replaced by that of
the National Enguirer and People magazine.
Camelot, it seemed, could never again appear to
be the pristine place its celebrants had claimed
- there were simply too many MWafia dons and
party girls dwelling within its precinets *@®,

'-Documentary . guestioning was also upheld by cultural

Productions like the movies Executive Action, Winter Killse

or The Parallax View, all of which underscored the

POssibility of conspiracy -~ through odd configurations -

N the assassination story.



239

By the late 1970s, these circumstances - the efforts
of the assassination buffs, the atmosphere of documentary
questioning and the smnaller semi-official investigations
into troublesome aspects of Kennedy’s death - produced a
decision in 1976 to reopen the official federal
inpvestigation of the assassination, known as the House
select Committee on Assassinations. Bringing together the
killings of Kennedy and Martin Luther King in one cultural
‘repertoire, the Committee’s 170-member study group socught
to uncover what had been left ambigucus by the Warren
Commission 12 years earlier and +the rapid sentencing of
James Earl Ray in King’s murder. In the case of Kennedv’s
assassination, most of Jts subpoenas were directed at CIA
and FBI-held files =%,

The House Commitiee took two vears to reach its
deliberations, at an expenditure of 3.8 mnillion *2%,
According to historian Michael Kurtz, its nandate was
fourfold. It was to uncover:

1) Who agsassinated President Kennedy? 2y pbid

the aszagsini(s) receive any assistance? 3) Did

United States government agencies adeguately

cellect and share information prior to the

assassination, protect President Kennedy
properly, and conduct a thorough investigation

into the asgassination? 43 Should new

legiglation on thesze matters be enacted by
Congresg? »o%
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The investigation lasted from January to July 1978,
“followed by two months of public hearings. The report wase
jssued on December 30, 1978,

The committee ruled +that there had probably been a
second gunman in the killing of Kennedy, but it could not
determine who. Noting that Kennedy was Yprobably
assassinated as a result of a conspiracy,” it conceded
that it could not identify the identity or extent of such
a conspiracy 1 Rather, it produced extensive
documentation about whoe might have been interested in
pulling a second trigger, including the Cuban government,
the Kremlin, right-wing Cuban exiles, the Mafia, the CIA,
the FBI and the Secret Service. The 686 pagea housed in 27
volures produced conclusions that were by all counts
inconclusive, a point that dismayed most assassination
obsarvers. Its final report, issued the following July,
mentioned that elements of organized crime were “probably®
involved, but said little more o7,

In one observer’s view, the Committee’s efforts “"were
an exercise in bathog" 198

The investigation uncovered gome new evidence,

particularly +the acoustical analysis, but on the

whole it proved as limited as that of the Warren

Commiesion...The committee’s refusal to operate

publicly, its lack of expert croes-examination

of witnesses, its failure to attach the proper

significance to numerous pieces of evidence

resulted in an invegstigation of the

asgassination that raised more guestionse than it
originally sought to answer 199,



Recause the Committee found insufficient evidence to
implicate possgible agents in Kennedvy’'s assassination, its
deliberations were as much a disappointment as the Warren
Commission’s had been twelve years esarlier. It overturned
+he Warren Comwmission’s basic supposition and upheld then-
exieting biag that there had been a conspiracy, but lent
t+hat notion little substantial suppsrt tre, Tts failure to
resolve the uncertain aspects of Kennedy’s murder thus

exacerbated the documentary guestioning set in motion by
the Warren Commission twelve yvears earlier.

The Committee’s failure to provide deocumentation that
could resolve the gunman’s identity - despite a plethora
of evidence, documents and expertise - was crucial because
it reproduced failings exhibited earlier by the WRarrren
Commigsion. In both cases, the pletheora of documentation
was insufficient and ineffective in lending closure to the
aasassination record. Belstered by a number of semi-
official investigations which .similarly . produced more
questions than answers, institutional. forums of
documentation were lodged in a situation of what I call”
documentary failure. Recognized forunms for documentaﬁion
were unable to generate conclusive answers about Kennedy’s
assassination, suggesting a failure of documentary process

in regard to the assassination record.
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rather than generate closure, documentary failure

-diminiShed closure where it existed, and generated
'duestions where there had previously been answers. As
Lassassination buff Josiah Thompson said, normnal
jnvestigatory procedure of homicides tend *to produce a
convergence of the evidence. But in Kennedy’s homicide,
vthings haven’t gotten any simpler; they haven’t come
together.“ More information only generated more guestions

111 Despite their status as legitimate and recognized

holders of memories about the assassination, official
forums for documentation were unable to provide an
authorized and complete account of the events of Kennedy’s
~death: They produced a situation by which

We are not agreed on the number of gunmen, the
number of shots, +the origin of the shots, the

time spane between shoets, the paths the bullets
took, the rnumber of wounds on the president’s
body, the size and shape of the wounds, the
amount of damage to the brain, the presence of
metallic fragments in the chesgt, the number of
caskets, the number of ambulances, the number of
occipital bones *3%,

Ultimately documnentary failure exposed the basically
constructed nature of documentary process, and showed how
relative were the “truths"™ such forums sought to uphold.
This generated conditions by which other figures
~ ®agerly sought to re-examine the assassination record. The
48sassination story was opened up for renegotiation, its

°fficial memories de-authorized. Implicitly or explicitly,
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J:this invited other groups - such as journalists - to lend
alosure through their wversiong of events. In other words,
. the failure of documentary process made it possible for
other droups vying to tell the assassgination story to
amerde as ite authorized saspokespersons. Bocumentary
failure made possible the legitimatidn of alternate forms

. of documentation in conjunction with the gatory of

Kennedy’s death.

THE _ASCENT OF ALTERNATE MEMORIES AND ALTERNATE RETELLERS

For other retellers striving to tell their versions
of Kennedv’s death, this generated immediate opportunity.
The wvacuum of recognized authority suggested a need for
cther kinds of evidence providing other angles to the
crime. As Don Delillo remarked:

Powerful events breed their own network of

inconsistenciea...The phvsicial " evidence

contradicts itself, the eyewitness accounts do

not begin to coincide. There are failures of

memory, there are conflicting memorisg *+#,

For speakers tryving to forward their authoritative
Pregence within the assassination tale, this sugge=sted
that by offering a different interpretation of the events
of Kennedy’s death, they could solidify their position as
its authorized spckespeople. As David Lifton suggested in

his book about the assassination, "What vou belisve

happened in Dallas on November 22, 1962 depends on what
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svidence you believe" *24, What he did not =say was= that as
important as what one believed was who one believed had
the vright to assist 1in determining beliefs about the
acsassination.

Given the re-search necessitated by documentary
failure, individuals and groups bhegan to document the
documents of others. Because thev were no longer able to
access the original assassination story, documents which
had previcusly been sealed were opensd; testimony was re-
given within different parameters and circumstances; and
access Lo secondary sources of information became equally
important as access to the original crime. Journalists in
particular often found themselves commenting upon their
own documentation. For example, in discusseing one of the
more recent bocks on the assasgsination, aunthor James
Reston Jr. was told that he had no new evidence. Reston
replied that his argument came from rereading the
‘documents themselveg 49, His comment upheald the
legitimacy of secondary access, and recognition that the
layperson’s re-reading of old texts was & viable rractice
of interpretation, or documentary exploration. Attempting
to advance its legitimacy in effect justified the access
of laypersons to the documents of +the assassination
Tecord, and suggested the central role they could plav in

'dEconstructing it= contents. It also upheld the viewa of
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non-official persons as legitimate and recognized
interpretations of Kennedy’s death. The fact that many new
theories, new evidence and expertise all relied on re-
readings of the same documents and statements thereby madé
the memories of alternate groups of people a potentially
salient and valued source of documentation.

Another example was found in a 1988 edition of Nova,
which traced the kinds of evidentiary practice that had
figured over the vears in readings of Kennedy’s death **®,
Uging Walter Cronkite ag narrator, it explored 25 years of
investigatory efforts through the categories of evidence
and expertise that had been invoked to interpret iis
circumstances, suggesting that which assassination reading
people adopted depended in large part on the categories of
evidence, testimony and expertisge in which they believed.
Thias sugge=sts that following documentary failure, the
assgassination was reinvested with cultural importance, but
from a different perspective - that of alternate groups of
speakers with their own memories and stories to tell,
Officialdom’s failure to document the assassination story
inadvertently focused attention on the authority of
alternate speakers in places where official forums had
failed. This foregrounded the involvement of journalists
and .other retellers, and paved the way for alternate

readings of the events of Kennedy’s death. By allowing
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them to poszsition themselves through different interpretive
practices arcound the gap of authority created by
documentary failure, it put alternate documenters of the
record -~ like journalists - into viable positions by which
they could jockey for more authority through references to
their own documentation about the assassination.

In particular, journalists’ ability to do g0 was made
easlier because secondary accesgs was a practice with which
they were comfortable. Many journalists had used secondary
access to the documents of others in order to initially
generate their own autheority for covering the story of
Kennedy’s death. For example, broadcaster Eric Sevareid,
brought in to c¢comment on é £CBS Report on the Warren

Commission, was criticized because as a witness, his
credentials...seemed to consist entirely of his agreement
to watch the C©BS documentary™ *#*7, Yet for lack of a
viable alternative, secondary access, or access to the
documentary efforts of others, evolved into the optimum
form of investigation. This put Jjournaliste and their
professional practices in & positive light.

Because journalists played such a large part in
fashioning “"the record of the record," ordering its
docunents inplicitly upheld their placement as

profegsionals. At heart, then, of the reopening of the

fagassination record was a definitive movement from the
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aunthority of the recognized official body to that of the
non-official, the layperson and amateur. Because 0 mnuch
of *the record was documented by journalists, they playved a
central and strategic part in shaping that nmnovement.
Retellers with asccess to technologies of dissemination
promised not only a new way of reconsructing the events of
Kennedy’s death but of replaying them in convincing and
plausible narratives. From such a perspective, Jjournalists
occupied a particularly advantageous position. Their ready
access Lo technology and familiarity with practices of
gecond-order access cast them aé central players in

retelling the assassination.

FORMS OF MEWMORY

A=z the assassination story edged into the eighties,
journalistic memories of the assassination took on many
forms. There continued to be an emphasis on personal
memories of eyewitnesses, newspapers filled with articles
like *Many Remember the Scene Az It Was" **#, Emphasis was
on presance, both actual and symbolic. As journalist Mary
MeGrory said in  an article entitled “You Had To Be There
to Know the Pain": "Those who did not know him or did not
live through his death may find it difficult to understand
the continuing bereavement of those who did" 2:®,

There were also reccllections of a more theoretical

Nature, both by journalists and other retellere of the
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azgassination storyv. Assassination reteallings oascillated
baetwesn the two thaemes by whicﬁ it had been most
successful ly codified, adopting slightly novel
configurations of Camelot and conapivacy. On one hand,
thirty-four percent of Americans were quoted as sayving in
1988 that Kennedy had been the country’s nost effective
Pregident %%, Camelot-like sentiments produced books like

William Wanchester’s One Brief Shining Moment: Remembering

Kennedy, a 1ong tribute to the President that mentiocned
neither plots tc assassinate foreign leaders noxr stories
of Kennedy’s sexual alliances, and romanticized television
series like Kennedy with Martin Sheen *®*., Some observers

maintained that there was a "Camelot backlash":

The 20th  anniversary of the sgsassination
received even more media exposure than had the
anniveraaries of 1973 or 1978 - much of it

devoted to nostalgia about the Kennedy family
and the Kennedy charm. The underside of Camelot
was aleso acknowledged, dismissed as unimportant

oo aEr

Articles were written about “Camelot Revisited" or
“"Camelot On Tape," detailing how Kennedy had taped his
ongoiﬁg White House conversations regularly *#%, Camelot
was maintained intact, despite its acknowledged failings.
At the same time revisionists demoted Kennedy from a
“"great"” President to a merely ‘'successful™ one!: YA dry-

eyved view of his thousand davs suggests that his words

ware bolder than his=s deeda" 124 Herbert Parmet’s book on
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the Presidency succeeded in thoroughly documenting the
underside of Kennedy’s Presidency but stopped short of
castigating him for his failings *#%., News-magazines were
filled with more realizstic re-readings of Kennedy’s
presidency *#=&, In 1983, Hefatra University conducted =

conference on Kennedy entitled John Fitzgerald Kennedy:

The Promise Reviged. The conference direckor maintained

that the theme was chosen to provide a fair evaluation of

+he former President &7,

Conspiracy readings also flourished “"with a
vengeance'™ =8, g in Don Delillo’s 1988 novel Libra or
the NBC mini-series Favorite Son *#®, New bhooks on the
assagsination suggested different angles to old

information? One posited Texas Governor John Connally as
the assassin’=z target rather than Kennedy *%%; aothers gave
new reasons for the Mafia wanting to kill Kennedy *#?*.

Gary Willae’ The Kennedy Imprisonment and Peter Collier and

David Horowitz’s The Kennedyvs furthered suggestions of

Kennedv’'s sexual activity and dubious connechtions *32#2,

THE ABSENCE OF REVELATION

The weighties thus brought with them few revelations
into the assassination record. As one journalist remarked,
“"there are no new facts about the Kennedys, only new

attitudes" 1#2 . Tndeed, not everybody remembered, or cared
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apout, the events of Kennedy’s death. As Pete Hamill
‘observed, by 1988
an entire generation had come to maturity with
no memnory at all of the Kennedy vears; for then,
Kennedy i=a the name of an airport or a boulevard
or a high school &4,
4 1987 photograph showed two visitors at Kennedy’s grave
" on the 24th anniversary of his death *3%, a far cry from

.the hordea of people that had gathered earlier at his

graveside. There appeared to be a certain national amnesia

about the tawdry revelations of the seventies *%%, A 1983
Newsweek poll showed that relatively few Americans
associated John F. Kennedy with either sexual misconduct
ﬁ or plots to murder foreign leaders *37, Reporter Jefferson
. Morley found an impatience with the ambiguities of the
assassination, and held that "Camelot and conspiracy in
Dallas were domesticated for prime time: ‘Who shot JFK?#
became “Who shot J.R.2?’" 38, Media forums ranging from

the Washington Post to Newsweek were content to admit that

the truth would never be known 39,

Yet retellings peraisted. This suggests that

'attention turned from unceovering new content about the
'§55assination to the processes by which the agsaggination
record had heen documented. This played into the authority
°f journalists and other retellers, who became experts at

SeCondary access. As Don Delille maintained:
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The operative myth of the Kennedy vears was the
romantic dream of Camelot. But there is a
recurring theme or countermyth that might prove
to be more endearing. It is the public’s belief
in the secret manipulation of history. Documents
lost, missing, altered, destroved, classified.
Deaths by suicide, murder, accident, unspecified
natural causes. The gimplest facts elude
avthentication *#%,

Understanding the manipulation of the record thus became

as important as understanding the circumstances that

caused Kennedy’s death. Less concerned with finding whole

‘theories or complete versions of what happened in Dallas,
Americans began to lock to other gquarters for
.guthoritative versions of.smaller incidents of documentary
abuse. Christopher Lasch generated an aptly titled article
called "The Life of Kennedy’s Death,” which detailed the
 stcry’s lingering effect on ongoing definitions not about
- Kennedy or the asgsassination but about those who produced
such definitions 42, In his wview, the assassination has
remained a national obsession because it wvalidates
conflicting historical myths about insiders and outsiders,
professionals and laypersons. In such a light, ABC News
.Produced its first two-hour length retrospective on the
President in 1983 4=, Dallas finally opened what the New
IXREKMWximﬁﬁ.callad “"its most infamous public space,™ the
Texas School Book Depository *4%, amnid wide-ranging
fontroversy over the collective and individual meanings

9enerated by such a move.
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This growing interest in the processes by which the
assazgsination was documented - the meta-discourse about
the record of the record - helped to focus attention on
alternate forms of .documentation, incliluding professional
memories, directly highlighting +the role of journalists.
The memories of those perscons whoe were present in sone
prcfessional capacity at the events of Kennedy’s death
offered a different perspective on tales which had been
told many times over. As one reporter said, “what began
with the assassination was not the present but the past®
144, The past, however, was not necessarily the past of
America’s 34th President but of persons attempting to work
out their own historiea, both personal and professioconal.
Memories were thus zet up in competition with the official
_accounts that had until! then been held sacred. Given the
 failure of such cofficial accounts to lend closure to the
record, the alternate form of documentation suggested by
professional memories became an attractive alternative.

This does not suggest that the alternate form of
documentation ‘which professional memories offer provided a
more “accurate™ dr “truthful"™ version of events. One
chronicler maintained that in addition to the failure of
official investigations into the assassination, there were
failures of “non-official" investigatory efforts:

We‘ve seen documentaries and docudramas. We’ve
watched the Zapruder film over and over again.
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We’ve heard scund experts tell " us that the

evidence proves that there was a fourth shot and

theraefore two gunmen. We’ve read cheap fiction

and superb fiction. In the end, nothing has been

resolved 4%,

put reconstructions are in some ways not expected to make

sense of everything. Stories of the 1%80s became mnore

realistic and personalized than those offered earlier.

They were alsc less grandiose, less encumbered by large-

scale visiona. They constituted the {folklore of the

assassination record, basad on the perscnal experiences
- and memories of those who had been present during the
 events in Dallas. Journalists tock their place at the head
“of the list of those waiting to share their tales.

11 of these circumstances made the retelling of
“~Kennedy's death a particularly attractive leoccus +through
" which to establish and perpetuate one’s authority as a
3.speaker in public discourse through memory. The fact that

F'the assassination record was promoted at a point in tine

when, in Christopher Lasch’s words, truth has given way to

”:Cpedibility, “facts to statements that sound authoritative

"Without conveying any authoritative information,” *4& jin

effect enhanced the appeal of alternate records based on
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CHAPTER SEVEN

NEGOTIATING MEMORY: SITUATING PROFESSIONAL RETELLERS

The =stablishment of Kennedy’as asgzagsination as a
?_viable locus for retellers trying to profeasionally
authenticate. themselves through memory encouraged a wide
h’fange of speakers to situate themselves in and around its
story. The emergence of certain retellers as preferred
.over others took place through the attempts of many groups

vying to tell their versions of the same tale. Tensions

€:were created by the different strategies of self-
authorization they used.

In this chapter, I explore the progess by which
+ journalists have emerged as the preferred retellers of the
 assassination story. I first examine the practices of
‘¢redentialling that took place across groups of different

‘retellers - notably, assassination buffs and historians. I

then explore how journalists borrowed from the

-professional codes of other speakers to establisgh
themselves as the storv’s preferréd retellera. Finally, T
consider how journalists solidified their credentials for

;the story by strategically situating themselves inside it.

~I
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COMPETING FOE MEMORY

The assasgination story constituted a locus around
which different éroupg of retellers ware constantly
ghifting in an effort to auvthorize rthelr versions of what
had happened. Impliecit in retelling its story was the
quastion of who was asuthorized to speak for the evenis of
Eennady’as death. In retelling, authority was negotiated
through continuing tensions by which retellers appraised
the rightful positioning not only of themselves but of
others.

Uncertainty over how Lo best position oneself was

reflected in how speakers borrowed from the professional

codes of other groups? Historiansa waere lLabealled
journalists; reporters pawned themselves af f A&
historians: apzassination buffs sought. to be called
mnuckrakers. These shaved references for professiconal
authentication not. only suggested how shaky was the

terrain on which all retellers stood, but how valued a
terrain it was.

Speakers seeking to retell the tale came from all
walks of life, and they used the assassination to unravel
their own interpretive sidebars to the events of Kennedy’s
death. The group which most directly wmotiveted this
contest for the position of suthorized spokesperson was

the agsassination buffs.



ETELLINGS OF ASSASSINATION BUFFS

&lthough inikially derided a5 “cranka" or
"profiteesrs™ o, Sy the end af the aixties the
assasgination buffs had emerged ag a primary group by
which the asssssination story would be reliably told.

After public cvnicism about documentary process set in and

later solidified by Watergate, the Vietnam War, and
revelations about CIA operations, "officials and the
Amaerican prblic (wered MO e inclined to accept ]

conspiracy  theory az posaible™ ., This by implication
focused attention on the buffs, whoe had been directly

responsible for forwarding notiong of conspiracy.

- THE EVOLUTION OF THE BUFFS. The buffs posed a
direct challenge to the abillity of other professional
QErounRs seeking to position themselves as authorized
spokespeople of the storvy. Despite their amateurism, bLhey
turned an interest in the events of Kennedy’s death into
an avocation, with slzuth ranks including sales-parsonnel,
graduate students and housewives. Their function was to
“"get  around” the existing offical account. As journalist
Richard Rovere asaid in  his introduction to Edward
Epstein’s book, Inguest, “The is dealing with the record
and disentangling the evidence from the conclusiona™ 2,

Attempts by the buffe to retell the assassination

from theiy point of view were complicated by the fact thst



they did not econatituite s cohasive soclial group.  Theay
lacked both a comnmunity  and a collective aset  of
hehavicural standafd& by which to practice their trade. As

The MNew Yorhker magazine revorited:

an  aura of unanimous acceptance had grown up

around the official wversion of what had haopened

in Dallas, and mnogt Americans did not even want

to listen to  any theories that contradicted it.

Mast  of the assagssination buffs, even thoss with

a large civole of friends, suffered for at least

a while from Lthe special kind of loneliness that

comes  from being obsessed by something that

nobody elss seensz to care aboub o,

Their efforts were comprised of independent but often
parallel investigations, which wanged from that of Sylvia
Meagher, who on “finding the commisgsion’s index next to
unasless prepared and published her own™ ™, to  that of
DBavid Lifton, who left a Master’s degree in Englne=ering to
pursue his own investigation.

