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he became the £irst President to conduct an in£ormal 

television interview ~lith three network newsmen 66 

Benjamin Bradlee, upset over the deviation from routine 

practice, wrote the £ollowing: 

December 17, 1962. The President went on 
television live tonight, answering questions 
£rom each network's White House 
correspondent ... I watched it at home and £elt 
pro£essionally threatened as a man who ,.as 
trying to make a living by the written word. The 
program was exceptionally good, well-paced, 
color£ul, humorous, serious, and I £elt that a 
written account would have paled by comparison 
e. M7 

When Bradlee con£ronted the President with the disturbing 

e££ect the television interviews would have on print 

journalists, Kennedy retorted, "I always 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 people" 

Continuing to place television in the £ore£ront o£ 

political activity, Kennedy allowed cameras to £ilm his 

e££orts to integrate the University o£ Alabama his 

trips to Paris, Vienna and Berlin, his warnings to the 

Russians to keep away £rom Cuban shores. On other domains, 

Jacqueline took the American people on a televised tour o£ 

the White House. Kennedy's recognition o£ television's 

unique qualities thereby legitimated his £ormalized and 

viable interest in television journalists. 

All o£ this cast him in the role o£ promoter £or the 

journalistic community, and television journalists among 
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",;". Tom Pettit, "The Television Story in Dallas" in 
Greenberg and Parker, 1965, p. 63. 
~;:;!!.'.'; !?:.;r_Q...of!g.£~.§~t)~.H_9, (12/2/63) I p. 46. 
",." !i§.~§..~_~e15. (2/2/63), p. 21. 
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actually not the first murder on television. The closest 
parallel occurred in October 1960, when a Japanese 
political leader was knifed on a public stage in Tokyo. 
Video-taped recordings were played back on Japanese 
television ten minutes later [~J!'..l" Yor.J:<:_.li!.!!§!!;;. (11/25/63), 
p. 1]. However the large-scale audiences which viewed 
Oswald's death were considerably larger and more attentive 
than were those of the earlier incident. 
",,, !'?r.Q?.s:tc;:~§.:I;;_;i,.It9. (12 1 2 / 63), P • 46. 
&4 Gates,. 1978, p. 254. 
""ii' !'?'.:9.!'!.QC;:.!'!.,".t_!Q.9. <12/2/63), P • 46. 
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e.·7 §:_<;lAE-.9.!, an d P u gJ.j .. §.h.§'.'L (11 130/63), P • 6 • 
~.':.tii} IJ:d C!,. p. 73. 
""ii' !3.£9_§Q9.~s1;.iD.9. (12/2/63), p. 36. The flip side of this 
reorganization was the pressure brought to bear on news 
organizations unable to do so. How they justified it was 
exemplified in the following office memo published on the 
front pages of Ike Progr.§,.§si.y.§,,: 

"The December issue was irrevocably in the mails early 
on November 22. If you felt it was strange that the 
December issue, reaching you in late November or 
early December, carried not a word of the world's 
irrevocable loss o£ JFK, please understand how it 
happened. Daily newspapers, despite crushing problems 
of their own, faced no such problems. Weekly magazines 
could reach their readers in a matter of days after 
the tragedy. Other monthlies fared worse than I.h.~. 

PXgg.'.:.§§.§.A.y'g, or somewhat better, depending on their 
pUblication and mailing dates. It is a minor irony 
that we had advanced our mailing date to Friday 
November 22, to get the magazine to the post-office 
before the weekend, as a way of overcoming the 
expected slowness of the mails during the following 
week of the Thanksgiving holiday" (1/1/64, p. 1). 

70 f.t:ro~£Lq.§!.§..t.J.ng~ (12/2/63). 
70 Schramm, in Greenberg and Parker, 1965, p. 12. 
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pro£essional £orums, both o£ which showed how journalists 

stretched boundaries o£ pro£essional behavior and 

journalistic practice in order to legitimate themselves as 

authorized spokespeople £or the assassination story. 

In the media, journalists assessed their coverage o£ 

the assassination story in two main ways: One way 

problematized the limits o£ journalism and journalistic 

practice through stories o£ mishap; the other way paid 

tribute to those same limitations through stories o£ 

triumph. 