The lonely and itdiovyneratic nature of basing a buff
presupposed a need for codes of validation. Eventually a
sense of community was forged when many buffs discovered
obthers with similar sentiments, and there sprouted an
informal network for sharing information. Bub the buffs
alsc needed to wvalidate themsgelves externally, within
ehavioral parvameters that were familiar to the geneval
public. They thereby sought to authenticate themselves

through the professional caodes  of other groups of

raetellers, figuring that understanding the buffs  within
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t+he confines of Journalistic or historical activity was
easter than contemplating them as an independent entity,
seemningly sprung from nowhere.

While the buff=s’ inveatigation of the assassination
did not immediately gain momentum because “they did not
have the resources to get answers for many of +the
questions they proposed,™

the wvervy fact that they asked them was witally-

important, for they broke ground the Warren

Commission was disposed to ignore *,
A Ramparts investigation of the buffs’ efforts claimed
"they were doing the job the Dallas police, the FBI and
the Warren Commission should have done in the first place
7. Az time wore on, and other quarters failed to address
the guestions that the buffs raised, their presence within
the assassination story began to generate sericus
questions over whether official experts were needed -to
adequately deconstruct the assassination record. 4t heart
of digcussions of their role in retelling the
agssassination atory were thuse consgsiderations about the
role of the amateur in. a world generally run by experts,
and a mound of poorly evaluated evidence in a context
where tidy official piles of documentation were assumed to
have worked best. As one buff said,

It’s .possible that {what I‘ve found? is

completely unscientific. But my answer to people

saying ’yvou’re no expert’ is “‘where are the
experts?’ &,
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- SHARED CONCERNS, SHARED DISCOMFORTS. From the

onset, the buffs saw themselves driven by concerns that
were zhared by both journalists and higtorians.

wronstantly aware of the place in history reserved to

whoever =olves the puzzle" of Kennedy’s death ®, history
netivated them to pursue their investigations. Generally
nonpluaged by the crevices they added to the record, they
sought to advance their often idicsyncratic versions of
events with the general population. "Only in textbooks was

historv tidy," said one editorial in their support *<, in

effect suggesting both that history was the ultimate locus

of the assassination record but that historians needed
assistance in its construction.

Other retellers tended at first to dismiss the quirky
‘theories they propounded. Kennedy’s in-house historians,
.for examnple, originally ignored the raucus being generated
by the more vocal Commission ceritics. Yet there seemed to
be & growing, if uneasy, recognition of the fact that the
agssassinaticn buffs addressed points about the
8&sgasaination that historians had failed to see. This
_ becanme 'particularly prokblematic as the volune of
1IC‘E-'tel.‘Lings by assassination buffs increased over time,
taking the place generally assumed by historical record.

A number of journalists, accustomed to acting

themselves as a fourth estate of government, found that
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the buffs’ practices encroached on their territory and

1abelled them a "media offspring” **. Journalist Charles
Roberts exemplified a characteristic trend of
disnissiveness when he maintained that "clearly the

pattern with Warren Commission critics is: If the euxpertis
agree with you, use them. If they don’t, ignore them™ *#=,
Interaatingly, the {fect that the same had been often said
apout the Jjournalistic community did not promote the same
kind of evaluations about journaliam. Criticism focused on
the buffs’ lack of eupertize and the fact that they based
- their authority on a groundwork laid by the press corps.
Journaliats in particular faulted them for building their
sesassination libraries from newspaper clippings, thereby

constructing an assagsination record on documents provided

largely by Jjournalists t#, In an environment where
Jjournalists thensaelves sought o energe as the
assassination’s auvthorized spokespeople, the buffa’

dependence on journalistic record was problematic. Foar
they needed to set +themselves apart £from Journalists,
eéatablishing their authority as an independent
interpretive community, and that objective was obscured by

their usage of journalistie documents to do so.

- DISTANCING MECHANISMS AND THE BUFEFS. In attempting

to authorize themselve=s, the buffs particnlarly tried to

distance themselves from the journalistic community. They
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their own professional calling. "Reporters were everywhere

in Dallas that day," said one buff, but the record they
provided “"still remains inexplicable” **. Another held
that after the assassination,
we all thought, ‘it’s almest going to break.
This is just too bhlatant and obvicus. There are
bright newsmen working on this thing.”’ Well, of
course it didn’t break *%,
Buffs accused Jjournalists of knowingly or unknowingly

failing to "break the story,' théir inability to exercise
professional authority seen as contributing to the defects
of the assassination record.

Other buffs complained that the media refused to play
out their =torieas: David Lifton faulted the national media

- both television and print - for its reluctance +to

address the issues raised in Best Evidence %, Similar

complaints were levelled by Mark Lane, perhaps +the most
vocal assassination buff. Journalistic failure at times
prompted +the buffs to take up the task of documentary
exploration themselves.

It is worth examining Lane’s contentione in detail,
because they underscored how the buffs in many cases
regarded themngelves as journalists. Lane’s book, a

Q;L;zen’s Digsent, began as a call to¢ Jjournalistic

conscience, where he contended that European reporters
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were puzzled by the cbvicua endoresement of the
(Warren Commission) document by the American
press...they asked how +the independent American
newspaperman had been silenced or cajoled into
supporting the Report *7¥,
- pothered by the failure of a call to arms by American
journalists, he agked "how do the American media act when
::a matter of historic dimensions occurg and when the

: Government takes the very firm position that that which is

. demonstrably false is tryue?"” *®., Providing his own answer,

“"he called American journalists a "biddable press'" and

;;contended that the American people lacked confidence "in

{:the media for their many efforts to endorse the Report™

13

Lane alsoc vigorously contested the selective - and in
E:his eves wrongful - exercige of memory displaved by
£ gertain reporters. Directly in his line of fire was UPI
1 reporter Merriman Smith:

{He) had been awarded the Pulitzer Prize for his
eyewiktness reporting of the assassination. If
ever one wishes to develop an argument against
such awards, one need mersely reread the Smith
dispatches from Dallas in the light of the facts
now known, making allowance for the fact that
standarde which an historian might be expected
to adhere to cannot be applied to a reporter =©,

Although Lane’s commente at times assumed the tone of a

diatribe, they nonetheless exemplified how the buffs tried
to authorize themselves through the standards followed by

Other droups of spéakers. In this case, Lane bvpassed the



repgrtorial standard in favor of the historical one, all
in an attempt to legitimate the buffs” endeavors.

Yet in general, Lane attempted to recsst the buffsz’
tellings as effective Journalism. In concluding his book,
Lane called for a reopening of the official investigation,
saying that

the herces of Journalism ar= not those who

crusade for the popular, who attack the weak and

who are awarded the much-sought prizes. They are

those who calmly assess the evidence, those who

do not permit a sense of gelf to interfere with

their professional obligations, They are too

few; they are a disappearing breed #*,

The reference again to "heroces of journalism,"” and the
attempt to legitimate the work of the buffs as the best of
journalism, was telling.

Lane’s c¢laims were important for +two reasons! They
not. only undermined the authority of Jjournalists vis a vis

the assassination, as appeared to be hie intention, but

they contextualized the work of the buffse as investigative

reporting. In other words, the assassination buffs were
seen - amnongst themselves, if not otherz - az assuming the
role of the press corps. Lane’s framing of the buffs’

efforts within a larger discourse about journaliste and
journaliem suggested how related were +the two spheres of
Practice. It also suggested the implicit centrality of

Journalists to retelling the assassination story.
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Lane’as comments also suggested an  understanding of
how professionalism is conveyed in discourse, with the
puffs promoted by chipping away at the exclusiwvity with
which certain behavior was traditionally associated with
other groups of retellers. By <Lraming his discussion as
journalism, Lane thereby blurred both the amateurism of
the buffs and the professicnalism of the journalists. This
exercise elevated the professionalism of the buffs at the

same time as it detracted from the professionalism of

reporters, casting the buffaz as respondents to the
profaessional challengas raised by the journalistic
community.

THE RETELLINGS OF HISTORIANS

History was  an integral part of assassination
retellinge. Obgervers made much of the fact that Kenﬁ@dy
had had an affinity for historv. In an article called

"History on His Shoulder,”™ Time correspondent Hugh Sidey

held that Kennedy “knew he was on historv’s stage" &=,
Jackie Kennedy was guoted as sayving that "history made
Jack what he was" ©3%, MNancy Dickerson explained that

Kennedy videotaped his activities “because he thought that
they ecould provide a new kind of record, a record so that
People in the future could look back and see history more
directly for themselves" =4, Kennedy’s interezst in hiszstory

Was thus gset up as a context which anticipated the
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reciprocal interest shown him by historians after his

death -

- ON THE YIABILITY OF HISTORICAL RECORD. While moszt

historians did not directly address the assassination,
they did mention the loss it embodied. They not only
engraved it within  the nation’s collective consaciousness,
put planted it firmly within the kinds of contexts that

made it meaningful. Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’=s A Thousand

Days and Theodore Sorensen’s Kennedy provided generally
sympathetic wviewas on the Preszidency £rom persons who had
served on the White House staff ®%, The reprinting of many
of these publications in popular magazines assured their

Yet their attempts +to do 8o were met witﬁ antagonism
by other retellers. It was as if what one reporter called
"a historian’s detachment”™ #¥ ywas not well-positioned
within the story’s retelling. Thia sentiment was
particularly evident among jJjournalists, perhaps because
differences between the two groups, traditionally
considered ones of perspective or temporal distance, did
not bear out in the assassination’s retelling. While
historical references implied an authority to be applied
“after the fact," precisely what constituted "after the

tact” in the case of Kennedy’'z assasszination remained

unclear. The story’s many locose ends did not yet call for
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a perspective qf detachment. Thus the persistence of the
story’ & retellersg failed to provide cues as to whose
pission it was to report it. The legitimate parameters of
the charter of ‘reporting history" remained unclear to
all potential retellers.

Thig generated doubts as to the viability of one
definitive history about the assgassination. Doubtz were
expressad over whether ong history was rogssible,
attainable or desirable, ag were guestionzs eover the role
of historians in retslling the events of Kennedy’'s death.
: part of +this rested with the larger regard for the
constructedness of the assassination record, which by
definition assumed that there were many ver=sions of the
events of Kennedy’s death, not just one.

Public aritiques were levelled on historians’
performances, particularly by | journaliets. They were
critiqgqued for “missing the boat™:!: "Historians Lost in the

Mists of Camelot™ was how one article in the Los Angeles

Times proclaimed readings of Kennedy’s administration and

asgagsgination ##, Journalists epoke of certain historians
-a8 gtuffy, distanced observers whose analysgses of all

things pertaining to Kennedy suffered from their formality

#®. Even one historian admitted that:

For the most part, preofessional scholare have
neglected the agsasgsination, as if it never
cocurred. Thias lack of attention has created a
vacuum filled by journalists, free-lance



278

writers and others, moset of whom have examined
the assassination more for its sensational value
than for its objective value 2.
.'The narrative, professional and perspectival sténdards
ragularly emploved by historians were all zeen as working
against renewed considerations of the assassination story.
They also failed to underscore the importance of memories
as a viable way of deocumenting it.

One direct challenge to the legitimate presence of
higtorians within the assassination storv came from writer

Theodore White. White had enioved an extensive

relationship with Kennedy while writing The Making of a

Presideﬁt? 1960, and ‘his relatively easy access to

Kennedy’s 1000 days in office made him a familiar face at
the White House. On such a basis Jackie Kennedy summoned
him +the week after Kennedy died, having decided she wanted
- him to write about the slain President:
She had asked me to Hyannis Port, she said,
because she wanted mne to make certain that JFK
was not forgotten in history. She thought it was
up to me to make American history remember...She
wanted me to rescue Jack from all the “bitter
people’ who were golng to write about him in
history. She did not want Jack left +to +the
historiang 4%,
From their meeting came the title of “Camelot." This
hemorable construection of Kennedy’s adminiestration made a

Journalist, not a historian, respoﬁsible for popularizing

Kehnedy’a menory, bLransforming him into an instant



279

avaluator of history. BSuch a fact was energetically
Stressed by journalists in their chronicles across media.
In search for history’s precise role of history
within the asssssination story, interest was alsc stirred
in other potentially authoritative voices, as that
exemplified by fiction. Higtory and Journalism were
posited alongeside fiction and drama. Edward E#stein

lambasted William MYanchester’s reputedly "authorized®™

history of the assassination, Death of a President, as =&

novel frivolously begun a=z Death of Lancer =%, Underlying

all these discussions was the fact that retellers of the
assassination competed with a number of perspectives and
agendas in retelling the assassination story. There was
thus a growing awarenessg +Lthat the assassination story
could be seen by many different perspectives, dependent‘on

one’s larger aims in telling it.

- DISCOMFORT WITH THE ROLE OF HISTORIANS. One

consequence of this wasgs  an extensive back-biting,
particularly by journalists, about historians’ efforts at
record construction. Articles debated whether Arthur
- Schlesinger’s work constituted more "gossip" than
"hiatéry": Hiz memoirs were discussed under +the +title
"Peephale Journaliem,” with +the =somewhat caustic ceomment
that “he has made the most of a few occasions when he was

e

Permitted +to see more than the average reporter” R
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reporter Meg Greenfield ocastigated the work of mencirists
apout the Kennedy administration, through a discugsion of
commonly-—accepted journalistic practices:

Any reporter can tell you how hard it is to

recall even a brief guotation word for word

after an interview, and the fact that certain
memolrisgts repaired to their diaries in the
evening is not even mildly reassuring in view of

the extengsive verbatim exchanges they have

producad =<,

These tensions in part emerged from whether it was
the Fjournalist’s or historian’s mission to report history.
Chronological and linear demarcations between the two
professions ware somewhat blurred by the story’s
persistence., That fact in itself created spaces where
different groups of public spokespeople could contest the
right to tell +the story’s authorized version. But it was

exacerbated by the varied involvement by which different

groups sought to professionally authenticate themselves

via the tale’s telling. Professional needs thereby
intensified the circumstances for competition amnong
different groups of speakers. As Delillo admonished,

"establish vour right to the mystery, document it, protect
ix" ¥w, Tt was a challenge directly taken up by all
retellara of the aszsassination, but it was a challenge to

which journalists appeared particularly wsll-suited.



SETUATING THE JOURNALTST AS PREFERRED RETELLER

Situating dJournalists within and around tha
assazsination shtory was thus shaped in condjunction with
ths retel lings of two  obther groups of @ professional

speakers -~ assassinabion buffs and historilians. Journalists
reworked basic standards of action common to bobth groups
in order to {fashion their own authority for retelling the
events of Kennedy’s death.

It is  telling that the hierarchy suggested by

corpetitive retellers  of the assassination story -
according to which assassination buffs strove to be
labellsd journalists, o bettear vet historians:

deurnaliste were intrigued by their historical role in
retelling the asmsassginstion: and hisgtoriasnse sought to
wphold  their own distanced position as tellers-from-a-
distance - began to be unravellaed over +time. ALl
profesgional  tales focused on the lore of professional
memoriss. But oompetition among retellers to =2 large
dagree roge and fell with +the awvailability of stages
throuah which o promnote one”’ s varsion ok the
assassination record. Hembers of alternate forums for
documenting ¥Xennedyv’'s sesassinsticon competitively strove
too tell thelr wversions of the tale of his death according

to the availability of such stages.



This was crucial +to the emnergence of Jjournalists as
nreferred retellers, for it gave them the upper hand over
obther groups of &péak@rgn In econtrast Lo other groups,
iournalists possessed sasy  and continued acocess to  the
maedia. The cenbyal part they plaved in bringing the tales
of  all speakers, including historians and asssassination
buffs, +to the poblic at times mnade them into mediators of
a record in-the-making. In a sense, thev became moderators
of all versilons of the assassination tale. Their ability
ter moderate and mediate tales  that were generated and
perpetuated by other speakers therefore worked to their
advantags.

Journaliets’ regular sppearances 1n the medla heloed

thrust them into the forefront of the massination story.

&
in

For example, a 1988 article in the Los Angles Times by

reporter Jack ¥alenti was entitled “Anniversary of an

Aezassination: Manories of a lLast Motoroade™ and
sugaested the importance aof Valenti’s memor Les in

documenting  what had happesned A 1982 special edition

of Goed Morning,  America featuvred the personal and
professional memnories of a number of reporters and

rhotographers who had been with the President in Dallas
#7,  Each speaker independently established where in the
Presidential mnotorcade they had bheen and what thev

renanhered., Significantly, the entirve CrOqTanmn WAL
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conprised of such recollections, suggesting that by 1983
menories alone had begun to be considered sufficient
docunentation of thé aeventas in Dallas.

The professional menories of journalists became sven
nore entrenched by 1988,  when media retrospectives

included them in & wide arvavy of forums. Journalists’

recollections comprised central segnents of a PRE

dacumentary ecalled JFK: 4 Time Remnenbe 2. which was
killed =as a "collection of reminiscences about the fall of
Camelot.” Journalists ranging from Nancy Dickerson and
Charles Bartlett to Tom Wicker, Sarah MoClendon  and Dan
Rather inscrilbsd what they saw, heard and remenbered. By
1o88, dournalistic presence at the events of EKennedy's

death ~ symbolic or physical - was being extensivelwy

referenced across media. Journalists” merories began to be

lagitimated over those of obther groups of speahkers.
Indeead, by the twenty~fifth anniversary of the

asgassination, telavisad instituticnal recollections of

Dallas included nearly every facetl of  recollaction
possible. Televised recollection appeared to be more the

norm than excepbtion, taking on & wide range of forms.
While early recollections gave blow-bv-hlow accountsz of
what had happened in Dallas *9, later vears produced a
nunber of special programs that specifically addressed the

asasassination w0, Each subsequent anniverszary of the

1
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assassination received greater and mnore varied mnedia
i-attention than the ones preceding it =*.

By the. twenty-fifth anniversary, televised

. recollection of the assaseination was so pervasive that it

iLnOt only generated special documentaries but also pervaded

;fexisting programs. Regular news was filled with small

?icommemorative segments, from a ten-minute segment called

wJFK Remembered,™ on Philadelphia’s Action HNews, to a

.“sﬁecial hour-long edition of ABC’s Nightline, to an eight-

" part series about the assassination which was broadcasgt on

- the CBS Evening News “%®, News-organizations preoduced their

 lown institutionallvy-grounded retrospectives, ranging fron

one-hour recaps - like NBC’s JFE: That Dav in November -

-~ to long six and one-half hour reconstructions of events
43, Tabloid television recounted the assassination on
‘Tprograms by Oprah Winfrey, Mort Downey, Jack Anderson and

© Geraldo Rivera <<%, Programs like Entertainment Tonight or

Philadelphia’s Evening Magazine even bore their own

8ssassination-related segments 4%, The reconstructed

. versions of events which media retrospectives offered

:enCOUraged one reporter to somewhat caustically mention
.#hat "if you don’t come to Dealey Plaza this year, the
:éssaasination ig very much as it was 295 vears ago! reality
'framed by a television set®™ #&, The freedom with which the

ag : . .
“R88ssination story was rendered entertainment suggeatbead
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" how effective was the estory as folklore. More important,
these effortz underscored the centrality of television in

- docurenting the lore of journalistic memories.

TELEVISION: REFERENCING PRESENCE THROUGH TECHNQLOGY

The ultimate difference between most hisgtorians and

assassination buffs, on one hand, and many journalists, on
t+he other, was what the lore of professional mremories
.rested upon - presence. In +the final reading, the
. authority of retelling came down to the ability of
 retellers to estaklish the fact of "“actually (having beeni
: present™ 47,

Assassination buff David Lifton said that after
purchasing a negative of a photograph taken on the grasey
knoll, ‘“watching the images come up to Ffull contrast, I
 felt I was Jjoining the ranks of the evewitnessas - a year
.and a half after the event" “®. Journalist Meg Greenfield
phrased it more bluntly in an article entitled "The KHiss
and Tell Memoirs," where she posed the following dilemma:
If the guthor stood somewhat ocutside the event,

has he let us take this fact into account - or

done so himself? Is there evidence that C(as a
historian) he has made some effort to fill in
fairly those parts of the story he knew he had
migsed? Or has he taken adwvantage of +the
ingenuousness of a public that can hardly be
expected to realize that he speaks with
different degrees of authority on different
subjects - a public that is already inclined to

invest any insider with broad oracular powers on
the vaguely understood ground that he was there?

Ly 45)
.



286

f.comments like these suggested that mnuch of the authority

“'for retelling the assasgination was found in the presence
of retellers at the events of Kennedy’s death. It thus
‘pecamns  &h mmvoicaed goal among retellers to lend a sanse of
their own presence tzs the storvy.

The svastematic attempts +to construct preasence where
there was none, and to inply praegenoe through
authoritative retellings, ultimately put journalists at an
advantage over other dgroups of apeakers. HNovelist Don

“,Delillo noted that *“when experience is powverless, all

.'things (however constructed thev may be) are the same" %@,
¥ The fact that many Jjournalists had been present when other
:professional speakers had nobt - as well as the fact that
journaliste had systematic meane by which to invoke and
. perpetuate a sense of that presence - served them well,

.making themn well-equipped to  engender the kind of

framework ansuring their words  would ba heard and

~remembered.
This ia not to say +that journalists simply creéted
in the story because of their access to
and institutional support. Their
memories, narratives, varticular mode of
and technologies they used were all
on presence. "Unlike mnany hiztorians or

buffs, certain journalists involved in
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retelling the assagsination story had been present at some

of its events. When they were not, their technologies and
narrative strategies allowed them to construct their tales
7 65 if they Wera . These foundatione of Jjournalistic
' authoritY not only encouraged presence but were predicated

.upon it, The record by which journalists conastructed their

tales of the assassination was thereby devoted to

eonstructing a genzge of proximity to the events of

:Kennedy’s death.