The £act that the assassination story placed "perhaps 

the heaviest burden in modern times on the news-gathering 

capabilities o£ the American press'" £igured directly in 

journalistic stories o£ mishap~ For its circumstances 

the disorder, £requency and salience o£ independent 

moments o£ coverage, lack o£ access to sources, inability 

to veri£y £acts called for coping strategies among 

journalists. 

instinctual 

journalistic 

They needed to depend more on improvisory and 

behavior than 

practice, and 

reflected this dependence. 

on formalized 

their stories 

notions of 

of mishap 
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To an extent coping strategies were necessitated by 

the event~s uniqueness, and the fact that it generated 

unending demands for information. New_Xor~ T"m~§_ reporter 

Tom Wicker heard a car radio blare news o£ the President's 

death while he was milling about outside Parkland Memorial 

Hospital. "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 bits and pieoes thrown 
hastily into something like a whole -. 

The ohief editor of Ih.!L_.J~.§'.I?0".:..t.§<£ displayed a similar 

attempt to cope when he justified his "numbed grief" 

expressed in a column written "on November 22, a few hours 

a£ter the President died" 4. Practices and behavior which 

figured in assessments signalled journalists' ability to 

respond instantly to unexpected circumstances, bend 

established rules and procedures on a hunch and be correct 

in doing so. This helped journalists deal with mishaps by 

raising questions about certain givens of practice and 

rearranging the significance attached to them. 

One given was the journalistic "scoop". The fact that 

Coverage of Kennedy's shoC!ting was accomplished by 
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event. The unpredictability, salience and frequency with 

",hich large and crucial issues crossed their paths 

generated questions about the degree of authority they 

could comfortably and legitimately claim for interpreting 

the assassination story. Stories of mishap allo' .... ed them to 

air concerns about the insufficiency of formalized notions 

of practice. This helped journalists bring issues of 

their authority for events into the forefront of 

discussions about covering the assassination. 

Journalists did not only see the assassination story 

as being problematic, however. Many of its angles were 

upheld as triumphs of coverage. Stories of triumph were 

cast against the larger background in which coverage took 

place, ",>1th its emphasis on unprecedented ness and 

disorder. Whereas tales of mishap allowed journalists to 

air concerns about £ormalized notions o£ pro£essionalism, 

in tales of triumph they valorized 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"'. 

The Kennedy assassination offered parameters or 

action which were on the one hand unpredictable and 
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These stories constituted awkward but success£ul attempts 

at improvisation .. Journalists conveyed how well they 

adapted to last-minute changes, redoing even those tasks 

which had already been £inalized. Ultimately their ability 

to do so re£lected well 

worked. 

on the organizations where they 

Perhaps the most startling attempt at improvisation 

was re£lected in the broadcasting industry's decision to 

£ocus its cameras on the procession of mourners viewing 

Kennedy's casket. This decision, culminating in NBC's 42-

hour marathon broadcast o£ lines o£ mourners to hushed 

background music, constituted Iia £irst" in broadcasting 

that was called '"television's finest hour"' .t:~.:;;,) .. Journalists 

were lauded £or their good taste and sensitivity, £or the 

"unobtrusive coverage o£ the £inal rites (that) 

underscored broadcasting's dignity and maturity in 

covering the news" ..(~..:~ Embedded in these comments was a 

regard £or the improvisory skills o£ television 

journalists, by which they adapted to the events o£ 

mourning in a way that contradicted the investigatory and 

intrusive practices £avored by other members o£ their 

trade. 

The written press did not go unpraised. Sta££ers at 

the three major newsmagazines were lauded £or "getting 

everything into their issues in spite o£ incredible 
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about the event. In using tales of instinct to 

the uncertainty surrounding situations of "being 

the first··, journalists offset their partial knowledge and 

authority 

generated 

for the event. The fact that few hunches 

substantive discussions about the assassination 

in the days following Kennedy's shooting suggests the 

degree to which political questions were temporarily 

suspended 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 reporters to 

cover Kennedy's Dallas trip. In at least one account, that 

premonition earned him rapid promotion through the ranks 

at CBS ~;~;. 