To a large extent, this was made possible by
televisgion. Televigion allowed Jjournalists to reference

:their presence as 1f it were a given in the assassination
Tétory. Journalists’ professional memorises and their
:implication of presence at Kennedy’s death were solidified
;by televisgion technology. HMere attentivensss +to the role
rof televicion developed into an extensive self-referential
~digcourse, by which reporters, particularly television

}journalists, sought to deocument extended aspects of the

role the medium played.

The #fact that journalists”’ recollections of their
:?Overage began to be amassed inte their own record
iimNEdiately after the assassination encouraged reporters
to generate extended self-referential accounts of

.as ; ; \
AsS8assination storiaes +that recounted the events of

K -
Shnedy” & death., Television journalists were deemed
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particularly gotive plavers in punctuating the

'assaSSination record. Ingcribing their punctuations in

_gemory over the vears was reinfo;ced by the appraisals
ient television over the two and a half decades that
.followed Kennedy’'s death. As the status of television - as
h legitimate medium for telling news - grew, so did
journalistic appraisals of televigion’s role in éovering
::Kennedy’s death.

It was therefore no surprise that by 1988,
‘pecollections of Kennedy were intimately linked with the

nedia, in general, and with telewvizion, in particular. To

an extent this was built inte circumstance, for, as one

.'writer commented, “"Hennedy was cut off at the promise, not

“: after the performance, and so it was left to television

“and his widow to frame the man as legend®™ %, But in

~addition to eircumstance, the "anniversary spate of books

o i

-and TV specials™ ®#, in one newsmagazine’s words, produced

much information that was mnedia-linked. As  Newswesk

hagazine maintained, television helped oreate a flashbulb

‘hemory, the indelible freeze-framing of the event at its

Vmost trivial incidental detail:

The Kennedy in that freeze-frame is the Kennedy
of Camelot, not the man who miscarried the Bay
of Pigs invasion or shared a Vegas plavgirl with
a4 Mafia don: it is a=s if the shadows had been
washed away by the flashbulbs or the tears %%,
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The wvole of iftelevizion in perpstuating Jjournallsbts’
pragence  was upheld  In narratlves across A mpacial
comnmencrabtive edition of Good Morning, Anerice proclaimed

that the assassination made television into “irreversibly

the nost important medive for communication™! The death of

our  fivet television President warked the beginning of bhe

age of btelevision as the dominant medium in our liveg® e,
Newspapsy recountings of the assassination in 19848

proclaimed television’s triumph, under headlines

Fetalls the Story of Slaving,® "COBS Replave November 22,0

“IFE and & Tribute to ar "TV: The Ghosht of a President

Past®™ "%, Said one such article:
Television hag marked the 25th anniversary of

the sssassination of President irn A

wave of programming  that is  as much a remninder
o how large a role televigion plaved in
reporting  the bragedy and its aftermath as it is

a retelling of the event &,
Even one historisn began his acoount of the assazssination
with ®n introductory remark about television, which

underascored the madiuns centrality and vitality in

perpatuating the assazsination story. He said:

Television sroucght the assassination and its
afttermath wividly into the national
CONSCl OUsNess . Tre their finest bours, the
elactronic naws medis captured the mvants
unfolding ir Dallas ancd Washington and

tranamitted thewm instantanesously to the Amevican
people. Far more graphically and realistiocslly

than the printed
some  of the

higtory =%,

mornt

the wvideo screen depictad
in recent

page,
unforgettable scenes



pfforts like thege finalized the stage by which JFK, his
administration, assassination and television hecame
inextricably linked. At heart of these links were
journalists, who lent the story its narrative form,

Thus persigtent emphasis on televizion technology as
the medium that most effectively memorialized Kennedy
enhanced the position of journalists, and particularly
television journalists, as competitive articulators of the
assassination’s memory. Television technology perpetuated
the presence of Jjournalists within the assassination
story. The positioning of journalists, initially =sgueezsd
in with other groups working out their own memories, was
further enhanced by easily-accesged stages where +thev
performned their versions of Kennedy’s death. As one
reporter observed in 1988, "the amnocunt of coverage {(given
the asssagination =torvy) suggsests how strongly television
executives believe the event atill gripas the American
population® ®e,

What all of this suggests is that as the
asgassination narrative was sgplashed across +time and
space, negotiation for the position of its authorized
sSpokesperson worked to the advantage of journalists - from
the perspective of narrative standards, professional
standards, organizational pricorities and institutionally-

bound diagcourse. Journalists” ractices and values worked
&
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" to +heir favor, helping to establish, authenticate and
perpetuate them as rightful retellers of the assassination

story -

CREDENTIALLING THE JOURNALIST

All of the abaveﬂmentioned clircunstances - the
packground of deocumentary failure, contest over the place
..of avthorized spokesperscons for the asgassination story.
viapility of television technology - helped Jjournalisis
:_credential themselves as authorized spokespeople of the
story. Tt is interesting that this took place despite the
fact that they had often not covered the story when it
happened. Yet the fact of associating themselves with the
sssassination story became a professional goal in itseldf,
encouraging them to create and perpetuate new and
different wavs of connecting themselves with the events in
Dallas.

Yet what has happened since? Journalists have not
. left their negotiations for the position of authorized

- 2pohkespeople teo external developmeants, Insteaad,
-.journaliats have over time adopted four main roles in
‘their attempts to narratively sesituate themss=lves as
‘Yetellers of Kennedy’s death. Each role links journalists
with ongoing discourse about Journalistic practice,
3:Pr0fessionaliam and the legitimation of television news,

in that it highlights a different dimension of
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.important in light of increasingly prevalent debsastes about
conapiracy in the Kennaedy assassination.

Reporters like Hugh Sidey or Tom Wicker recollected
pallas through their experiences as eyewitnecses. Sidey

recal led that

perhaps  we knew when the first sound reached the
press bus behind President Kennedy’s limoueine.
A distant crack, another. A pause, and another
crack. Something was dangerously off-key #9,
wicker recounted how he uwas

sitting on the press bus, T think the second
press bus, with a local reporier from Texas. He
oheserved thisz, people running and so forth, and
he dashed up the front of the bus and then came
back to me and said, ‘something’s happened. The
President’s car just sped away, they just gunned
away”’ 9.

There were eyvewitnessesg £o O=wald’= shooting, as when "NBC
Newe Correcspondent Tom Pettit, at the scene, exclaimed in
disbelief ‘He’s heen shot’"™ &1, Evewitness tales ware
frequently embedded within Jjournalistic recollections of
the assassination. While at times they referenced problems
of evewitneseing, they nonetheless invoked it as a common
journalistic practice.

The evewitness role was generally invoked from Dallas
but it was alsco applied +to Jjournalists’ presence in
Washington, where they awaited arrival of +the plane
Carrying HKennedy’s body. NBC correspondent Nancy Dickerson

ecalled that
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we were on the air, talking, and Air Force One
arrvived and I gaw them. They were 2ll confused
as far as I was concerned. They weren’t deoing it
the right way. Inastead of opening the front door
of Air Force One, thev were opening the back
door. And they had a hydraulic lift there, and
of course they were taking the bodyv out the back
deor in a casket &,
.Eyewitnessing wags recounted not only in direct conjunction
with the events of the agsasgination. NBC Haews
correspondent Sander Vanocur recalled standing ocutside of
the west wing of the White House when he sgsaw Kennedy’s
rocking ¢hair being brought out and LBJ’2 mounted saddle
brought in. "Power changes very guickly and very brutally
"in Washington,” said Vanocur. "I711 never forget the
exchange of thoze two pieces of furniture within a 20
ninute period™ &3,

By situating themselves as eyewitnesses, journalists

have authenticated thenselves for having been in the same

‘time and same place as the events of the asssazgination

weekend. The same time and place that characiterizes these
personalized narratives took Journaliste from Dallas to
Washington, where the aggassination culminated in
Kennedy’s funeral. Being an eyewitness has ensured the
access of journalista. with storiea. that bear space-time
qualities equivalent to those of the assassination itself.
InVoking the role of evewitness, journalists . have

legitinated themselves through an authority derived from
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having been in the same time and same place as the events

of Kennedy’®s death.

- THE JOURNALIST AS "REPRESENTATIVE™: SAME

TIME/DIFFERENT - PLACE. A second way of credentialling

oneself is through the role of represgentative. Journalistse
have generated authority for their tales by assuming the
role of repregentative. BSuch a role iz predicated upon
professional affiliation, with Jjournaliste positioned as
representative playerg in the assassination story through
their profecagional affiliation as reporters. The role of
representative ie invoked when evewitnessing was neot

possible and reporters did not work on the assasmsination

tf_story in either its Dallas or Washington frames. One NBC

retrogpective used John Chancellor’s exuperiences during
the assazssination weekend as a focal point for its footage
of events in Dallas:
I was NBC’s correspondent in  Berlin then.
Kennedy had been there a few months before his
death, and he was idolized by Berliners...The
people there were devastated by (Kennedv’s)
death. In West Berlin, yon would get in a taxi,
give vour destination, and the driver would say
"America’? If vou said ves, the meter would be
turned off and you rode free ®*,
The fact that Chancellor’s experiences ag a correspondent
in Berlin bore little relevance to the events of the

ASsasgsination weekend was not wisiblyvy problemnatized.

Instead, hig professional standing at the time of the
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agsaEEination cradentialled him to speak about Dallas.
if his personal memories of the events in Dallas
were tendered from the less-than-vantage perspective of

Berlin, NBC incorporsted it becauss it authorized him as

a representative spokesperson for the asgassination

: . geekend.

The role of representative iz thus authorized by the
. fact that narrators were reporters at the time of the
.. ggsassinaticn. Professional standing is invoked to justify
the fact that s=eemingly “unconnected" reporters could

nontheless authoritatively interpret avents of the

- agssassination weekend. As one reporter s=said, “When the

shots were fired, I was vworking for Life as a reporter in
the education department" %%, While she then flew to spend
- the day with Rose Kennedy in Hyannis Port, other reporters
were never even assigned to the story. Journaliat Chuck
Stone, featured on Philadelphia’s late evening news,
"recalled being a Washington newsman covering Kennedy" %,
The news-item showed a framed photograph of Kennedy at one
of his news conferences, pregumably auvthenticated by
Stone’s presence, although that was not made clear. Peter

Jennings introduced an item on the assagsination as a
reporter who covered this region in the nid-60s" &7,

Malcoin Pointdexter, in 1962 a reporter for the

Philadelphia Bulletin, recalled in a television interview
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.hcw nge zat  there. We eouldn’t believe what had happened.

we asked members of the police department, feould it

pappen heret’" ©#, None of these reporters was situated

9 . anywhere near Dallas during the assassaination; nor were

yrhey in any way connected with the story elsewhere. Yet
the fact that they had been reporters at the time of the

' assassination thrust them into a position years later of

~ guthoritatively vretelling its story. Using their words to

index the assassination reinforces journalista’ ability to
. act as authorized spokespersons.

Journalists were thus credentialled as
representatives for having been in the game time but a

different place as the events in Dallas. The relevance of

profeszional affiligtion gt the time of the assasgination
implicitly supports the emerging status of journalists as
the story’sa authorized retellers. The fact that
journalists did not work on +the assassination satory is
obacured by the freguency with which news organizations
have used tales of the representative to authorize
assassination recollections. These tales expand the
foundation by which journalists legitimately provided an
Guthorized version of eventa. Not only do they perpetuate
8ssociations with the assassination story that bear little
Gonnection +to the part journalists originally played in

ite covaerage, but +they egquallize the acceas of reporters
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stories displayved definite spatial digjunctions from

“ ¢he events in Dallas.

- THE JOURNALIST AS “INVESTIGATOR": DIFFERENT

IME/SANME PLACE. Yet a third role assumed by journsalists

their narratives iz that of investigator. The role of
investigator allowed journalists to invoke authority
" through their activities as investigative reporters, a
recollection supported by ingreasingly prevalent discourse
about <oonspiracy in  Kennedy’s death. In particular, the
Eeightened role of asgagsination buffs in the vears
following +the assassination gave tales of the investigator
momentum and increaged credence. As one reporiter =said,
"the story would die down for a while and then crop up
again. Something was always coming up" %9, |

Situating reporters as investigators was implicit in
journalistice coverage of the asaasesination from its
inception. It was implied in the way that Jjournalists
crowded Dallas police headguarters the night of the
agsassination, hoping to cateh a glimpse of Eennedy’'s
accused killer, Lee Harvey Oawald. One gpecific dialogue
was widely recounted acrozs the media:
Reporter: Did vou kill the President?
DNawald: Ko. I have net been charged with that,
in faect nobody has said that to me vet. The
first +thing I heard about it was when the

newvapapeyr raepoviers in  the hall asked me that
gqu=stion.
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Raeporter: You have been charged.

Qewald: Sir?

Reporter: You have bkeesn charged %,
Later, Dawald was reported to have said that "the first
thing I heard about it was when the newspaper repcorters in
the hall asked me that guestion®™ %%, The role of
journaliata as investigatoras was thereby foregrounded
almoet from the first daye of the assassination story.

Tales of the investigator are couched in the fact
that Kennedy’s death i1a “an incompl=ste atory" 7%, 0One
reporter remarked that "having covered the story as a
working Journalist on the scene, I cannot accept as proven
facts the incoherent conglomeration of circumstantial
evidence against (Oswald)*® “®. The assassination story was
full of “"loose strandse, improbable coincidences, puzzling
gaps" ¥4, which mnade deciphering difficult. Attempts to
resolve the story’s unknowns have thus given Jjournalists
tasks through which to authenticate their professional
identities, recasting them as tales of investigation.

Dan Rather referred on-aly te the vyvears he spent

investigating the story 7%. New York Times editor Harrison

Salisbury maintained that journalists at the Times
Continued to actively investigate the assassination story
"to the limits of the correspondents’ ability™ ¥é&,

Ultimately, hoasted Salisbury, “"there was little
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1ikelih00d" that other evidence woculd materially changse
.'the fundanentals which +the Times established in its
initial reporting. Jack Anderson hosted his own special on
the ascassination that credentialled him as a "Pulitzer
L prize winning journalist™ and detailed his "twenty vyear
ihvestigation of the crime of the century" ¥¥. Walter
Y Cronkite summned up a special edition of MNova by saving
f;that its investigation had "explained many but not all of
‘the gquestions about the asgsassination” 2, Tales of the
finvestigatmrr thereby reference career trajectories by

which repaorters have conducted independent investigations

Sinto wvarious unsettled aspects of Kennedyv’z assassination.

ﬁzimplicit in these diacussions are references to practices
of ewxploration, discovery and scrutiny. Journalists are
f:portrayed as having made "exhaustive" and ‘“painstaking®
.efforts at unravelling the assassination story 7%,

| This has applied to news organizations too. Life
_magazine was hailed by Qgﬁﬁgggk,in 1966 for having led the

~call for a new investigation ®®, while a mnyriad of

Newspapers - including The New York Times and the Boston

~ were heralded for having supported the call #*,
Difficultiee in nlaving the investigator role were widely
diaCUSSEd, as when columnist MNora Ephron commented in the

fmid“SEVenties that "only a handful of reporters lared

Work ﬁ .
°rking the assassination story':



This 1is a story that beys for hundrads of

investigators, subpoana power, forensics
experts, grants of immunity: it's also & story
that reguiras slogging through twenty-seven

volumes of the Warren Commlssion Report and

dozens of books on the assassination...The whole

thing is a mess 2%,

Bui the plethora of unravelled and unresolved threads
about  the assassination have made 1t an attractive task
for many Jjournalists.

Sltuating themselves as investigstors have thus given
journalists authority for having returnad to the place of
the assaseination to conduct their investigations. It is
not. coincidental that they do so many years after the

events in Dallas. These tales ~ of same place bul

different time - have created a way for journalists who

did not take an active part in covering the assassination

waskend to authoritatively retaell aspeacts of the
asgasaination atory. They legitinate Jjournalists who
aasociate thema=ives with the assassination story by

reopening its record vears after the events in Dallas.
Jourpalistic access to  the agsseassination’s retelling is
thereby ensured despite the temporal disjunction which

these stories embody.

- THE JOURNALIST A PINTERPRETER" . DIFFERENT

TIHE/DIFFERERT PLACKE. Journalists also situate themnselves

within the assassination stoxry as Interpretsrs. The role

ot interpreter f{focuses attention on the interpretive



activities of journaliste in conjunction with the events
of Dallas. Borrowing from the euperiences of evewitnesses,
representatives and investigators in making interpretive
~laims  about the aasassination, the role of interpretsr
implie=s that it was unneccessary *toe have been in either
the same place or time as the events in Dallzas in order to
rake suthoritative ¢laimse about the agsasssination story.

Certain journalists fulfilled the function of
interpreters} degpite the fact that they also acted as
evewitnesses, representatives or investigators in their
narratives. Charles Roberts’ bock on evewitnessing, for
example, c«¢laimned to "examine coolly and critically some of
the odd theories and rumours that have burgeoned...looking
at +the whole record"' ®%, In a semi-philosophical noment,
Tom Wicker commented that the assassination was "as if our
country had been struck down," dealing s "terrible blow to
ona‘s asnse of the possible” &%, Walter Cronkite contended
vears later that the sssassination had dealt a “serious
biow to ocur national psyche® &%, Hugh Sidevy mnaintained
that "we were never the same, nor was the worldh S,

Situating the journalist in the role of interpreter

Wa s indicated in the days immediately f{follewing the
assssgination. Wrote reporter Warva ¥Mannes of the press
Corps:

for four interminable dave, T listened to the
familiar wvoices of...sc many who never failled us
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or history during their greatest noasible

ordesal. Shaken as they visibkly were, infinitely

weary as they became, they maintained calm and
reason and insight throughout the marathon of

madness and mourning &7,
gut the references which have evolved over time and space
in econjunction with Journaliste’ interpretative role have
blurred both the temporal and phyvsical distance from which
they can be eupected to reliably pronounce Jjudgment on the
events of Kennedv’s death.

This means that & number of reporters have assumed
the interpretive role without any vigible linkage to other
roles. In such a case, zituating thenselves as
interpreters not only allows Jjournalists +to generate
authority for events from distant positions, such as that
of New York anchorpersons  or news-aditors, but it
legitimates persons who have little association with the
azsassination at the timg. ABC’s Forrest Sawver conducted
a one-~hour retrospective of the assassination on

Nightline, vet did not exwplicate how he was associstead

with the events in Dallas. Other than mentioning that "for

those of us who are old enough, *this hag been a day of
remenbering, recalling the glamour of the Hennedy
presidengy and how it  felt then" &%, Sawyer made no
attempt to credantial his interpretation af the

asgageination story. Similarly, writer Lawrence Wright



concluded  his book on the ginties, which dealt in part
with Kennedv’s assassination, with thes obserwvation that

it began as an essay for Texas Monthly about
agrowing up in Dallas in the vears preceding the
assassination of President Kennedy. T did not
intend to make myself a character so much as a
guiding sensibility to the thoughts and passions
af the moment 29,

In bhoth caszses, the maoazt obvious connection to  the
assassination story was a contemporary professional
affiliation with journaliam.

The role of interpreter is thus legitimated through
contenporary profeasionsl ties to journalismi Whereas the
role of representative is authenticated by a journalist’s
professional assgociation at the time of the assassination,
the role of interpreter is oredentialled by his or her
professional gezociation at the time | af the
assaseination’s recollecting. The shift in recognizable
boundaries 1is =significant, for it has helped to render
retellers of the assasdssination with no chviocus link to the
story into authorized spokespersons for the events in
Dallas.

Journalists thereby gituate thenselves asg
interpreters despite the fact that many journalists acting

aa interpreters told their tales from a fime and place

different from the Dallas story. Invoking the role of
interpretar has allowead journalists to become

authoritative spokespeople despite - or, perhaps, hecause



af - the =zapatial and +temporal disjunctions which their
tales enbodied. In one assassination buff’s wiew, thisg has
generated a breed of journaliste vegrs after the
assassination who have nao first-hand knowledge of it,
making them better able to approach the story without bias
#»¢, Spatial and temporal distance has thus legitimated the
ability of journalists to arct as aunthoritative
interpreters of the assassination story, likening their
role as spokespeocple to that of historians. Like other
roles by which journaliste have credentialled their
recollections of the assassination, situating themselves
ag interpreters constitutes a way for Journalists to
aasocliate themselwves with the assazssination storvy without

having had any prior professional connection with it.