As with tales of mishap, embedded within journalists' 

stories of triumph was a larger discourse about 

professionalism. 

lias professional a job ... as one could care to see" !;!;f;;". An 

editorial in grq~d~~~t!EJl magazine noted that the last-

minute reorganization of reporters and the energetic and 

creative ways in which they revamped existing set-ups to 

meet the pace of the event .. ",as not a job that amateurs 

could have done .•. It was a job for professionals" ""7. The 

ability to improvise, reorganize and redo, on one hand, 

and to anticipate events through instinct, on the other, 
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that warily conceded the news media's in£luence over 

events. It echoed earlier reservations about journalistic 

practice voiced by the ASNE: 

1£ 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 o£ the basic truth 
that £reedom o£ in£ormation is not an unlimited 
license to trample on individual rights •••• 

While allowing £or pooled coverage under certain 

circumstances, the statement stopped short o£ permitting 

codes or other external bars on media performance :I. :I. '$~ 

The idea that external £orces tNould regulate 

journalism seemed anathema to the notion o£ a free press. 

A !r!_'Ls;..hi .. !l9_toiL_E..Q§_t editor urged journalistic sel£-restraint 

over 'magic codes' to curb excesses typical of Dallas 11$. 

Ne~. ____ '('?Sk __ I.J,l'!!?s editors Turner Catledge and Cli£ton Daniel 

separately called on members o£ the press corps to use 

their own judgment in covering similar events The 

president o£ the Associated Press Managing Editors 

Association complained that the Warren Commission should 

have lauded the press instead o£ scoring it :1. :l ~'5 And 

teleVision reporter Gabe Pressman, in 

9J,!.§!£:\;_""rl,.,y. article about ethics, journalism and the Kennedy 

assassination, complained that his medium was being used 

as a scapegoat: 

Because we have the capacity o£ telling a story 
e££iciently. dramatically and with a maximum 
amount o£ impact - because we have the ability 
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reveals much about the embedded discourses of technology. 

professionalism, and journalistic authority through which 

journalists sought to position themselves as authorized 

spokespeople for the events in Dallas. Because the 

specific events of Kennedy's death embedded problems of 

journalistic authority 

coverage, retelling the 

in much of the assassination 

journalists' part in covering the 

story called for reconstructions of their performances as 

effective professional triumphs or understandable - but 

salvageable professional mishaps on the part of 

journalistic performers. This took place both in the mass 

media and trade publications in the months 

following Kennedy's death. 

immediately 

Through their tales of triumph and mishap, 

journalists thus set the stage for self-authorization via 

discourse about professionalism. Journalists' 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 set up through 

tales of "being the first", lithe best" and Itthe only" 

underscored how little journalistic pro£essionalism had 

moved from baser notions of competition. The discourse by 

Which journalists legitimated themselves had individual 

dimensions, 

reporters' 

in that it served as a springboard for certain 

careersp Yet in a larger sense, it had 
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the view that journalistic coverage had extended 

its appropriate limits in covering the 

assassination, acting irresponsibly and intrusively in 

covering the Oswald homicide, in particular. Such a point 

which underscored television's invasion of the rights of 

the accused- overturned the technological base which 

television journalists had used to legitimate themselves. 

For journalists to agree with it would have been 

tantamount to invalidating those qualities distinguishing 

television journalism from print. In other words, the 

imbroglio about Oswald threatened to upset the shaky 

legitimacy of television practitioners. 