Thea four roles through which Journalists have
narratively positioned thenselves vig & vis the

assassination have thus ocreated & range of situations by

which they can rhetorically legitimate themselves as
spokespersons of the aseassination story. dccess to the
asgagseination storv, as offered by Lthese roles, has
exnanded the foundations by which reporters can

legitimately claim to be its spokespersons.
Accesgs is ensured through a span of tTime-space
disjunctions: The role of evewitness legitimates

Journaliste for having been in the same place and sane



time as the events in Dallas; the role of representative
authorizes them to =speak about the time period of +the
assassination but from places other than Dallas; the role
of investigator allowz them to perpetuate stories  +that
were generated from the zame place but from a diffzrent
time pericd; and finally the role of interpreter makes it
poesible for journalists +to recollect +the assassination
daspite the fact +that they had been in neither the same
place nor time period as the Dallas =events. Each role
allows journalists to legitimate thenselves as
spokespeople for the assassination story not thfdugh the
role they originally plaved in covering the assassination
but  through a wide range of activities that took place in
times and places beyond it. The wider range of activities
their tales reference aptly suits Journelistic codes of
professional  behavior. In all of theae ways, Journalizts
have used the expanded accsss these roles gave them to
turn stories of +the assassination into storiee about
themsslves. They have effectively used the aegsassination
of Kennedy as a stage through which to exercise their own

legitimation, both collective and individusasl.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
THE AUTHORITY OF THE INDIVIDUAL:
RECOLLECTING THROUGH CELEBRITY

To be talked about is to be part of a story, and

to be part of a story is to be at the mnercy of

etorytellers - the media and their audience. The

famous perscon is thus not sc much a person as a

story about a person *.

CGnce Jjournalists promoted themselves as an authorized
presence within the assassination story, they set about
locating ways of perpetuating their presence over space
and time. Journalists fit their assassination tales within
larger memory systems, retelling their tales according to
pre-determined patterns of c¢ellective memory. By linking
in with existent menory systems, they were better assured
of their tales’ successful perpetuation.

In +the pages that follow, I discuss the workings of
one menory 5ystem by which the stature of individual
journalists was promoted above the storieg they told -~
celebrity. How celebrity has helped journalists not only
perpetuate their presence in the assassination story but
gain independent leverage from it constitutes a basic
cornerstone of their authority as spokespeople. This has
had éarticular bearing on journalists’ constitution as an

interpretive community, where the emphasis on the

individual was central.
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The £following chapter has three parts: It addresses
general characteristics of journalistic celebrity,
particularly its function as a memory system; discusses
the Kennedy assassination as a ground {fromnm which
journalistic celebrity sprouted, with emphasis on specific
cases of journalistic celebrity; and finally explores how
the celebrity s=status of certain reporterse has been

institutionally perpetuated.

CELEBRITY AS A MEMORY SYSTEM

Defined as "persons waell-known for their well-
knownednesgss" ®, celebrity functions as a set of rules for
speakers and actors, giving them idealized notions about
how they should be or act. It reflectse "shifting
definitiona of achievement in a social world” 5. Depending
in large part on the mass media, it has evolved into its
contemporary form through an interlinking of different
kinds of mass-mediated tewtz %, The nedia legitimate
celebrities through a network of instituticnal activities
that generate extensive public discourse about them.
Constructing and pefpetuating caelebrity is thus as much an
insgtituticnal concern  as an individual one, with
institutional practices necessary to generate and maintain
individual cases of celebrity.

Such is the case with journalistic retellings of the

azgassination. While Jjournalists have systematically
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promoted themselves as retellers within their
assassination tales, in 'certain cases their status as
storytellers has effectively elevated +their importance
above that of the tales they told. Celebrity has both
helped them strategically interpret the significance of
their coverage as well as highlight the presence of
certain figures within their narratives. It has thus
promoted the actions of certain journalists as a frame of
reference for journalistic behavior in conteuts stretching
beyond assassination retellings.

From a theoretical standpoint, the ability +teo

highlight individual personalities within - and
independent from - assassination tales underscores an
important dimension of assassination retellings - +the

significance of the individual. Journalists’ ability to
constitute thenselves as an independent interpretive
community through their aszagsination retellings has
depended on the role played by individuals in delineating
boundaries of community and authority. The featured
presence of the individual reporter within assassination
narratives has thus keyed membersg of the community inteo
boundary changes within the profession.

Tales of celebrity were initially formed via
references to larger discourses about technolegy and

professionalism. The then-emerging state of television
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news reinforced the fact that television had begun to
develop its own form of journalistic storytelling, which
wove the celebrity of reportere directly into TV news
presentation %, Celebrity atatus was furthered by
television’s wvisual, dramatic and personalized dimensions,
which generated an authority characterized by style,
personality or flair &. The authority with which
television would eventually come to promcote the on-site
recognition of journalists - establishing forums, like
televised interviews, that associated news with faces -
thereby figured already within the structure | of
assassination tales. Moreover, the uncertainty surrounding
television news at the time generated a flurry of
attention around television Jjournalists, whose invocation

and utilization of the new medium thrust many intc the

critical public eyve for the first time.

A concern for professionalism also permeated
journalists” attempts to promote themnselves as
celebrities. Legitimating the new medium of television

allowed for the rearrangement of profesgicnal roles in
existing media, giving celebrity alternate forms not énly
in +he medium being introduced but in other nedia too.
Notions of celebrity became differently informed by the
nagcent forms of authoritative storvitelling and new

Professional identities that adoption of each medium mnade
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not only possible, but - if institutional inter-media
competition were to survive - necessary.

Technology and professional roles thereby helped
journalistic celebrities link their assassination
retellings with larger discourses external to the
journalistic community. In recollecting their coverage of
the Kennedy assassination, journalists were able to
promote themselves as celebrities parallel to both ongoing
discourses about Journalistic professionalism and the
legitimation of television as a news nmnedium. Celebrity
offered Journalists ready-made ways of making sensze of
asgaszsination tales by offering them specific cues of
memory. Individual reporters were made the pivotal point
of criss-crossing discourses about the assassgination, on
one hand, and technology and professionalism, on the
other. Over time, this has offered assassination retellers
an effective way of both perpetuating theilr own presence

within their tales and gaining stature independent of

them. It has also set out the appropriate boundaries of
community. While offering a temporally and spatially
bounded memory gystem of shared perceptions and
raecollectione about Dallas, celebrity allows for the

sayatemnatic substitution of different reporters as part of
the assassination story, seystematically thrusting cevtain

reporters into the public eye over others. According to
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auch & gubetitutional fule, different journaliste are
effectively ‘'plugged in" as celebritiss for having covered
the story. Differentially associating the Tom Wickers, Dan
Rathers, Walter Cronkites or Theodore Whites with the
assassination story, dependent on the larger discourses
about Jjournalism that were at hand, is thus a c¢critical
dimension -of the workings of celebrity. Individual
journalists receive celebrity status because they have
attended to larger discourses sbout journalisﬁ.

Thus tales of jJournalistic celebrity have not only
helped Jjournalists focus on themselves, thareby
reinforcing their celebrity status and promoting them in a
fashion separate and independent of +the assassination
talez they tell, but they have also set up the collective
boundaries of journalistic practice. Certain Jjournalists
have been legitimated in ways which s=set them up as
independent frames of reference for +the Journalistic
comnmunity. Celebrity has thereby helpsd mark menories of
the assassination, at the same time as it has signalled
both the status of memory-bearers and the boundaries of
the qommunity where they reside. It has made the
asgassination narrative into a locus by which journalists”
celebrity status has given them a more generalized stature

as cultural authorities.



THE CONTEXT FOR JOURNALISTIC CELEBRITY

The Kennedy assassination constituted one obvious
cornerstone upon which tales of Jjournalistic celebrities
could grow. The Kennedy administration, like the
aséassination that brought it fto an end, catered to
journalists’ celebrity status. In recalling his coverage

of Kennedyv’s reign, Washington Post reporter bavid Broder

maintained that the President’s live television
conferences drew reporters who generally eschewed
institutionalized set-ups!:

Some of those (reparters) Kennedy recognized

regularly became TV stars themselves, and that

status - reinforced by invitations +to White

House parties and dinners - did nothing to hurt

the administration 7.

Kennedy’s administration was "an American court where the
rieh, the glamorous and the powerful congratulated each
other. It was a pantheon of celebrity”™ . The President
set up parameters which made celebrity & viable context
for remembering his life and death.

Over the 25 years since Kennedy was shot,
Journalistic retellings of the assassination have upheld
these parameters ®, Certain journalists developed into
celebrities for their post-assassination reconstructions
of Kennedy’s réign **., Others found that retelling the

assgsgination was a fertile ground for reportera +to be

perpetuated from positions of well-knownednesgs. Labelling
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writers Theodore White and Hugh Sidey "Kennedy’s elegists®
was a case in point t+.  Upholding reporters as
celebrities, often in front of the names of organizations
enploving them, was thus realized in a systematic and
regularized fashion. Assassination narratives displayed
the names of individual reporters as emblems of authority
for the events in Dallas.

Retelling the Kennedy asgaassination thus gave
journalists a stage on which to gain and maintain status.
Their record of the assassination allowed them to
narratively vreconstruct its events in ways which addressed
- and reinforced - their own celebrity. Four individual
reporters have been consistently mentioned in conjunction
with assassination retellings - Tom Wicker, Dan Rather,
Walter Cronkite and Theodore White. Each has become a
celebrity baﬁause tales of hig riese to fame attended to
nore general concerns  at issue for journalistic

professionals.

TOM WICKER

Narratives about Tom Wicker perhaps best exemplify
how membere of the journalistic community felt about
successfully covering the assassination as a member of the
printed press. Tales told of Wicker being aon the ’scene

continucusly for the first day of events, until he filed

hig report at day’s end from an airport terminal. His



performance was regarded as an ideal performance of
american Jjournalism, for it showed how the gcoals of speedy
coverage, eyewitness reporting and terse prose could still
produce a journalistic success story.

Years later, colleague Harrison Salisbury praised
Wicker’s on-the-scene reporting by saying that

The coverage had begun with classic reportage -

Tom Wicker’s on-the-gscenes evewitness. It could

not be beat. (I told him tod)...just write every

single thing vou have seen and heard. Period. He

did. No more magnificent piece of journalistic

writing has been published in the Times. Through

Tom’s eve we lived through each minute of that

fatal Friday, the terror, the pain, the horror,

the mindless tragedy, elegant, blood-chilling

prose &,
One telling aspect of Salisbury’s comments is located in
his final sentence - "the horror, the nindless tragedy,
elegant, blood-chilling prose. The transformation by
which Salisbury guietly moves from telling the horror of
the event to telling the elegance of the writing in which
it was inscribed is a seemingly innocuous one. But in so
doing, Salisbury reinforces an intrinsic assscciation
between Wicker’s role in telling Kennedy’s death and the
events of the death themselves, Salisbury makes it appear
as if Wicker himself is a natural part of the
asgaseination s&tory, a pattern frequently repeated in
talaes of journalistic celebrity.

Narratives of Wicker’s c¢elebrity status have been

predicated upon such an association - Wicker in Dallas as



part of the Dallas atory. Indeed, Wicker‘’szs performance in
Dallas has besn reainforced in subsequent stories of his
own career trajectory. Said one observer, "Wicker was a
product of events, an individual whose career had been
advanced by the reporting of the assassination"  *#. The
peint at which he became known in his own right was not
long in coming.

The professional gainsg associated with covering the
assagssination story were indicated already a yvear after
Kennedy’s death. At that point Spy magazine raported that

Along with tangible profits, many people’s

careers have received boosts thanks to Oswald’s

marksmanship. The brilliant performance of Tom

Wicker of The New York Times, writing d{£rom

Dallas for the newspaper of record - under what

was obviously incredible preasgure - so inpressed

his bosses that he is now the Washington bureau
chief +=,

Wicker’s promotion - +the "most bruising, office-pclitics
wise" because it propelled him ahead of veteran reporters
who had been led to expect the same post *¥ -~ was
significant for it came directly after Dallas. As Gay
Talezse mentioned, "after the assassination story that davy,
and ~ the related stories that followed, Wicker’'s stock rose

sharply -~ in The New York Times* *%, It thus made sense thatl

The New York Times itself sought to thereafter uphold and

Perpetuate Wicker’s celebrity status. Upholding Wicker as
a celebrity for having exemplified what was construed as

Journalistic professionaliam did not only accomplish
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individual aims. It also justified organizational actionse
taken on his behalf years earlier.

Tales of Tom Wicker the celebrity have thus been
linked with highly topical discourses about what it meant
to be a print-media professiocnal in the age of television.
Through +the individual, this celebrity tale has allowed
larger discourses about televigion journalism and
journalistic professionaliam to intersect with
assassination wmnarratives. It underscores the viability of
print Journalism and shows that celebrities have been
generated by that medium too. For larger boundaries of
journalistic community, commonality and authority, this
tale thereby suggesta the relevance of different media in

the making of journalistic celebrities.

Narratives about the performance of Dan Rather in
Dallas were gimilarly linked in with ongoing discourses
about journaligtic professionalism and televigion
journalism, but from the =zide of television. Tales about
Rather address attempts to legitimate televigion
correspondents as bona fide raﬁorters. Rather too was on-
the-spot when Kennedy was killed, but rather than remain
en  the scene, as Wicker had done, he rushed to the nearest
CBS affiliate where he succesded in providing rapid up-to-

date relays of what was happening in the city.
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A comparison here ig telling. While Wicker

anticipated the deadlines of printing by following the

gtory to the airport, where he labored in lesgsg-than-
aupportive conditions to turn out prose, Rather
anticipated the demands of television technology by

rushing away from the story and tgowards the technology ot
its telling; In other words, he ran to the nearest
affiliate. The fact that he succesafully filed the story
depended directly on his subordinastes, who remained on the
gcene to supply him with information. The difference in
these tales - which outlined how the story was covered by
two different media - suggests how necessary was the
celebrity tale for wvalidating television journalists at
the time.

Narratives about Rather gave him an individual
vantage point, becoming {frequently referenced in stories
about his personal career trajectory. In November of 1964,
Spy magazine pointed cut the fact that

Dan Rather, CBS’s slightly wiggy Dallas

correapondent, sesams to have caught the fancy of

his superiors. He may end up with a plummy

foreign assignwent - perhaps Vietnam *7.

While the magazine erred in the exact details of Rather’s
promotion, the upwardly-mobile nature of itsa account
proved true over time. Rather’s cool-headed performance in

Dallas was construed as having earned him a White House

posting, ‘“over the heads of several more experienced
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Washington reporters™ *9, Journalistic lore held that “he
came to national prominence through his coverage of the
Kenn=dy asgassination”™ *®, and that the day that Kennedy
died was
| in career terms, the most important day in Dan

Rather’s 1life. His swift and accurate reporting

of +the Kennedy assassination and its aftermath

that weekend transformed him from a regional

journalist into a national correspondent ™,
Institutionally-grounded discourse has thereby upheld
Rather as a celebrity, through his assassination coverage.

But the celebrity +tale does not only have individual
repercussions. It has alec figured in organizational
overviews of CBS3 News and more generalized discussions
about the legitinacy of television Journalisn. By
reflecting larger attempts to legitimate televisgion
correspondente as bona fide reporters, tales of Rather’s
activities are important to the community because they
have set up parameters of journalistic practice, community
and. authority. They pay deference to larger discourses
about journalistic preofessiconalism and television
Journalism, showing that it is possible to gain celebrity
status through the broadcast media.

Tales about both Tom Wicker and Ban Rather can be
ssen ag plaving an important commnunal role. They have

foregrounded for all journaliests the indicative dimensions

of journalistice performance. Tales of celebrity have set
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out the appropriate parameters 0f Journalistic practice,
by grounding what Journaliem professionals "do." At the
same time, they uphold the twoc sub-communities which
comprise the larger community of Jjournalism professionals,
broadcast and print, thereby highlighting the ritual
aspects of creating community that retellings of +the
assassination achieve for its retellers. HMNore important,
they suggest that it is possible to assume an
authoritative presence in such retellings, regardless of

the medium where one is employed.

WALTER CRONEITE

While tales of Wicker and Rather underscore the
propriety of atandard Jjournalistic practice across mnedia,
other narratives highlight +the elevated formsg in which
individuals worked in each medium. Narratives about Walter
Cronkite’s performance in Dallas prévide such & stage in
digcuasions about television journalism. While discussions
about Rather underscore the standard dimensions of
broadcast journalism, narratives about Cronkite signal the
more refined and sophisticated dimensions of journalistic
performaﬂce within that same nediumn.

Narratives about Cronkite have created a reference
point in discussions not only about c¢coverage of the
Kennedy assassination but about the avolution of American

television Journalism. Cronkite stayed on-air for much of
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the dfirst day of events, and wae responsible for conveying
Lo the public the news +that Kennedy was dead. His
emotional relay of that fact, coupled with a number of
activities which appeared to underscore the anchorperson’s
digtressed satate - notably, removing his eyeglasses in a
distracted fashion and forgetting to put on his suit
jacket =3 - made his performance an effective example of
how it was possible to cast professionalism as improvisory
and inastinctual behavior. Cronkite cried, looked
distraught, appeared emotionally moved, and then composed
himself to carry the nation through its evolving crisis.
He sidestepped his own personal distress to act as father
figure and master of ceremony throughout the four-day
ordeal.

Cronkite’s activitiese were important for the then-
burgeoning authentication of anchorpeople as journalists.
Discourse centered on both his deeds and words. One 1983
Newsweek article on the assassination typically held that

Walter Cronkite broke into a popular CBS sovap

opera, "Agz the World Turns," with the first TV
bulletin of the attack on JFK &=,

The newxt zentence noted that Cronkite was "“for 19 years
anchorman of the CBS Evening News." Like other
institutionalized recountings of the assassination,

Newsweek in this way reinforced +the 1link between the

anchor’s role in covering the assassination story and his
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personal career trajectory. Another 1983 discussion of
coverage of the Kennedy assassination was entitled "“The
Age of Cronkite" ##, Yet another print retrospective of
telavision’s fiftieth anniversary hailed Cronkite for
having taken the American people through assassginations,
conventions and space shots:

thisg) reputation for being the TY news authority
had evolved in the early 60s and was underscored
by his coverage of the assassination of
President John F. Kennedy on November 22, 1963.
For four straight days, beginning on Friday
afterncon, Cronkite sat in the anchor chair,
gometimesa in his shirt sleeves and sometimes in
tears, through the Monday when JFK was buried at
Arlington Natioconal Cemetery &=,

Seen as producing a new personae" for American
journalists, the image of solid integrity that Cronkite
projected would thereafter be emulated by Jjournalists
across the country #%, It was '"Cronkite’s performance
that was invariably cited" when admiration was expressed
“"for the restraint, the taste and the all-around
professionalism of TV’s coverage that weekend™:

Some of the things he did that day would pass

into folklore and become part of the legend.

More than a decade later, journalism professore

would still be telling their students, who were

mere c¢hildren at the time, how Walter Cronkite

cried on air when he had to report the official

anncuncement +that President John F. Kennedy was

dead =%,
That fact depended no less on institutional efforts at

commenorating his deeds and words than the role he

originally played in covering the assassination.



The legitimation of television anchorpersons, as
exenplified by discussions of Cronkite’s celezbrity, has
thus become a central dimension of many assassination
tales. Tales of Cronkite as celebrity have c¢reated, and
reinforced, not only his individu=zl status, but alsoc ths
legitimate presence of television Jjournalists and the
consoling role of anchorpeople in times of crisis.
Cronkite’s activities in Dallas have made him a celebrity
by upholding the improvisory and instinctual beshavior that
journalists looked upon as the mnark of the true
profeasional. Perhaps more than other journalists, tales
about Cronkite underscore the recasting of professional
paradigms suggested by the events of Kennedy’s death. In
addition, +they are important for evolving discussions
about the relevance of anchorpeople as a separate vyet
functional breed of Jjournalists. These tales upheld the
subjunctive mood of Jjournalistic practice by outlining

“"what should be" to members of the community.

THEODORE WHITE

A subjunctive mood of practice was similarly upheld
in narratives about Theodore White. In much that smame way
that +tales of Cronkite reflect the elevated forms of
broadecast journalistic practice, narrétives about White
signify the more refined dimensions of the print media.

White’s performance on the assassination story was coopted
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within discussions of the glory of the written
journalistic word. This is significant, for the written
word, as an effective mode of journalistic story-telling,
underwent gquestioning following what was perceived to be
the successful felevised coverage of Kennedy’'& death.

While White was not present during the immediate
events of Kennedy’s death, his summons by Jacgueline
Kennedy one week later drew him into the public eye.

White’s narrative recounting of her experiences in Dallas,

coupled with the labelling - at Jackie’s behest - of the
Kennedy administration as '"Camelot"™ cast VWhite as one of
the more effective storytellers of the time. White’'s

guccesse with the written word rapidly turned him into a
journalistic celebrity. His ability to successfully
wrestle prose into desired form evolved into an archetypal
type of narrative structure that was enulated by
Journalists in all media. His appearance at Jacqueline
Kennedy’s Hyannisport home a week after Kennedy’s death

was portrayed in fictionalized form in the film Jacdueline

Bouvier Kennedy, where their meeting alone was used to

gignify Kennedy’s death &7, All of this drew White away
from periodiaized journalism and toward book publishing.
He remained interested in the larger, more general issues
that rested behind +the making of current events, and his

serieg of books ornn  the Presidential campaigns were
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considered first-rate by other Jjournaliszts. Nonetheless,
he continued to define himself and was defined by others
as a Jjournalist. His eulogy, printed in Timne in 1986,
called him "a reporter in asearch of history" =2,

Within larger discussions of journaligtic community
and authority, narrative& about White as celebrity suggest
again how it was possible to ¢ast the boundaries of
professional journalism in different ways. His self-
defined interest in history, his search for general
impulses in society, his exemplary writing style all
reconfigure the limits of what good print journalism is
thought to be. In much the same way that Cronkite
epitomizes +the anchorperson as an effector of unity and
consolation, White epitomizes +the print reporter as a
person who not only wrote well but was concerned with
issues beyond the contemporanecus event of news reporting.
Thus tales about White azs celebrity, like those about
Cronkite, have upheld the subjunctive mood of journalistic
practice. They signify what print journalism professiocnals
"should be."” In both cases, tales of celebrity signal the
emnulatory state of journalistic professionalism to members
of the community. Circulation of these narratives have
rplaved an important role to journalists trying to
avthenticate themselves as an interpretive community. It

is significant that both subjunetive and indicative
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dimensions of journalistic celebrity are held up through
the pivotal point of +the individual reporter. For it
suggests how central is the individual within the

collective lore circulated among journalism professionals.

These four caszes - while not the only celebrities
associated with the assassination story - suggest that
assassination recollections have produced uniform

narratives that feature journalists with tenable celebrity
status. Recollections which reinforce the celebrity status
of ecertain reporters have been perpetuated, while tales
which documented the presence of lesser-known journalists
have been left out. The Theodore Whiteas, Dan Rathers,
Walter Cronkites and Tom Wickers have been successfully
incorporated as Jjournalistic celebrities becéuse tales
about their activities have attended to ongoing discourses
about Jjournalism: Accomodating a tale about Dan Rather not
only effectively tells the assassination story but it also
attends to then-current doubts about the legitimacy of
television journalists. By weaving the lives and careers
of certain reporters into recollections of the
assassination s&atory, assassgination narratives have thereby
highlighted the professional activities of well-known
journalists, particularly national television journalists,
in covering the story. This has allowed journalists to

facilitate the growth of their celebrity status in a way



332

that separates it from the assassination’s retelling,
giving them independent stature. But it aleso at the time
reinforced hidden institutional agendas about then-nascent
features of journalistic professioconalism and television
journalism, seetting out both indicative and subjunctive
dimensions about what constitutes appropriate journalistic
practice. The celebrity tale thus has both individual and

collective dimensions.

INSTITUTIONALLY PERPETUATING CELEBRITY

The above-mentioned personalities have not been
perpetuated as celebrities for having covered the
assassination story simply because they reported or
desired it, however. Their association with the events of

Kennedy’s Qeath has been systematically promotad by
institutional discourses and practices. In the final
analysis, creating celebrities from assassination
retellers has depended on the institutional backdrop from
which journalists told their tales. The fact that
assassination tales set up certain Journalists as
celebrities while dropping others from collective
conscicusness was realized in accordance with the
institutional support lent them. Gaining statusz for
retelling  the assassination has thus depended on media

backing.
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News organizations played an active part in
legitimating the celebrity status of reporters who covered
the assassgination. This does not mean that no'journalists
went across media boundaries to perpstuate their authority
for retelling +the assassination storyv. In 1988, for
example, reporter Robert MacNeil compiled a pictorial

history of the assassination entitled The Wav We Were.

Discussions of the book were used as part of Gopd Morning

dmerica’s attempt to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of

Kennedy’'s assassination, and HMaclleil was introduced as
having been "in Dallas on this day 25 years ago when
President Kennedy was assassinated” R One PRS

documentary about Kennedy featured print reporter Tom

Wicker recounting his own narratives almoat verbatim #e,

The posgibility for cross-breeding across media was
derived in both cases from the reporter’s celebrity
status. Celebrity was alsc reinforced by one’s words being

systematically reprinted and circulated by other media.
News ordganizations have effectively perpetuated
journalistic celebrity through two arenas of discourse and
practice - commemoration and recycling. Both arenas have
been used alone and in tandem to systematically signal

Journalists’ celebrity status.
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COMMEHMORATIVE DISCOURSE AND PRACTICE

Commemcoration constitutes one way to accord
journalists special status for having covered the
aszassination storyv. Commemoration accords asgsassination
discourse a self-referential status, giving the events in
Dallas their own authority. For example, & news-item about
Dallas on the anniversary of Kennedy’s death references
the assassgination story in a way that sidesteps possible
controversy about whether it is well-placed. Thus writer

Gary Wills waited for the twentieth anniversary of Dallas

to publish his book The Kennaedys, as did William

Manchester in writing One Brief Shining Moment =*,
Anniversaries, in particular, have given nedia
institutions marked ways of commenorating the

assassination coverage. Anniversaries serve not only as
loci of memories of the assassination, but also as loci
for the Journalists who bear such nemories. As  one
journalist remarked, they produce their own genre of news
story - "anniversary journaliam" @,

Anniversaries offer journalists a wide range of media
formats by which to associate themselves with the
assassination story. In print, Journalists have used
recognized and routinized dates to generate special
commemncrative izsszues about the assassination, special

sections in Jjournals and commemcrative volumes #%,
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Commemnoration ranges from actual reconstructicons of the
assassination story to extensive "where were you" articles
that key into the recollections of prominent pecple #*. In
the broadcast media, journalizts have coordinated the
production of media retrospectives around assassination
annivarsaries #%, The tone and content of televised
recollections not only reflect existing trends in news
programming but it has been tied into larger moods and
concerns at the time of each anniversary: Issues of
technology, for instance, were first discussed in 1967 in
an early CBS series about charges of conspiracy and the
asgassination, but were doubly revived in 1988,_when CBS’s

Four Davs in November stressed the technological triumphs

and limitations of television and PBS used scientific
technology to  reexamine the evidence in Kennedy“ s
assassination #%,

These commemorative efforts have helped journalists
perpetuate their chronicles as the longstanding record of
one group of asgsassination zretelleras. Its record has
increasingly incorporated journalists as its narrators, a
point particularly borne out by the broadcast media: Early
assagsination retrospectives were narrated by actors like
Cliff Robertson, Larry McCann, Hal Helbrook or Richard
Baseheart; later efforts employed the skills and talents

of Edwin HNewman, Walter Cronkite, Dan Rather, Nancy
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Dickerson, Tom Brokaw or John Chancellor. Choosing
journalists over actors for the part of narrator
highlights the emerging authority of Jjournalists as
legitimate retellers of the assassination. It also
reinforces the growing part played by narrators of
television retrospectives in institutional recollections
of the assassination.

Journalists also .ﬁave commemorated assassination
coverage by highlighting “the c¢lub” of reporters who
originally participated in the story. Assigning themn
collective status has perpetuated the stories of a few
reporters as representative of tales of the many.
Perpetuating "“the club"™ alsc underscores the relevance of
the norm in consoclidating professionale into one cohesive
group, a point with direct relevance for the emergence of
journalists as an interpretive community.

In gsuch a light, nearly all television retrospectives
conclude with long ligts of names of Jjournalists who had
participated in the original coverage. DUne 1988 PBS
documentary proposed to identify people “by their
positions or affiliations in the fall of 1963", creating
an "as if" mood to the recollections they embodied =7,

Broadeoasting magazine published lengthy lista of both

corregpondents, management personnel and technical corew

who had participated on the assassination story in radio
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and televigion =, NBC’s JFK Assasassination: As Tt

Happened ended with "a note to wmore than S00 people who

pocled their efforts +to provide continuous and extensive
coverage.'” 3Slides showed names of ths "key members of the
team' =9,

Certain "lead"™ status has also been assigned to
journalists viewed as having led "the club" of reporters
working the story. For example, many televigion and print
retrospectives stressed the role played by columnist
Walter Lippmann, whose words of interpretation were moved
to front-page columns alongside actual assassination

coverage ““. The New York Times’ James Reston was also

frequently cited. Reston, whose consoclatory columns in the
days following the assassination were lauded across media,
was hailed in a 1987 ABC celebrity profile, which called
him the "most influential journalist in the country™:

There is no way in television, sadly, to

preserve HReston’s prose or capture the real

esgence of his influence, for burdened by the

pain of loss for millions of people, Reston has

made the world less confusing #*.
In +the item, anchorperson Peter Jennings quoted verbatinm
from Reston’s assassination coverage, szeen against still
bictures of John-John saluting his dead father. The

semiotic message of Reston’s narrative prose being used to

anchor the visuals supplied by television fit well into
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larger discourses about celebrity, technology and
professionalisn.

Perpetuating "the club"™ has also been realized in a
more literal fashion. In NMovember of 1988, the original
press corps who covered the assassination convened in
Washington to commemorate the events 25 years earlier ##,
underscoring the assassination’s centrality for those
journalists who had covered it. The fact that nearly all
televigion and print retrogpectives have assigned
collective status to the reporters who originally worked
on the assassination story - and kept their status alive -
suggests how central it is not only +o collective and
individual professional identities but also to the

formation of collective status around celebrity tales.

Commemnorative discourse and practice has thus given
Jjournalists routinized ways through which te promote their
agsacociations with the aggassination story. News
crganizations “have given budding caelebrities the
opportunity of consolidating their status at the same time
as they strengthen and reinforce the stature of
journalists independent of the assassination story itself.
For jgurnalists intent on building up their authoritative
Presence within the assassination story, commemorative
discourse and practice has thus given them an

institutional base on which to do so.
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RECYCLED DISCOURSE AND PRACTICE

Recvycled discourse and practice is a second arena
+hat has given journalists in both the broadcast media and
printed press a way to perpetuate their own stories,
presence, authority and, ultimately, celebrity in
conjunction with Kennedy’s assassination. Each medium’s
technological features have allowed for the furtherance of
original talesg that first appeared in it, with the ability
to recycle discourse dependent on decisions by mnedia
crganizations that such discourse was worthy of being

recycled.

- REPRINTING. Special issues of magazines, journals,
newspapers and books have systematically borrowsed the
words of reporters which had originally graced their
pages. The dispatches of certain journalists were
highlighted via their c¢irculation in in-house Journalsg:
Merriman Smith’s dispatch of November 23 was reproduced in

UPI’s UPI Reporter and later reissued ag part of a special

UPI book entitled Four Days <%. It was also reproduced in

the +trade publication Editeor and Publisher, together with

4@ letter where UPI editors hailed Smith’s coverage az "an
historiec memente, an example of narrative atyle at its

best" <4, The worde of Associated Press correspondent Jack

Bell were featured in its 100-page book The Torch is

Passed 4%, The Columbia Journalism Review published an
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extensive compilation of reporters’ original assassination
accounts under +the title "“The Reporters’ Story" =%,
Reprintings reinforced the importance of original
accounts, as well as their links with original tellers.

Qne journalist whose words have been frequently
reprinted was Tom Wicker. One of Wicker’s <first pieces
aﬁout the assassination, entitled "“That Day in Dallas,”

wags reprinted in December in the in-house New York Times

organ, Times Talk “7. It was again reprinted one vyear

later in the Saturday Review under the title "4 Reporter

Must Trust His Instinet®™ ##. Wicker used the space
provided him to guestion the validity of evewitness
testimony, journalistic clarity, even the ability to
remember what went on during those four days. "Even now, I

know of no reporter who was there who has a clear and

orderly picture of that surrealistic afternoon,”™ he
commentad 4%, Wicker’s piece raised questions about the
performance of journalists and the boundaries of
appropriate dournalistic practice during | the

assassination. TIts reprinting reflects the problems of
journalistic practice and definitions of professionalism
raised by the assassination.

But other words of Wicker have algo been reprinted.
Seven months after the assasgsination he penned an article

for Esequire entitled “Kennedy Without Tears" *%, that was
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acclaimed as outstanding jJournaliesm and called a *“non-
textbook history" of the 1960z #!, While that label
attested te the already burgeoning tensions between
journalists and historians over the role of authorized
retellers of the assassination, it nonetheless reinforced
Wicker’s celebrity for having covered the original
assassination story. The piece was subsequently reprinted
as a boock within the vear and in Egquire ten years later
#iw . where 1t was so identified in a small blurb:
Tom Wicker’s brilliant (and heart-breaking)

coverage of the assassination for the New York
Times moved Esgquire to ask him to write this

egsay seven months later in June 1964. Mr.
Wicker went on to become chief of the Washington
burean and an asgsociate editor of the Times %%,

Notes about the author commented that he '"covered mozt of
the events of the Kennedy administration and was riding in
the Presidential motorcade when John Kennedy was murdered
in Dallas" ®%, Wicker’s presence at the assassinatidn thus
became embedded in tales of the events of that November.
The career trajectory by which he covered the
assassination and went on to heights of journalistic glory
was clearly documented by the institutions which have
reprinted his worde. Later, they would figure in accounts
uphelding his celebrity status independent of the
@ssassination stery which facilitated it.

In somne cases reprinting original assassination

accounts has allowed Journaliste to key in to other
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narratives. For example, a special commemorative volume on

Kennedy, issued 235 vears after his death, was linked to

the events in Dallas by reprinting twe articles by
Theodore White - an essay which he had written twenty-
five vears earlier for Life and his famous post-

asgassination interview with Jackie Kennedy that labelled
the Kennedy administration "Camelot™ ¥, Not accidentally,
the label of "Camelot" became part of the title of the
commemorative wvolume, which had itself been sponsored by
Time-Life books, the parent company of Life magazine.
Other Time-Life publications, including Time magazine,
similarly reprinted excerpts of the original White essay
e

The fact that news organizations have chosen to
reprint original assassination prose accounts in order to
recongtruct the events in Dallas suggests much about the
authority of journalistic presence. Recollections of the
assagssination coveragde are given an authority accrued fronm
recapturing - and reproducing - the events "as they were".
Yet +the deciszion to reprint the story’s original tellings
also embeds the names of original tellers within
institutional recollections. Reprinting practices thus
reinforce associations between the assassination story and

the names of certain reporters in a way which allows

Journalists +to uphold their celebrity status separate from
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the event. The fact that many reprintings have
preliferated around the assassination’s anniversary only
reinforces how central to the original story journalists

have bedcome.

- MEDIA RETROSPECTIVES. In the Lbroadcast mnedia,

recycled discourse and practice has been accomplished
through media retrospectives and special documentaries
about the assassination. These presentations function
gimilarly to reprinting 4in the press, in that they give
journalists a way to narrate - and thus reconstruct -
their original stories of coverage. Journalists
incorporate contemporary volce-overs to original film-
clipg, thereby embedding references to their own celebrity
status. |

0f the broadcast journalists featured by media
retrospectives, CBS’ Dan Rather perhaps best exemplifies
how retrospectives effectively uphold journalistic
celebrity, His performance has been systematically
replayed in varicus CBS retrospectives, mnany of which
employad him as narrator: He narrated a three-part news
series in 1983 investigating +the myths and realities
behind Kennedy’s assassination, an eight-part news series

in 1988 and a two-hour documentary called Four Days in

¥ovenber, which aired on the 25th anniversary of Kennedy’s
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death *®7. Ending his narration of the documentary, Rather
concluded with
a personal note, based on the many years CBS
News and I have gpent investigating, thinking
about those four days. It was a day we haven’t
shown that also has alot of meaning for me - the

fifth day. Tuesday. On Tussday, American went
back to work...So it is Tuesday I often think of

me
That line, labelled "Rather Blather" by one cbserver =9,
nonetheless reinforced Rather’s role as an authoritative
interpreter of +the assassination story. Connections
between the assasgsination narrative, his interpretation of
it and his status as a journalist were thus emnbedded
within media retrospectives. The fact that stories of his
azgagsination coverage have been found equally in
chronicles of his career shows heow that authority has
helped make him into a Journalizstiec celebrity for his

coveradge.

- SELF-QUOTED DISCOURSE. Yet another type of

institutionally-backed discourse which has perpetuated
assagsination tftales through Jjournalists’ celebrity status
is self-quoting. In itself a specific case of regvcled
digscourse, self-guoted discoﬁrse allows Jjournalists to
incorporate original tales within larger contemporary
accounts of the assassination. This permits them to loock

back -~ and comment - upon their own words, creating a
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self-referential discourse by which they can assume the
position of commentator on thelr ocwn views.

I.ike other kinds of recyecled discourse, self-guoting
depends on media backing in order to be effectively
staged. To a certain esxtent, it was anticipated already
when reporters interviewed other reporters on the night of
the assassination: For example, that night NBEC’s Huntley-
Brinkley Report interviewed reporters about what they had
seen and written “*. But self-gquoted discourse has been
most effective when realized over time. Reporters”’
appearances on talk-shows and documentary specials, and
frequent interviews in the press abouit the words through
which they originally reported the assassination story
create and reference the authoritative presence of certain
reporters over others. Such presence effectively
references +the added authority that comes from commenting
on one’s own performance from afar.

For e=xample, radio reporter Ike Pappas took part in
the following televised exchange about his coverage of
Oswald’s murder 25 vears earlier:

Pappas: My job that day.was to get an interview

with this guy, when nobody else was going to get

an interview...S50 I said the only thing which I

could say, which was the story. Tell the story:

“"Oswald has been shot. & shot rang cut. Oswald

has been shot".

Rivera: Is that the single most profound or
dramatic moment of your life?



Pappas: It’s an e=xtraordinary story. Probabkly
the most extraordinary story I'1l ever cover %%,

The exchange both referenced Pappas’ professionalism,
contextualized it as a critical incident in his
professional memory and upheld his ensuing independent
stature as a celebrity. Later reviews of Pappas’
professional career were structured around his coverage of

the Kennedy assassination %%,

Self-guoting lends an air of "I was.there" but "now
I‘m here* to narrative. Phrases like "the crime of the
century,"™ "the end of innocence" or “"Camelot" are paraded
akhout - and commented wupon - by Jjournaliasts years after

their original coinage. For example, accounts of Time
correspondent Hugh Sidey were partly guoted, partly

paraphrased by the same magazine 25 years after Dallas

¥, In narrating CBS’ Four Dayvs in MNevember, Dan Rather
pointedly commented that “back then, this is what we knew,
and this ig how I reported it" &%, The documnentary was
filled with «¢lips of Rather’s coverage from Dallas,
conveying the sensation that he had almost singlehandeély
mastered tLthe entire assassination story. Reporter Steve
Bell introduced an on-air repeat of an original film-¢lip
of himgelf standing in front of the Texas School Book

Depository 25 years earlier &9, In a 1977 Esgquire piece,

Tom Wicker wrote that
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within weeks f(sic? of the agsassination in
Dallas - which, as the New ¥York Times White
House correspondent, I°d covered cn November

22, 1963, I had written for Esquire a long

article that the magazine ran as a cover piece,

and called "Kennedy Without Tears"™ &%,
Wwicker then guoted two lengthy paragraphs f£rom his
original assassination coverage. He repeated the practice
in &another essay, where he commented that "I wrote that
morning (of November 23) what I thought about the way

things were, and would be' ¥,

Self-quoting allows reporters to set up their version

of "who HKennedy was” or "what happened during the
assassination" in order to revise it. In Wicker’s case,
later articles detailed where he had earliser erred,

allowing him to conduct a dialogue with his own sarlier
discourse. . This self-referential framework not only
punctuates the authority of reporters for the events of
Kennedy”’s death, but it connects their original words,
revised with hindsight, to later discourses, thereby
uphclding the independent nature of their celebrity
status.

Thege institutionally-backed discourses and practices
have thus set up an extended background against which to
pPerpetuate certain journaliste as celebrities. Tales have
generally been recycled in the medium where they weare
originally conveyed. Commemoration has given news

brganizations convenient, recognizable and routinized ways
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to highlight - ana perpetuate - the status of certain
reporters. Recycling and self-guoting have maintained a
focug on the words of certain reporters, while deflecting
attention from those of others. Institutionally-hacked
discourges and practices have thus depended first on in-
medium deliberations, on decisions taken by news
organizations that pronounce certain tales worthy of being
commemnorated, recydled or gquoted. Once pronounced worthy,
the words and deeds of journalists about the assassination
have been turned into fodder for extensive institutiocnal
efforts at reproducing them. With time, the investments
surrounding such efforts have justified recognition of the

tale’s original tellers as celebrities in their own right.

THE POWNSTIDE OF CELEBRITY

The fact that & range of personalities has been
perpetuated as celebrities for their part in retelling the
Kennedy assassination highlights different underlying
discourses about journalistic practice and authority.
Discourses connecting many journalists with the eventas of
the assassination weekend have been playved out, and
ultimately either discarded oxr legitinated. Those
journaliats who received institutional backing have besen
bromoted most effectively as celebrities over time.

But & number of other journaliste who were actively

associated with Kennedy’s assgasgsination have not received
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general acglaim. Some journalists loat their jebks due to
their assassination coverage. CBS’ Robert Pierpoint was
rumnored to have lost his Washington posting to Dan Rather,
because Pierpoint’s cumulative experience did not match
Rather’s skill in covering Dallas %%, Other reporiers losgt
their positioning in the organizational hierarchy to Tom

Wicker of The New York Times %9, Tom Pettit, whose on-

site, on-air coverage of QOswald’s nurder for NBC was

hailed in 19632 by Broadcasting magazine as “a first in

television history™ 7%, disappeared uneuplained fron
collective memory in later years.

Other journalists have been shunted into collective
oblivion. Reporter Hugh Aynesworth, for example, whose
assistance to more renowed reporters working the
assassination story earned him the title of its "longest
running reporter,” was pushed aside te mnake place for
journalists with greater celebrity status 7*. Penn Jones,
who uncovered a series of mysterious deaths related to the

asgassination, was labelled a =sign of hope for the
survival of independent journalism™ ¥#, but cries of
acclaim were confined +to the leftist press. Tabloid
journalist Geraldo Rivera claimed the dubicus honor of
having firet run a frame-by-frame analysis of Zapruder’s

foctage of Kennedy’s shooting on nationwide television, in

@& ageries he hosted in the mid-70s called Good Night,
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america, but his tactics kept him marginalized +to the
serious cadre of reporters working the story “¥. French
journalist Jean Daniel published interviews conducted
shortly before the assassination with Fidel Castro and
Kennedy, which pointed to a shared belief in U.S3.
capitalism and Cuban communism, but media discussions of
Daniel’s Jjournalistic performance invariably labelled him
as being "too involved in politice" 7%, Leads by reporter
Jack Anderson about Mafia involvement occupied columns of

the Washington Post during the 1970s, but were eventually

marginalized as tabloid journalism. Anderson’s 1988
aszassination documentary bore a 900-telephone. number
which viewers could call if they wanted to reopen the
investigation, a far cry from the hard-news {formats with
which Anderson had been earlier associated *%¥,.

The actions of each journalist have been rendered
marginal to consensus about appropriate Journalistic
paerformance, denving celebrity status to the journalists
behind them. The fact that certain Jjournalists have fallen
from fame and acclaim degpite admirable original
performances 1in covering the assassination reveals much
about the workings of celebrity as a memory system. It
works by and through larger discourses of relevance to
the larger community of American Journalists. Reporters

fell from fame because their performances did not attend
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to larger discourses about journalism. This does not
suggeat that they did not attend to any discourses, only
that they attended to the wrong ones. They lacked
institutional suppert because their performances did not
sufficiently address or complement issues of concern to
journalism professionals. Fox example, Dan Rather s
performance highlighted a more salient hidden agenda about
journaliam - the legitimacy of television Journalism -

than did that of Penn Jones or Hugh Avnesworth, both of

which addressed rightful parameters of investigative
journalism. Thus both ware marginalized by other
journalists for being too political, too left-wing, too

tableoid or too local. Marginalization has denied them the
kind of institutional backdrop necessary to perpetuate
their tales and promote their celebrity status.

The point that certain noteworthy performances have
failed to generate celebrity status for their tellers,
while others that are potentially 1less praisewcrthy have
produced such status 1is telling. It suggests that the
workings of journaligtic celebrity depend less on actual
journalistic performances than on institutional agendas
and surrounding discourses =sbout journalism. Celebrity
status for Journalists 1is derived not only from the
gquality of their performances but from larger agendas

related to the institutional apparatuses of American
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journalism. ~ Both the institutional support that
journalists found available for retelling their tales, as
well as the technological, professional and cultural
discourses that made them timely, thus constitute factors
which have figured into the workings of Jjourmalistic

THE VIABILITY OF PERPETUATING TALES THROUGH CELEBRITY

411 of this attests to the viability of celebrity as
a menory system. Positioning individual reporters as

pivotal points for criss-croassing discourses about the

assassination and abocut technology and journalisgtic
professionalism congtitutes an effective means of
perpetuating collective memories. In that light, Walter

Cronkite’s performance became important in discussions of
parameters of televised journalistic practice, by
authenticating the consoling role of anchorpeople. Dan
Rather’s coverage reflected growing attempts to legitimate
television correspondents as bona fide reporters. Theodore
White’s coverage highlighted +the glory of the written
word, which faced competition following the effective
televigsed coverage of much of the assassination story. Tom
Wicker’s performance highlighted the old guard of American
journalism, showing that cbjectives of speedy coverage,
eyewitness reporting and terae prose still constituted

viable goals. Tales of celebrity attested to the
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subjunctive and indicative dimensions of individual

journalistic performance, thereby setting up the narrative

paransters by which journalists can agree on what
constitutes appropriate journalistic practice and
authority.

Other performances - related to ongoing investigatory
agendas or uncovering conspiracies - have had less to do
with the workings of celebrity. because they do not
directly highlight relevant tensions within the
institutions of American Jjournalism. Celebrity, then,

constitutes an effective memory system for Jjournalists
precisely because it focuses attention on issues crucial
to journalism through individual reporters. #s cited
earlier, celebrity gives journalists idealized notions of
how to act or be, but within institutionally-correct
versiona of such actions. Celebrity, as a memory system,
haelps to mould journalistes within the contours of
insgtituticonally-supported agendas. A= Leo Braudy has
commented,

the urge to fame is not so much a cause as a

causal nexus through which nore genesralized
forces - political, theologiecal, artigtic,
econochic, sociological - flow +to mediate the

shape of individual lives 7%,
Yet even Braudy’s list does not account for all possible
features of journalistic celebrity. Technological,

cultural, institutional and professional factors are among
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those which inflect upon its workings as a memory systenm.
The emergence and perpetration of contemporary
journalistic celebrity is thus neither simplistic nov
static but a complex matrix of larger discourses and
practices on a variety of issues. Tales which becone
markers of Jjournalists’ celebrity status cluster arocund
professional isgsues central to journalism. In retelling
the assassination, these issues concerneﬁ the legitimacy
of television as a medium, with tales often used to sembed
the authority of reporters within larger discussions of
television technology.

Journalists have thus used celebrity to gain the
advantages offered by systematized recollection. Celebrity
has cued users into certain personalities and individuals
as opposed to moré global formsg of remembering, all the
while providing the illusion of closure and embedding new
cues  and signals within an already existent associative
framework. This makes implicit sense to a community that
aunthenticates itself through its narratives, memories and
rhetoric. It also solidifies the ritual dimensions of the
very acht of retelling.

These pages have addressed the tales and practices
that have made the storytellers not only more prominent
than the assassination =stories they told but remembered

and appreciated in a fashion independent from the
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narratives which originally thrust them into the public
eye. It thus makes sense that celebrity as a memcory system
has lingered in the reconstruction work by which
journaligsts fashion their assassination tales. Celebrity
not only provides a set of shared perceptions and
recollections about Dallas through which certain reporters
have been systematically thrust into the public eye over
others, but it helps mark memories of the assassination in
a way which independently signals the status of nmemory-
bearersa.

Perpetuating assassination tales through celebrity
thus effectively blurs distinctions between "the event®
and "the event as told"™ in journalistic acceounts of the
asgassination. It suggests how journalists as tellers-of-
the-event have becone the most wvalued part o£ the
assassination’s retelling. By embedding their own presence
in their assassination tales, journalists have created a
situation which references their own stature as an
integral part of it. Invoking celebrity as a memory system
has encouraged Journaliste to remember the eventz of
Kennedy’s death by recalling the Walter Cronkites, Dan
Rathers and Tom Wickers who gave tThem voice. Equally
important, recalling the Cronkites=, Rathers or Wickers has

become & goal in ite own right.
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CHAPTER NINE
THE AUTHORITY OF THE ORGANIZATION AND INSTITUTION:
RECOLLECTING THROUGH PROFESSIONAL LORE

There were menrory systems other than celebrity which
offered Journalists alternate ways of effectively and
advantageousaly promoting their part in the assassination
story over time. One such system is professional lore, or
the institutionalized body of knowledge that journalists
and. news organizations systematically circulate amongst
and about themselves. Professional lore gives Jjournalists
a cohesive memory system Dby which to institutionally
perpetuate certain perspectives on their actions. In
recollecting assassination coverage, professional lore has
offered Journalists a set of texts, discourses and
practices that allows them to tailor their assassination
memcries into a celebration of their own professicnalism.
Perpetuating +this lore plays a central role in keeping
Journalists, as an interpretive community, together.

In the following pages, I discuss how assasgsination
retellings have been perpetuated through the professiocnal
lore of the journalistic community. Three major themes
figure in this lore: Tales of the novice, technological
aids to professional memory and the authorization of
television technology. Assassination narratives have been

syatematically re~used - in both organizational and
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institutional contextse - in ways which uphold these

thenas.

THEMES OF PROFESSIONALISM

The relevance of professiocnaligm for establishing
journalistic authority was already suggested in the days
immediately following the assassination, when the =vents
of covering Kennedy’s death were aystematically +turned
into & story of professional triumph. The fact that this
trangformation figured so directly within immediate
recountings of assassination coverage made an emphasis on
its professional aspects central to the eventual formation
of collective notions about journalism. This set up a
framework by which the incorporation of assassination
tales within organizational and institutional overviews
about Jjournalism as a profession and, more specifically,
ovaerviews about the technology of television news would
nake sense. How assassination tales have been accomodated
within professicnal lore rewveals much about the authority
they are construed as giving journalists and the
journalistic community.

Brofessional lore gives Jjournalists and news
organizations an elaborate set of cues about the
appropriate standards of Jjournalistic practice and, by
implication, avthority. While ite dfunction has been

debated by journalism scholars, who hold that it serves
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less to key Journalists into professional behavior than
membaers of other professions *, its particular relevance
here derives froem its function as a memnory system. As a
menory system, professzional lore offers journalists an
alternative to perpetuating tales of the individual,
suggested by tales of celebriﬁy. It offera them instead a
way to perpetuate tales of the news organization and
instituticon, linking them through assassination tales to
collective notione about professionalism and professional
lore. Professional lore in this sense serves as a tool of
aocialization, which circulates collective notions about
practice and authority +to members of the Jjournalistic
community.

LLike other memory systems, professional lore also
works by a substitutional rule, “plugging” alternate news
organizations, news institutions and journalistic
practices within communal . lore: It suggests that what CBS
did today, NBC c¢ould do tomorrow. Just as the individual
reporter was renderad the pivotal point of tales of
celebrity, in tales of professional lore the news
organization and institution are positioned as points
through which larger discourses about jJjournalism criss-
cross  with discourses about covering Kennedy’s death. The

organization and institution constitute the loci by which
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digcourses about television Jjeurnalism or Journalistic
professionalian are linked with assassination retellings.
In retelling the assassination story over time, only
certain dimensions of professiocnalism have been sustained
as part of the professional lore. Narratives that attest
to the wviability of certain news organizations, the
journalistic profession or the attributes of television
news have bolstered larger discourses about the viability
of Jjeournalism in strategic ways, by using an array of
organizational and institutional issues as their loci.
Egqually important, professional lore blurs time spans
in a way that bears little respect for temporal
modification! One reporter relates her involvement in the
assassination story ten vyears later in much the same way
that another narrates his tale a quarter-decade after the
event.. Neither case addresse= or problematizes the passage
of time within their narratives. This co-opting of
professional lore within larger contemporary discourses
about journalism, conceived and penned at different points
in time from that of +the assassination itself, conceals
the fact that these narratives reflect the words of the
contemporary -~ and successful - professional looking back.
Selecting the assassination story as a locus through which
to illustrate professional codes and practices thus gives

Profegsional lore the air of a hackward-locking discourse,
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a self-retrospective that systematically glorifies certain
points within its own history f£rom the vantage points of
those who can afford to lock back. Logt in the shuffle is
the perpetuation of any critical perspective on the
original Journalistic coverage of Kennedy’s death. What
remains are clear-cut messages about prefessionalism that
have effectively helped Jjournalists perpetuate themzselves

as an authoritative interpretive community.

TALES OF THE NOYICE

In one way or another, all professions have
tradiionally maintained themselves through their origin
narratives. Origin narratives give members of groups
collective ways of referencing themselves and their shared
heritage, traditicon and wvalues #®. They constitute an
important part of profezssional lore, setting in place the
parameters of szsuccesgeful entry into the profession. At the
game time, professional lore constitutes one viable locus
for origin narratives to flourish. Therefore, origin
narratives help maintain lore at the same time as lore
upholds the status of origin narratives! Each new tale
about the successful adaptation of novice members into =
community upholds the statusz of the lore that records it.
Tales of professional acclimatization are thus central to
the lore’s ability to function as a memory system. They

tell +the story of untried individuals making their way
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into the professional community, attesting to the worth of
the profession and, by implication, the professional lore
that records its impulses.

Assassination narratives have been used by

journalists +to generate an extensive set of tales of

acclimatization. The route by which naive and unknowing
novices make theilr way into the inroads of the
journalistiec profeszsion has been anchored by mnany
journalists within coverage of HKennedy’s death. Their

tales legitimate the professional jouxrnalist at the same
time as they uphold the displacemnent of the amateur. The
implication - that journalists need to view the
agssasgssination as a locus for the onset of professional
behavior - has encouraged them to generate tale= of the
novice within professional lore abeout it.

One example was provided by reporter Meg Greenfield,
who wrote a commemorative piece about the assassination
for Time magazine 25 vears later. Entitled *“The Way Things

Really Were," the article traced Greenfield’s professional

identity Dback to the day that Kennedy wag killed. It was,
she said, the day that she began to think and act like a
Journalist:

I date everything back to November 22, 1963, =o
far as my adult working life is concerned...What
I experienced that day, for the first time, was
our peculiar immunity as a trade. We became
immune by a crush of duty...allowed, even
expected to funection outside the restraints of
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ordinary decent behavior. We had a job to do.

o

Our license was &ll but total =,
Recalling the detached and disembodied "high-octane state™
into which she and her colleagues were thrust by Kennedy’'s
death, Greenfield detailed the high-paced frenzy which
pushed them into action and Kkept them there. Her tale
recounted the displacement of emotion, the intrusive
nature cf Jjournalistic work and the semblance of
indifference that characterized journalists’ activities of
those four days..

Similarly, Barbara Walters recalled her own past as a

writer on the Today Show, where she heard the news that

Kennedy had been shot:

That next Monday, I had one of ny first on-the-

air assignments, reporting on the funeral of

President John F. Kennedy, and being still a

novice, I wondered how I could possibly manage

to keep the tears ocut of my voice =,
The fact that she did =0, and did so well, is implicit in
her ability to recount that particular performance from a
well-regarded contemporary position within the ranks of
television news personalities. Her ability to ascend
beyond +he anxieties of a firet-time broadcast gqualifies
her a¢ a capable television journalist.

Even former anchorperson Jesaica Savitch, then a high
school student anxmious to break into journalismn, was

Construed as having reacted “with a curious nixture of

Personal horror and professional excitement™:
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Asa  soon as  she heard the news, she raced to a
pay phone and called in a report to WOHND on the
reactions of Atlantic City high school students.
Jesgica and Jeff Greenhawt thought of trying to
do a special edition of Teen Corner, but in the

end they were avertaken by the dimensions of the
event. The show was canceled *.

although not yet employed as a reporter, Savitch already
displayed +the proper attributes of being a journalist -
the intensity, drive and motivation, ingenuity.

Dan Rather offered yet ancther tale of the novice. In

his autobiography, The Camera Never Blinks, Rather related

how, on the day that Kennedy was shot, he had been sent to
Dallas in "what had been intended as a backup role™ <,
Attempting to verify the fact of Kennedy’'s death by
telephone, at oﬁe point he was simultaneocusly talking to
both local reporter Eddie Barker in Dallas and his New
York office on different lines. Rather’s recounting of the
ensuing incident went az follows!

In one of my ears, Barker was repeating what the
Parkland Hospital official had told him at the
Trade Mart. I was trying to watch and listen to
. many things at onece. My mind was racing, trying
to clear, trying to hold steady, tryving to think
ahead. When Barker said again that he had been
told the President was dead, I said "Yes, ves.
That’s what I hear too. That he’s dead." A voice
came back, "What was that?"” I thought it was
Barker again. It wasn’t. The "what was that" had
come from a radio editor in New York....At that
peoint I heard what my mind then recognized
clearly as someocne in New York announce, "Dan
Rather says the President is dead.”...I began
shouting into the phone to HNew York, shouting
that I had not authorized anvy bulletin or any
cther kind of vreport. Confusion burst anew. I
was told that I had said not once but twice that
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Kennedy was dead. Now it came through to nre:

Those weren’t Barker’s questions I had been

answering 7.
Rather recalled contemplating the possible repercussions
of what he had done, saying that "it dawned on me that it
was possible I had commnitted a blundexr beyond
comprehension, bevond forgiving' ®. Because it took a full
half-hour before official confirmation of Kennedy’s death
came through, the tensions of that time-span struck him in
full. He knew "thsat if the story was wrong, I would be
sezking another line of work™ ®. The fact that Rather was
right, though shaken, has helped +to rank him among the
qualified professional Jjournalists who coverad the
assasgination story.

Implicit in each narrative 1is a regard for the
assasgination as a professional trial ground by which the
journalisztic acumen of the untried reporter iz tested.
Interestingly, tales of the novice uphold the known
dimensions of journalistic practice: Unlike Walter
Cronkite, .who cried on air, or the various reporters who
recast notions of prefessionai practice in order to
provide coverage, tales of the novice play directly into
accepted and recognized standards of action. Journalists
energe as part of the community for having proven
themzselves within already-defined parame£ers of

Journalistic practice and professionalism.
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Tales of the novice thus relay the story of
professional transformation. In each case, reporters are
transformed by their coverage of the story, emerging on
_the other side as individuals with professional
reportorial experience of the first order. This makes the
assassination story a locus bearing fruitful implications
for more general discourses about journalism, Jjournalistic
profesgsionaliam and the legitimation of televiszion news.
As Rather concluded in his story, "if that weekend, beyond
the trauma, became a shared experience in journalism, it
was because without exception those called on responded so
well to the pressure **. In other words, the novice’s
ability to respond effectively to +the circumstances of
Kennedvy ‘s death 1is instrumental in upholding the
appearance of journalistic professionalism that has come
to be associated with the event.

Greenfield made a similar point in her narrative,
which by its end had set her, too, within the solid ranks
of veteran reporters. In econcluding, she called the
ongoing efforts to commenoratsa Kennedy’s death
“anniversary journalism"™. The title i apt, for it
suggests the importance of Jjournalists”’ positioning
themselves within their assassination talea. Because tales
of the novice recount the transformation of largely

untried cub reporters inte hard-nosed journalists,
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recalling the events of Kennedy’s death becomes a way of
marking this transgformation within professional lore.
Recalling the "way +things really were" becomes important
within ongoing definitions about what it means to be a
professional Jjournalist. Tales of the novice are thus less

instrumental {for what they suggest ahout the personal

career trajectories of individual reporters and more
important for  what they suggest about Journalistic
professionalism. This suggests that professional lore

constitutes an important dimension by which Journalists

consolidate themselves as an interpretive community.

TOCOLS OF TECHNOLDOGY AS ATDS OF PROFESSTONAL HMEMORY

F: gecond theme central to professional lore isg
technology. Professional lore is filled with tales of the
technologies that journalists employ 1in  their work as
reporters. While this has traditionally comprised a large
dimension of disccourse aboul journalistic professionalism
*t, in retelling the assassination it allows journalists
to link their tales with wviable ongoing discussions about
the legitimacy of television technology and television
news.

This means that assasasination tales have beean
refracted in professional lore by the technologies which
facilitate their perpetuation. For example, the irony of

the fact that journalists have been called upon to recall
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activities of decades earliier in order +to generate
contemporary appralsals of the profession has been
mitigated by technology. Journalists readily admit to the
vagaries ancdl inconsistencieas of humnan nenory, citing
faulty recall of that weekend’s particulars *#, HNany
mention aids which they found helpful in perpetuating
Menory, admitting that they used certain toeols oOf
technology to keep their assassination tales fresh.

Technology is thus invoked as a means of maintaining
thair position as authorized retellers of the
assassination story. Although they differ according to the
media where reporters work, the presence of tools of
aszistance within professional lore suggests that to zome
extent Journalistes enmesh the formation of their own
professional identities with +the technologies they use.
Journalists”’ profesgional memoxriss have thus been
construed as depending on the tools of technology they
employed in perpetuating assassination tales. They see
thenselves as more professicnal for having used then.

The early tales by which Journalists recoupt their
part in covering the assassination foregrounded the
importance of technology as part of professional lore.
Tales of triumph - where reporters hailed themselves for
having besn "the first," "the best"™ and "“the only" in

covering Kennedy’s death - set up the kind of context that
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in @onjunction with technology. Immediately after the
assaassination, in an early defense of television, one
journalist claimed to use the camera like a newspaper
reporter uses his pad and pencil *#®, This suggests that
already then, reporters waere attending to the
reconfiguration of practices which technologies of all
kinds offer their users.

One toocl mentioned frequently by reporters
recollecting their assassination coverage in professional
lore is the practice of note-taking. In both print aﬁd
televised media, journalists have recounted at length how
they took copious notes of events. Note-taking is seen as
stabilizing memory. The fact that they set down on paper
what they had seen or heard has made their reccllections
valid.

One televigion item bore this out particularly well,
Reporter Steve Bell, called upon in 1988 to anchor a& local
news station’s version of the assassination anniversary,
did so by incorporating a repeat broadcast of his original
coverage of Kennedv’s death. As Bell recalled that "we
were on a round-the-clock wvwigil for information, and
Police Chief Jesse Curry was the primary source of
information," the picture of Curry faded to one of Bell

taking notes years before in Dallas *#, The semioctic



mnessage conveyed by his note-taking was its ability to
authorize him 25 y=ars later to speak about the
assassination.

Another example was provided by New York Times

rgporter Harriscon Salisbury; who organized his newspaper’'s
coverage as editor in HNew York. In an empassioned
chronclogy of his career as a reporter, Salisbury
recollected the role of notes in setting down his memories
of the assassination:

On November 27, 1963, five davs after Kennedy

was killed, the first moement I had time and

strength to put down what I felt, I wrote a

merorandum to myself. 1 said +that in the year

2000 the Kennedy assassination would still be a

matter of debate, new theories being evelved how

and why it happened %,
Referring back to his notes as &a viable recording of
events gstabilized memories. Salisbury proceeded to gquote
from the memorandum he had penned two and a half decades
earlier. But rather than 1link it with personalized
discourse about himself as a Jjournalist, he used it to
-reference an already existent lore about journalistic

profezsionaliam:

I had concluded before going to work for the
Times in 1949 that the eassence of journalism was

reporting and writing. I wanted to find things
out - particularly +things which no one =lse had
managed to dig out - and let people have the

best possible evidence on which to make up their
minds about policy *%.



275

Taking notes thereby linked Salisbury with proefessional
1ore, allowing him +to cast himself as "more professional”
for having decided to take notes. This implied an interest
in posterity, perhaps history, and at the very least a
recognition that note-taking facilitates 'accuracy and
stabilizes memory.

This was also displayed in the recollections of Negw
York Times reporter Tom Wicker, who noted how he

had chosen that day to be without a notebook. I
took notes on the back of my mimeocgraphed
schedule of the two-day tour of Texas we had
been so near to concluding. Today, I canncot read
many of the notes; on November 22, they were asg
clear as sixty-point type *+7.

Two yvears later, he recounted how
I sat in a stuffy, cramped rocom in the Baker
Hotel in Dallas on the morning of November 23,
when the great plane had borne its burden of
mortality back te Washington, and the fact of
death was palpable and tearful in every heart,
and Lee Harvey Oswald wag snarliing his tiny
pathetic defiance a few blocks away in the
Dallas jail. I wrote that morning what I thought
about the way things were, and would be *#.
Wicker’s continued references to his attempts to write
down what he saw =signified his efforts to stabilize
memory. The techﬁolog? of note-taking gave him a helpful
tool to set down his presence as a professional at the
site of Kennedy's death. Note-taking offered a

Particularly vigible accoutrement of journalistic

Profesgionalism.
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Failure to take notes worked to the disadvantage of

other reporters. Washington Post editor Benjamin Bradlee,

for instance, prefaced his Conversations with Kennedy
twelve years after the President’s death with the premise
that he had not kept regular notes of his meetings with
the former President, but could unbelievably "still gquote
verbatim whole chunks of conversations with him* 2%,
Reporter Jean Daniel, the foreign editor of the French
weekly L’Express, neglected to take notes during a series
of interviews with Fidel Castre and John Kennedy shortly
befors Kennedy’s death. When Daniel contended that both
men had said ©they shared a belief in American capitalism
and Cuban communizm, he was discredited because '"no one
else was present, and Daniel, by his own account, took no
notes"” ., His =zeal was held to have "cutperformned his
memory,'" a statement suggesting that his failure to take
notes had cast him as unprofessional.

Another tool mentioned in professicnal lore is
photographic technology. References to the filmed and
photographic sequencing of the events of Kennedy’s death
have been scattered across media accounts. For aexample,

CBS* documentary Four Days in Novenber incorporated still

Photographs, particularly of Oswald being shot, within its
filmed foctage #', Elsewhere, Edwin Newman rzcalled how:

Americans went to sleep with images of
dssassination spinning in their head=s. It all
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saeened sSome horrible dream from which we would
awalken. But it wasn’t. We would awaken to more
and nore images, images that would beconre
forever burned in ocur memories. We remember
Jacqueline Kennedy, her dress stained with her
husband’s blood, standing beside LBJ as he took
the oath of office. We remember her, kneeling
with her daughter to Risas the flag-draped

casket. We remember a little boy salute to his
father. We remember the riderless horse
Blackjagk =&,

Repeated references to assassination images have made the
image-making technology a relevant tool in circumscribing
Menory -

Photographic and filmie technology ha?e becomne
central +to professional lore, largely because photographs
and films give Journalists a way of going back and
retelling their role in the assassination in certain
strategic ways. It was suggested earlier that at the Lime
of the assassination journalists readily adopted the
sequencing supplied them by televisgion technelogy: The
assasgsgination narrative was transformed inte one long
story that stretched over four days of seemingly

continuocus happenings rather than maintained as piescemeal

accountsa of discrete moments of coverage. This hasg
appeared in memnory as well, making journalism
brofessionals across media dependent on television

technology for their definitions of professional behavior.
By borrowing the technology used by journalists in one

medium, reporters in other media have thus in effect
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becane second-class tellers of the lore surrounding the
aosassination narrative.

Thig suggests that implicit in the tales by which
journalists have =ought to promote thenselves as
professionals for having covered Kennedy’s death is &
recognition that professionalism depsnds to some degree on
technology and reporters’ effective use of it. The fact
that Jjournalists aspire to a regard for technology as a
tool of assistance is interesting, for in consolidating
themselves as a professional commnunity Journalists have
emphasized the unique access generated by their unigque
tools. Their discussions, in other words, have not
stressed the cdllective skills as journalists, per se. Yet
the reporters’ ability to position themselves arocund
technologies is held up as a reflection of their
professionalism across media. It is used to bolszster Ltheir
collective memory of the event, mnuch like it was used to

bolster professiconalism at the time of the assassination.

RE-USIHNG ASSASSINATION TALES

The incorporation of assassination tales within
professional lore has not only emerged through individual
tales about wupholding professional behavior through
technology. In much the sane way that tales of
Journalistic celebrity succeed due to the extensive

recycling patterns by which they are circulated, =o too
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has the professional lore of journalists depended on such
lore’s re-usage. Re-using assagssination tales is
particularly enlightening for what it revesals about the
collective Dbody of knowledge by which the Journalistic
community perpetuates itself. How a narrative makes its
way from one context to others reveals much about the
patterns of individusl and collective legitimation by
which that community solidifies its position in public
discourse.

Here again, tales become central partas of collective
lore through reprintings and retrospectives. They
emphasize the organizations or ingtitutions where
individuals work, focusing attention on the organizations
that produce the tales being re-used. Professional lore is
thus din part motivated by an organization’s own decision
to circulate its tales. For example, in the press
journslists have reprinted original assasesination tales
through gpecial issues of magazines, journals and
neWspapers, gpecial sections within those same journals,
and entire commenorative volumes. This pattern was
exemplified by Life’s magazine’s twenty-fifth anniversary
tssue which reprinted its original memorial edition: An
outer-leaf was affived to the original edition, bearing a
Picture of the cover published a gquarter-century earlier

&nd the word “reprint" slashed diagonally acroass it. The
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outer-leaf proclaimed that “we recall him 25 yvesars later
with this historic igsue," and a brief insgert went as
follows:

The first copies of this magazine, published two

waeeks after John F. Kennedy’s killing, =old out

immediately as a grieving America, seeking a

memoir of its sadness, turned +o Life...We

balieve this account to be richer than any
anniversary review could be. So we have
reprinted cour original for the 100 million

Emericans who are +too yvoung to remember - and

for those tooc old tc forget - the assassination

of a Preszident =3,

Other than these alterations, and a raised price <{from
5.50 to £3.95), the edition was reprinted exactly as it
had been issued 25 years esrlier. Similar patterns were
found in books and in-house journale.

Organizational re-usage has= also recirculated
assagssination photographe, which perhaps constitute the
most systematically reprinted‘ part of assassination lore!:
Shots of LBJ being sworn 1in as President, of Jackis
Kennedy close to her husband’s cashket, of Oswald crumpling
under a murderer’s bullet, of Caroline touching her
father’s coffin were replayed in newspapers, nagazines,
journals and commemorative volumes about the slain

President. A commemorative wvolume by Time-Life books,

entitled Life in Camelot, concluded with twoe pictures

taken from the aszassination and pre-zssassination

coverage - one of John-John saluting his father’s casket:
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the other of Kennedy walking on the gand dunes near
Hyannis Port. The inscription read:

This is how Life ended its special JFXK memorial
following the assassination. In this retelling
of Camelol so many years later, it still seemns
fitting to let these two pictures close the

story
Many of these pictures had appeared 25 vyears ecarlier in
Life magazine ¥¥, etched into collective memory by earliier
institutional efforts. References were again made by

parent companies, with Forbes magazine endorsing the

photographs in the following fashion:

In the MNovember Life are some of the mnost
vividly famous photographs of the ingtant and
gstunning aftermath <(of Kennedy’s death)...the
First Lady in her blood-socaked pink suit
standing by as Lyndon Johnson is sworn in as
President on Air Force One...the coffin being
lowered from the plane for the dead President’s
last White House sojourn...John-John saluting
the coffin. De Gaulle, towering, as they walk
behind the caisson to Arlington &6,

The gpecial commemncrative volume also featured nany

pictures of photographers who had photographed Kennedy =7,

Televised tales have been circulated within
profesgional lere through the wnodicum of television
retrospectives. In this case, retrospectives were

forwarded as part of the lore of news organizations.
Often, thev took on different names, allowing journalists
and organizations to profit a number of times from the
samne footage. ABC, for instance, reuzed one baszic

Compilation of assassination coverage but titled it
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scresned on the Arte and Entertainment Cable Network in

1988, and a three-part set called The Week We Lost Kennedy

when gold on the private market one vyear later #e,
dlthough different narrators introduced the clippage, the
coverage it presented was nearly identical.

Film clips from assassination footage have also been
replayed in newa programs, aspecial documentaries and media
retrogspectives: Sequences showed the funeral caisson, the
riderless horse, the processions of mournerz, the nurder
of Oswald. Photographs have been recycled: A special 1988
eight-part CBS series on the assassination was introduced
with a color montage of the event’s hest-known
photographs, upholding the stature accorded photographs in
recollecting the story %%,

Coopting assassination narrativese within other texts
has made re-usage patterns most explicit. Where an
assassination narrative has been re-used by journalists
and news organizations is instrumental in determining its
importance. For example, the fact that the narrative about
Dan Rather in Dallas was promoted as part of CBS’
organizational lore reveals how important the story was to
CBS. The same narrative’s incorporation within ongoing
histories about televiszion as a news medium reflects its

importance to the emerging legitimacy of television
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journalism. Similarly, incorporating +the same narrative
within general overviews about news as= & profession
suggesta the tale’s centrality to an understanding of news
at itz most gensralized level.

Thus where an assassination tale has been re-used
says much about the underlying patterns of auvthority
perpetuated by the Jjournalistic community’s professional
lore. The effectiveness of professional lore in upholding
assagsination retellings is found in the reusage of
assasgsination tales in milieux other +than those in which
they were originally intended. Thie directly upholds tﬁe
consolidation of journalists into an interpretive
comrunity, by digplaying how its communal lore depends on
the coﬁtinuous recirculation of narrvatives that celebrate

journalistic professicnalism.

THE TEXTS OF ORGANIZATIONAL MEMORY

Journalists and news-organizations have re-uaad
assassination narratives in two main groups of
organizationally-bound texts - overviews of specific news

organizationsg, such az histories of CBS or The New Vork

Times, and the biographical and autobicgraphical
Perapectives of individuals on professional life within

these news organizations. Both have been used to lend a

valorized past to organizations. Organizational overviews
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of both types have used the locus of the news organization
to recall what happened in 1863.

The most illustrative examnple of this kind of
digcourse was found in one history of CBS Newsz, Gary Paul
Gates” Airtime #°, Gates’” book began with a chapter
entitled ™"Kennedy’s Been Shot* that detailed how CBS
covered the assassination. The chapter’s central placement
reflected the fact +that the assassination constituted a
turning point in the organization’s stature, with
assassination coverage making CBS into a viable news
organization. In a semiotic sense, framing the boak arcund
the assassination coverage +thus highlights the role it
playved in legitimating CBS News. Such a role was stressed
throughout the book. Like other accounts found in
professional lore, Gates’ zrecounting of the assassination
story was laced with praise for ftelevision technology. He
traced how CBS would be able to produce coverage like that
exhibited on Kennedy’s death - the 1962 apening of three
new CBES bureaus, one in Dallas; expansion of network news
coverage from 15 minutes to 30; the addition of Telstarxr
and videotape. This contextualized CBS” successful
coverage of the story as a natural evolution grounded in
organizational decision-making. Its decision - not only to
Accept technological and organizational advances but to

facilitate their incorporation within CBS - made it seem
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organizaticnal foresight. This coopted the assassination
story within a larger discourse legitimating the news
organizations.

Similar stories were featured in professional lore
about NBC. One biography of former HNBC anchorperson
Jessica Saviteh detailed how NBC had set the scene for
television broadcast coverage of the assassination, when
executive Robert Kintner decided that NBC would yank all
programming, including commercial5; after KXennedy was
shot. "His competitors at CBS and ABC followed suit, hut
NBC garnered the credit for public-spiritedness", went the
account “F*, The same story was featured in other overviews
of NBC News ##, suggesting that organizational decisions
at NBC had helped Lo make the assassination story into the
spaecial-event coverage that it became. This supported
linkages betwean the assazzination story and NBC’s
prestige as a news organization =3,

In each case the assgassination story hasg bsen used to
bolester +the prestige of the organizational locus from
which the tale emerged. A2 one televizion retrospective
maintained, "it was at times like these that a news
organization finds out how good it is, whether it can do

the hard jobsz, +the grim ones" %4, Profeseional lore haz

helped <o perpetuate the critical nature of the event for
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most news organizations. Re-using organizational tales has
functioned much like the recycling of celebrity tales
digcussed earlier: While recycling the celebrity tale
serves the individual journalistse whose praises it sang,
by heightening and solidifyving their personal ststure, re-
usage of organizational tales serves the organization, by
stressing the gains it garnered by covering Kennedy’s

death.

INSTITUTIONAL CONCERNS AND PROFESSTONAL LORE

At the same tine, assassination narratives have been
re-used extensively within institutional overviews,
including discussions about journalism as a profession and
the evolution of televizion news. In each case,
agsgsassination narratives have been coopted within nore
general discourszes that have helped create a valorized
past for the institutiéns and institutional concerns in
question.

One representative claim has held that televieion
news and the Kennedy asgassination were ripe for each
other. This claim’s centrality in professional lore has
been borne out guantitatively: One comprehensive tomne on
the evolution of television, Erik Barnouw’s Tube of

Plentvy, described coverage of the asgsassination in nearly

10 pages of text ¥%, a pattern repeasted slsewhere too.
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Hention of the Kennedy assassination is found in nearly
every institutional overview of the medium of televiszion.
But the gualitative nuances of c«claims about +the
lovalties of television and the Kennedy assassination have
been of more enduring significance. In & special issue
celebrating television’se SOth birthday, TV Guide held that
the assassination story constituted a moment of crucial

importance for the medium. "From this moment on," claimed
the magazine, "television becomes the primary source of
news for Americans®™ ¢, Life nagazine produced a sgpecial
feature about htelevision, highlighted by pictures of both
Kennedy’s funeral and Oswald’s shooting #¥. A CBS
documentary maintained that
America needed calming, and it happened because
television carried it &all. Hour after hour, day
after day, from mnurder to burial, the flow of
images and pictures calmed the panic. Someogne
hae said that those four days marked the coming
of the age of television =&,
In account after account, the assassination retellers and

televigion were oconstrued as having given each other

gffective stages for collective legitimation.

- TIME, SPACE AND THE AUTHORIZATION OF T¥ TECHNOLOGY.

This had to do in part with notions abeout time and space,
and how television plaved with them. It was a pivotal year
for television. Not only did nore people say in 12963 that

they got more news from television than from newspapers,



388

put the advent of the half-hour newscast intensgified the

vhond of familiarity and dependence bebtween anchor and

XY

viewer"™ #®. Coverage of the Kennedy assassination was
construed as capping off what had become an advantageous
situation:

Television had already proved ite ability to
cover large-scale events that were pre-planned,
but never before had it attempted to keep up
with & fast-breaking, unanticipated story of
this magnitude...Remarked cne executive at the

time, "I think we were frightensd when we saw
our capability."™ In a medium not noted for its
dignity or restraint, the commentators and

reporters alaoc performed admirably, conscicus

perhaps of their role in keeping the nation calm

and unified. What the networks lost in

commercial revenues during the four days was

more than compensated for by the good will

generated...Television news had come of age ““.

This playved directly into the hands of the newly-empowered
television networks.

In much the same way that organizational tales have
contextualized the asgsassination ag Tthe reault of
organizational foresight, institutional tales have viswed
it as the consequence of instituticnal developments in
technology, pelitical climate, and the social and cultural
legitimation of television. Television was seen as an
active player in the agsassination drama. Through the
agsassination it becane

the central nerwvous gystem of society, an

ingtrument of perception and

feeling...Commentators and reporters tried to
£i11 the wvacuum in our thoughts. Caneras
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Dallas, Washington and £inglly Arlington “*.

Historical overviews thereby have focused on the
relationship between then-current formes of professicnalism
and technology, repeatedly mentioning the influence of the
nadium of televisgion on memories of Kennedy’s deabth:

until (Oswald’s death), TV had been exclusively
a medium of fantasy, so that part &6f the zhock
of Ruby’e action was sinply that 1t was
real...5uddenly we understood television in  an
entirely new way, in a manner that prepared us
for the many mnurders to come, for the *living
rocmn war’ of Vietnam, for the consgtitutional
lessons of Watergate, and finally, monotonously,
for the local murders of the ten o’clock news

g TN
-

In ancother’s view,

Gn that day, American television changed
forever...Unlike the day Kennedy died, {(when)
the networks had been poor cousins to radic and

newspaper...the assassination created a new
hunger for TV news, and almost overnight, made
television thea pre-eminent mediun for

information <%,
Thus the assagsgination hasg been contextualized az one of
the first circumstances where journalists showed they were
capable of acting in & way demanded of them by television
technology. This has made the auvthorization of Lelevision
a central part of professional lore about. the
asgassination. Attempts to incorporate the assassination
narrative within larger discourses sbout professionalism
and technology have directly uphald television’s

legitimation.
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figured within thesge notions have been featured in
professional lore. For example, a special 1989 issue of
People magazine about televieion’s fiftieth anniversary
introduced a section entitled “Unforgettable Images™ with
“"eollapsing time and distance, TY oreated instant history
and hurled it at light-szpeed into cur homes and nemories®
#%_. The same section used three pictures - of the Kennedy-
Nixon debates in 1960, EKennedy’s funeral cortege and
Ogwald being shot - to illustrate TV news’ coming of age.
It happened

by confronting the unspeakable tragedy of life.

The evyes of Walter Cronkite saswelled with tears

when he heard from a vyoung Dan Rather that

President Kennedy was dead. Tom Pettit’s voice

filled with horrifed excitement as he broadcast

TV’s first on-air mnurder of Lee Harvey Dswald,

on NBC. The world sat in on these extracrdinary

events through the marvels of communication

satellites that could usually and instantly

united the globs <%,
Implicit in these comments was a recognition that
television had changed the forms by which the American
public would remember its eventa. It =z20lidifisd its status
as "a collective reference point" and shaper of American
memnorieg %, It was not only, as one analyat observed,
that by bringing the assassgination and its gftermath
“vividly into the national consciousnesg...far more

graphically than the printed page, the video screen (has)

depicted some of the moat unforgettable scenes in recent
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history" «%_, It was alsc that it has nade certain
dimensions of those scenes available foy collective
perpetuation. Collective perpetuation fit well inte

journalists’ attempts to uphold collective notions about
themnselves, upholding the ritual dimensions of
assassination retellings, and the ongoing patterns of
community and authority by which journalists are

congolidated as an interpretive community.

- THE PERSISTENT PRESENCE OF THE REPORTER. Yet the

emphasis on televigion technology as an institutional
issue of concern to journalists has not erased
congideration of the reporter’s individual relationship to
technology. Technologies have renained *peopled" in
professional lore. In narrating the 1288 CBS documentary

Four Davs in November, Dan Rather cautioned viewers that

they were about to watch a

hastily-prepared biography CBS News broadcast
that weekend. Tapes and films were rushed from
cour wvaults, and my colleague Harry Reasoner
improvized from notes 8. ’

A 1988 Aggociated Press digpatch relayed the earlier
performancs of NBC correspondent Bill Ryan with the
following account:

It was Ryan who read the 4P flash that Kennedy

was dead.

“"It’s jarring when somebody comes up to vyou and

save, *You're the one who told me President
Kennedy was dead,’ " Rvan s=said.
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What Ryan, HcGee, Huntley, David Brinkley and
milliona of others couvuldn’t know was that on
that day, American television changed forvever

< "

The article recounted the difficulties and circumstances
of technical naivete which Ryvan was expacted to overcome
in covering the story. "We didn’t even have a regular news
studio,"” he said, observing that "it wasn’t like today,
where you could punch up the whole world by satellite in a
minute and a half® %o,

Implicit in both accounts were references to the
improvemrents of television technology since the days of
the asgsassination. Yet also implicit was the admission
that aven without the sophisticated egquipmnent of
contemporary television, television Journalists played
their trade well in covering Kennedy. Stories about the
legitimation of journalists as professionals were thus
forwarded in conjunction with, but not dependent on,
stories about television technology.

It is perhaps in such a light that in the same CBS
broadcast, Rather chose to introduce +the program with a
detailed overview of the state of television technology at
the time of the assassination:

In 1963, television news was broadcast in black

and white. Lightweight portable tape equipnment

did not exnist. Our signals moved mnostly by

hardwire or mnicrowave relay. In some film ¢lips

which follow, vou will seese watermarks, looking
like rain on +the gcreen. The film had no chance



to dry out. It was broadcast from wet stock. But
the message went out across the country =t.

The embedded message suggests the triumph of reporters
over what wasg then an undeveloped technology. When
separated Lrom the visuals which documented the story of
Kennedy’'s death, Rather’s words told the story not cnly of
Kennedy but of the evolution of television, on one hand,
and the triumph of the :eporter in such an evolution, on
the other. Thesge issues have been ecentral to the
consclidation of journalists éé an interpretive community

that authenticates itself through its narratives.

~ OTHER TECHNOLOGIES, OTHER ISSUES. This does not

suggest that other technologies have not been similarly
woven within the story of Kennedyv’s death. Overviews about
photojournalism, for aexample, have lauded the
asgassination story’s photographic footage. A zspecial Tinme
survey of 150 vears of photojournalism included the Oswald
shooting as one of the ten greatest images in the history
of photojournalism %%, Another essay in that same issue
noted that in 1963 "as historical events darkened,

photojournalism regained aome of its tragic power...A

Dallas Times-Herald photographer caught the instant of Lee
Harvey Oswald’s death” =5,
Yet the professional claims of photojournalists to

the story of Kennedy’s death have become secondary  to
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those voiced by television journalists. As the same essay
went on to say, the fact that televisgion caught the
moment of Oswald’s death prompted photojournalists to ask
whether “"picture taking, no longer history’s first

UG A

witness, {(would) ever again bs morge than stenography?™

The systematic and repeated incorporation af the
assassination narrative within institutional overviews
about journalism professionalisn and the onset af
television news has suggested that it would not. The

fervor with which organizational and institutional memory
has made television technology a given in recountings of
the assassination story has left little space for contrary
claims about the professionalization of other groups.

Radio has seen a similar fate. While most people told
of receiving their first accounts of Kennedy’s death from
radic "%, many had turned to television by the time the
assassination weekend was over,‘a point suggesting that
radio fulfilled an important but transient function. The
fact that references +to its role have nmnore or less
digappeared from collective memory about the assassination
ig connected with larger discourses about televisgion
technology that ensued in the interim. Linking memories of
the assassination with organizational and institutional
efforts to reference television’s glorious past via the

Sasagsination story suggests that little room has remained



for radio practitionerz to make similar attempts at
valorization. This perhaps explains why aven in
professional lore, the role of radio has been thinly woven
into institutionally-bounded narratives about the
assassination. In a senze, it became a local naedium next
to the nationalization of televizmion. Similar arguments
can be advanced about the digappearance of discourse about
local mnedia. h

Thus the assassination story has been systematically
perpetuated within discourse about institutional concerns
connected with televiszion technology and professionalism.
Thie has reinforced +the collective need to view Kennedy”'s
death as a locus for professional behavior and
technological legitimation. Organizational and
ingtitutional memory has thus helped journalists and news
organizations perpetuate versions of the assassination
narrative Dby which they can most effectively profit. Like
the celebrity tale valorizes individual reporters,
crganizational and institutional tale=s hawve helped Lo
valorize specific news organizations, institutions and
ingtitutional wvalues. The repeated and systematic co-
optation of these tales within professional lore has
helped Journaliszts create the kind of past that appears to

logically enhance and wvalorize not only the stature of
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journalistic professicnalism but of television news a8

well.

ON MEMORY AND PROFESSTONALISHM

Thus televigion technology ha=s ghaped not only
professional lore but the collective perceptions of
journalists about themselves. Walter Cronkite, asked to
comment on televigion’s f£ifty vears of breoadecasting,
reflected on using television to look back at television.
"¥You’ll be amazed at how much you’ve forgoetten that you
remerbered,”™ he said %%, Claims such as these matter less
for their accuracy and more for the notions that they
encourage Journalists to circulate about and anongst
themselvesz. Within and across the journalistic community,
journalists have held that the assassinatiqn was “raality
framed by a television set" %7, and they have formed their
self-definitions as profesaionals in conjunction with that
view.

This is important, becauge it has helped journalists
turn themselves into an interpretive community by using
their assassination retellings as an act of communication
that holds them together. Pivoting assasgsination
retellings on professional lore rather than individual
tales of celebrity suggests that such lore ig dependent on
the organizational and institutional loci where individual

reporters work. Individual reporters are not only cast as
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plavers who uphold proven parameters of professionalisn
but certain organizational and institutional loci provids
frames for their activities both at the time of the
assgassination and their perpetuation of narratives about
those activities vears later. Journalists’ professional
menories are thus derived not enly from individuals but
from the organizational and institutional loci where they
fit. Through both dimensions, journalists are able tao
constitute themselves as an independent, authoritative
community.

It is worthwhile to guote writer Lance Morrow, who
used a recent esgsay about photojournaliem to consider
certain intersections of memory and professionalism that
technology has generated. His comments went as follows:

Taking pictures is a transaction that snatches

ingtants away from time and imprisons them in

rectangles. Thesge rectangles become a collective
public memory and an image-world that is located
usually on the verge of tears...The pictures

made by photojournalists have the legitimacy of

being news, fresgh information...{(But) it i= only

later that the artifacts of photojournalism sink

into the texntures of the civilization and

tincture itse memory: Jack Ruby shooting Les
Harvey 0Oswald, John-John saluting at the funeral

Shdn -
Morrow’s ccmmentarreflect what Jjournalism professiconals
have done with the assassination narrative, in all its
forms. Through the agsasgsination story, they have
raarranged instanciationg of time and space in order to

effectively fashion the kinds of memories that most
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concerns of Smerican professional journalism. It is within
thege larger discoursss that their narratives have become
ultimately meaningful and powerful.

Already in 1964, one of the leading trade journals
maintained that the occurrences of November 22 to 25,
1263, “belonged to journalism, and specifically to the
naticnal organs of Journalism" *¥, The professional lore
that has unified the American Journalistic community has
done much to uphold the validity of such a statement. This
chapter has attempted to describe the way in which such a
goal was not only accomplished, but rendered an integral

part of how journalists collectively look at themsslves.

* A large body of literature exists on professionalism and
journalistic pragtice, including D. Weaver and G.C.
Wilhoit, The American Journalist (Bloomington: University
of Indiana Press, 19863 and its precursor J. Johnstone, E.
Slawski and W. Bowman, The News People (Urbana: University
of Illinois Press, 1976). Also see Lee Becker et al, The
Training and Hiring of Journalists (Morwood, N.J.: Ablexn,
1987, for a general overview on professicnalism.

* The term i=s borrowed from folklore, and connotes the
ability of groups to consoclidate themselves through
narratives which detail the group’=s ocrigin.

#* Meg Greenfield, "The Way Things Really Were,
(11/28/88), p. 98.

“ Barbara Walters, gquoted in "Ten ¥Years Later: Where Were
You?" Ezsguire 380 {(November 19732), p. 136,

% Gwenda Blair, Almcst Golden: Jessica Savitch and the
Selling of Television MNews (New York: Simon and Schuster,
12883, p. 71.

% Dan Rather with Mickey Herskowitz, The Canmnera Never
Blinks (New Vork: Ballantine, 1977), p. 1435.

7 Ibid, pp. 126-7.

s I p. 127.

p. 128.

" Newsweek
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1@ Ihid, p. 152.
1 Journalistic training manuals, for instance, tend to
provide extensive sections about how to operate whatever
technoleogy is at hand in news-work. The current vogue in
so-called "new technologies" also generally motivates
discussions about ethical dilemmas gesnerated in
journalism, usually related to privacy. See, for example,
Stephen Klaidman, The Virtuous Journslist (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1987) or Tom Goldstein’s The News
At Any Cost (Mew York:! Simon and Schuster, 1985 for
dizcourse about news and technology.

1# See Tom Wicker, "“A Reporter Must Trust Hie Instinct,"
Saturday Review (1/11/64) or Charles Roberta, "Evewitness
in Dallas," Newsweek (12/3/66).

1% Gabe Presseman, Robert Lewis Shavon and Robert Schulman,
“"The Respongible Reporter,”™ Television Buarterly (Spring
18643, p. 15.

14 Steve Bell, EYW Evewitness Newsg (11/22/88).

% Harrison E. BSalisbury, & Time of Change: A Reporter’s
Tale of Our Time (New York: Harper and Row, 19883, p. 70.
w6 Ibid, p. 67. .

17 Tom Wicker, "A Reporter Must Trust His Instinct,' 19564,
p. 81.

18 Tom Wicker, "“Lyndon Johnson ve the Ghost of Jack
Kennedy," Esguire (November 19635), p. 152.

1% Benjamin Bradlee, Conversations With Kennedy {(New York:
W.W.Norton, 1973}, p. 7. _

w=o “"What’s Fit to Print?" The Reporter (1/2/64), p. 1Z2.
Also see "“Reporter Engage,” Newsweek (12/23/63), p. 70.

#i Four Days in November, CBS News (11/17/88>.

## Edwin Newman, JFE Assascsination: As It Happened, NBC
News (11/22/88).

#% “John F. Kennedy Memorial Edition,® Life, Special
Edition Reprint (Winter 1988>.

#4 William B. Kunhardt Jr., Life in Camelot (New York:
Time-Life Books, 1988), p. 317.

“"John F. Kennedy Memorial Edition," Life, 1963.

#& “Can You Believe That 20 Years Have Passed,”™ Forbes
{(12/%5/83:, p. 26.

#?% Kunhardt, 1988, pp. &, 13.

=4 JFK Assassination: As It Happened, NBC News (11/22/88):
The Week We Lost Kennedy, NBC Hews (March 1989)

®% The series was screened on NBC during November of 1988,
# Gary Paul Gates, Airtime (Mew York: Harper and Row,
1s78>.

*#3i Blair, p. 199.

¥# In particular, Barbara Matusow goes into great detail
about how Kintner’s exploite enhanced the prestige of NBC
News [See Barbara Matusow, The Evening Stars (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1983), pp. 76 ££1.
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@3 In keeping with the fact Lthat ABC had not originally

performed the event in a way that made it worthwhile to

remember, assassination narratives have not featured as

prominently within organizational histories of that news

organization.

meae BEdwin Newman, JFE Ascsagscination: Az I+ Happened, NBC

" News (11/22/88).

=% Erik Barnouw, Tube of Plenty {(London: Oxford University

Press, 1975).

=6 "The Moments You Can Never Forget,™ TV Guide (3/6/89),
. 4.

ﬁv William A. Henry III, *“The Meaning of TV," Life {March

1989, p. &8.

#8 Four Davse in November, CBS News (11/17/88).

#® Matusow, 1983, p. 107,

4 Ibid, p. 106.

“% Richard A. Blake, “Two Moments of Grief,®
(11/24/73>, p. 402.

4% lawrence Wright, In The New World (New York: Vintage

Books, 1983), p. 71l.

4% flan Robinson, "Reporting the Death of JFK,"™ Associated

Press Dispatch, carried by The Philadelphia Inguirer
(11/22/88>, p. 8E.

“% “Television’s Fiftieth Anniversary,” Pegple {(Summner

1989, p. 9.

«# Ipid, p. 100.

4% Peter Kaplan and Paul Slansky, “"Golden Homents,"

Connoigseur {(September 1989), p. 136.

“¥ WMichael 4. Kurtz, Crime of the Centurv (Knouwville:

University of Tennessee Press, 1982), p. v.

“2 Ibid.

“* Robinson, "Reporting the Death of JFK,' 1988, p. 8E.

e Ibid.

%t Dan Rather, Four Davs in November, CBS News (11/17/88).

“iE “"Teoeons: The Ten Greatest Images of Photojournalism,”

America

(Fall 1989), p. 8.

¥# "New Challenges: 1850-80," Time (Special Issue on 150
Years of Photojournalism), (Fall 1989, p. 56.

“e Ibid, p. S6.

Y% See Bradley Greenberg and Edwin Parker, The Kennedy
Agssassinaticon and the American Public (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1965).

e Yalter Cronkite, guoted on Fifty Years of Television® A
Golden Anniversary, CBS News Special (11/26/89).

®7 Judd Rose, “Twenty-fifth Anniversary of JFK
Assassination," Nightline, ABC News (11/22/88).

®% Lance Morrow, “"Imprisoning Time in a Rectangle," Tine
{Special Issue on 1%0 Years of Photojournalism), (Fall
1983, p. 76.
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CHAPTER TEN
THE AUTHORITY OF THE PROFESSION:

RECOLLECTING THROUGH HISTORY AND THE CUSTODIANSHIP OF
MEMORY

"What is accessible to all of us ig the memory of
ourselves during that bleak November weskend”™ *.

The continued recognition of Jjournalists as the
pretferred retellers of +the assassination story ultimately
depended on the ability of reporters +to authorize
themsgelves outside of Journalism. Because the story of
Kennedy’s death was not only a story about journalism, one
preferred mnode of perpetuating journalistic associations
with it was +through the authentication of reporters in
parameters not related to their own professicpnalism. Such
a mnode posited journalists in authoritative positions that
were c¢culled not from journalism, but from history. It
authorized journaliets as historians.

This third memory system has encouraged journalists
to perpetuate notions of themselves as the story’'s

preferred spokespeople through the role ascribed them by

history. Brought intc play alongside +the memory systenm

offered by celebrity - which hasgs elevated the importance
of the individual reporter - and that offered by
professional lore - which has elevated the importance of
news organizations and institutions of professional

Journalism, the memory system of history has helped
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journalists effectively perpetuate their assassination
tales by elevating the importance of considerations basic
to the general structure of the profession. This chapter
sxplores the link between Jjournalism and higtory,
considering history’s function as a privilegsed record or
anachronismn in reconsidering the assassination, the
ability af journalistic record to function as
historiography, and the emergent focus among journalists
on +the custodianship of memory in their assasgsination
retellings. Specifically, I address how journalists, in an
attempt to validate themselves beyond the profession, have
established their custodianship of assassination memnories
in order to establish themselves as the story’s authorized
historians. Thias makes history the most general and final
stage 1in journalists” attempts to consclidate themselves
as an authoritative interpretive community around their

assasgination retellings.

HISTORY: PRIVILEGED RECORD OR ANACHRONISH?

A8 a memory system, history has long been lauded for
its ability to lend depth to the events it retells. In one
view, it is a “"discipline which (seeks? to establish true
statements about events which have occurred and objects
which have existed in the past™ ®. Both in perspective,

harrative standard and analytical method, historians have

tried to be record-keepers of a aystem predicated on
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distance “. In their attempt to be analytical, remote and
seemingly objective about the impulses they inscribe in
their chronicles, they ascribe to a view of their record
as value-free *,

For obsgervers examining events over time and space,
history offers two advantages: One is the detached, even
remcte, view it offers; another is its larger perspective,
where looking at evente from afar appears to give
observers @ more stable view of what happened. The
illusion of a greater record or narrative by which events
can be chronicled gives them &a seemingly “natural”
relevance, making them =sensical by their implantaticn
within a larger context. It displays a “certain kind of
relationship to “the past’ mediated by & distinctive kind
of written discourse’ ¥. History is thus seen as deepening
the record of an event, traits which have set it apart
irom other modes of chronicling.

But from a traditional perspective, history does not
make room for memory. Among traditional historians, memory
and history have been seen asg offering "mutually opposed
ways of apprecigting the past”™ %, Memory is expected to
give way to history, its subjective images vyielding "to
the historian’s description of objective facts"™ ¥. Over

time, memory becomes a tocl in the historian’s hands,
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suggesting that as long as memory remains vital, history
cannot assume an authoritative role in discourse.

For retellers of the assassination, most of whom
lived +through its events, the terision between history and
mEenRory bore directly on their activities. Retellers
attended +to history in different ways, with assassination
buffs playing into their stereotyped role as
sharpashooters. Their involvement in the story was
sporadic, often erratic. Historians, on the other hand,
displayed a consistent interest in the story but tried to
fasten it within larger discourses about Kennedy’'s
administration and Presidency. With few exceptions, their
interest rested less with the assassination story per se
and mere with how they could use it to illustrate larger
developments of the time #®. Even historical textbooks
tended not teo mention the assassination in detail %,
Situated in and arocund these groups was the journalistic
community, with its own professional codes, mnodes of
storytelling and technologies for telling tales that were
all predicated on its presence within the assassination
story. Such a presence implied the importance of memory.

To an extent, all assassination retelliers expected
‘that the events of the assaseination would eventually be
inscribed as part of historical record and that

professional lived memories would decrease in importance.
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In large part +this was becaﬁse as the story of the
assassination moved across time and space, it noved
directly into the historian’s domain. It was an “"event in
history," claimed one trade publication already one week
aftter events %, Years later, in 1967, Newsweek
contemplated the historical status of the story under the
title "Assassination: History or Headlines?" **.

The inevitability of history was a natural
expectation. As one Jjournalist proclaimed in 19661

Millions of words, spoken and written, have

already been dedicated +to the subject (of the

assassination), and there will be millions, if

not billions, nore before (Kennedy’s)
assassination takes its place as part of history

S} oE

Hiatory was seen as a festing place to which all
retellings voluntarily or involuntarily aspired.

Yet, as these chapters have shown, retelling the
assassination was not a conflict-free enterprise. Shortly

foliowing Kennedy’s murder, Tom Wicker recalled how

a few friendes - journalists, political figures,
academics - were funching informally in
Washington. Their attention turned, not

unnaturally, to Kennedy. What, they asked, would

e

history most likely remember of him? 2.
Wicker’s reference to three groups wvying for authority
over Kennedy’'s mnemory is significant, for while it pointed
out what appeared to be a shared perapective on history -
that it held the natural righte to the assassination story

- it also underscored the competition by which alternate
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retellers were attempting to shape collective memory about
Kennedy’s life and death.

It 4is thus no surprise that the idea of history
taking over the assassination story met with resistance by
other retellers. In part, this was due to the particular
kind of participant-observer valorized by historical
record - someone who embodied a sensitivity to the larger
picture,' objectivity and a detached perspective, a sense
of analytical remoteness about eventa. Because these
qualities are in some way determined by the passage of
time, observers needed to wait in abeyance until it was
possible to preonounce suitable judgment on the events of
Kennedy’s death. In order to produce a sequencing of the

event over time, they had to wait tc implement their

retellings **. In the case of historical retellings, then,
the ‘“participant' dimension of +the participant-observer
was consgiderably subordinated +to +the “observer,”™ which

remained highly valorized,

Such a situation was at odds with larger developments
of the time, contradicting the reflexivity of sixties”’
chroniclegs and the increased proximity of history for
those seeking to set up new boundaries of cultural
authority. It failed +to recognize the pseudo-historical
cast of most accounts generatad by people who came of age

in the sixnties, or the possibility that forming their ocwn
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profeasional identities was infused with history and
historiecal relevance. Even larger questions about
documentary method emphasized professional memories as an
alternate form of documentation, which in eagence
valorized qualities in the assassination reteller that are
lacking in the traditional historian.

But most important, the idea of history taking over
the assassination story has remained problematic because
it fails teo account for the continued vitality of memory.
For example, the eewnphasia on a reteller’s presence has
evolved as a valued part of aasassination retellings,
circumventing the difficulties that the evidence of memory
hasg traditionally presaented for historians. Az  one
obaserver remarked, “Hemory has always been difficult for
histeorians to confront...{It) is considered an information
source to be confirmed by scholarahip” *¥. Yet more
genzral suggestions that all people with recollecticons -
not just historians - are able to effectively consider the
asgassination story have highlighted the legitimacy of
memnocry. This is borne ocut by Tom Wicker’s comments about
the three purveyors of memory - the journalist, acadenmie
and politician - who =zat togethsr to transcribe the
parameters of collective mencry about Kennedy. They
underlined the actor-based nature of the memory systems

through which many assasaination recollections have been
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effectively forwarded. By underscoring the importance of
reccllectors as players, they made memory a salient part
of the historical record of Kennedy’'s death. Over time,
thiz has both highlighted the potentially active role
played by recollectors from a range of professional
domains and undermined the privilege accorded traditional
historians.

Thus, as a memory system, history has offered
advantages that are wvalorized but a means of record-
keeping that is not. Advantages - of persapective,
gtability of interpretation, or a sensitivity to the
larger picture - have successfully separated history from

cther c¢hronicles of the assassination, but its valued mode

of record-keeping and participant-observation have
remained problematic. This does not mean that other
retellers of the asgassination have deemed history

irrelevant. Rather, they have attempted to locate wavys to
best correct its surrounding problematics. They have set
about proving that they ¢an play the historical role
better than historians, directly boosting their ability to
consolidate themselves as an independent authoritative

community.

Invoking history as a memory system linked into

journalists” uncertainty over the degree of
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distinctiveness petween the tworprofessions. To an extent,
journalists’ interest in history and historical record
appeared to be somewhat woven into their own retellings.
"Higtoric photographse"” were referenced acgross nedia *+%;
historic films were lauded as media triumphs *%3; "historic
coverage'' becane one freguently-aired label of
journalistic performances of tLhe assassination story *#.
Even one well-known saying about Jjournalism held that it
constituted the first rough draft of history. That

comment, offered by Washington Post publisher Philip

Graham *%?, was widely quoted throughout the assassination

literature-

ON_THE DISTINCTIVENESS OF JOURNALISM AND HISTORY

Journalists initially saw themselves helping history
and historians in retelling the assassgination. One trade
publication held that ‘never before has there been such
documentation of history-in-the-making" %<, while another
reporter admitted that if "future historians will have a
full record of events,” it was becausse "they will know
exactly what Lee Harvey OUswald 1loocked 1like™ #3%, This
implied that éelevision, by disseminating images of the
aszassination, had supported the making of history.
Journglists, particularly television reporters, viewed

themselves as having offered the American public a "new

dimension in understanding hiastory' ==,
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Defining themselves as aides to historians encouraged
journalists to emphasize differences between journalistic
and historical retellings of the assassination story,
which necessarily highlighted journalists’ specific
contribution +t¢ the assassination record. As one observer
remarked?

Reporters and scholars are inclined to think of

thenselves as antithetical. Call a

newspaperman’s copy recondite and he reaches for

a pica ruler; tell s professor hig paper is just
journalism and he invites you to join him in the

gym. The feud is an old one. It is time to stop
it. The only difference between the twe 1is a
difference of time; today’s Jjournalism is

tomorrow’s history ¥,
Journalists construed the privileged character of history
as being one of temporal demarcation. &s Theodore White
said, “We reporters are the servants of history, offering
up ocur daily or passing tales for them to sort ocut™ =<,
Journalists were responsible for the events of today,
historians for the eventg of vesterday. Television
docunentaries became occupied with the point at which
"history reexamiﬁed the facte®” =%, Journalists defined
their function as providers of a “"first draft,