Thus most journalists preferred the second argument, 

which emphasized the attributes o£ television. They 

regarded the assassination coverage as a positive 

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, showing 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 Oswald story has more or less disappeared £rom 
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quarters re-appraisals began to take shape immediately 

after the Coro.mi.ssion~s deliberations were published, with 

g§.9...1:t.:!:..~_§. publishing a "Primer of Assassination Theories" in 

1966 that suggested 30 versions of Kennedy's murder at 

odds with official documentary record ~~ Books by 

assassination buffs Mark Lane, Edward Epstein and Josiah 

Thompson went into circulation by the middle of the decade 

New Orleans District Attorney Jim Garrison accused 

prominent businessman Clay Shaw of involvement in 

Kennedy's death, in what carne to be called the Clay Shaw-

Jim Garrison affair ~7 Kennedy aide Richard Goodwin 

called for an independent group to weigh charges of 

inadequacy against the Warren Commission Groups of 

citizens began gathering signatures for petitions that 

urged the investigation's reopening 59. A television panel 

pitted Commission critics against its defenders for an on-

air debate and received widespread media coverage 

As the earlier role of journalists in upholding 

documentary record about the assassination had been 

central, so were the efforts of journalists in questioning 

it. Movement from acceptance of the Commission's 

dOcumentation, in however partial a form, to questioning 

its basic parameters, was exercised with their assistance. 

For example,. in September 1966 reporter Torn Wicker 

criticized the Commission for failing to quiet public 
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thiS invited other groups - such as journalists - to lend 

closure through their versions of events. In other .,ords, 

the failure of documentary process made it possible for 

other groups vying to tell the assassination story to 

emerge as its authorized spokespersons. Documentary 

failure made possible the legitimation of alternate forms 

of documentation in conjunction with the story of 

Kennedy's death. 

For other retellers striving to tell their versions 

of Kennedy's death, this generated immediate opportunity. 

The vacuum of recognized authority suggested a need for 

other kinds of evidence providing other angles to the 

crime. As Don Delillo remarked: 

Powerful events breed their own network of 
inconsistencies ... The physicial evidence 
contradicts itself, the eyewitness accounts do 
not begin to coincide. There are failures of 
memory~ there are con£licting memories ~~3. 

For speakers trying to forward their authoritative 

presence within the assassination tale, this suggested 

that by offering a different interpretation of the events 

of Kennedy's death, they could solidify their position as 

its authorized spokespeople. As David Lifton suggested in 

his book about the assassination, "What you believe 

happened in Dallas on November 22, 1963 depends on what 
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evidence you believe" ~~4. What he did not say was that as 

important as what one believed was who one believed had 

the right to assist 

assassination. 

in determining beliefs about the 

Given the re-search necessitated by documentary 

fail'Ure,. individuals and groups began to document the 

documents of others. 

access the original 

Because they were no longer able to 

assassination story, documents which 

had previously been sealed were opened; testimony was re­

given within di££erent parameters and circumstances; and 

access to 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 discussing one of the 

more recent booKs on the assassination, author James 

Reston Jr. was told that he had no new evidence. Reston 

replied that his argument~ came from rereading the 

documents themselves :I. :t. :'.~i His comment upheld the 

legitimacy of secondary access, and recognition that the 

layperson's re-reading of old texts was a viable practice 

of interpretation, or documentary exploration. Attempting 

to advance its legitimacy in effect justified the access 

of laypersons to the documents of the assassination 

record, and suggested the central role they could play in 

deconstructing its contents. It also upheld the views 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 made 

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 years in readings of Kennedy's death ~1&. 

Using Walter Cronkite as narrator, it explored 25 years of 

investigatory efforts through the categories of evidence 

and expertise that had been invoked to interpret its 

circumstances" suggesting that which assassination reading 

people adopted depended in large part on the categories of 

evidence" testimony and expertise in which they believed. 

This suggests that following documentary failure, the 

assassination 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 position themselves through different interpretive 

practices around 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 assassinationG 

In particular, journalists' ability to do so was made 

easier because secondary access 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 authority for covering the story of 

Kennedy's death. For example, broadcaster Eric Sevareid, 

brought in to comment on a CBS Report on the Warren 

Commission, was criticized because ··as a witness, his 

credentials ... seemed to consist entirely of his agreement 

to watch the CBS documentary" ~. :1.-..... 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 journalists and their 

professional practices in a positive light. 

Because journalists played such a large part 

fashioning 

documents 

"the record of the record," ordering 

implicitly upheld their placement 

in 

its 

as 

professionals .. At heart, then, of the reopening of the 

assassination record was a definitive movement from the 
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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 1e~. News-magazines were 

filled with more realistic re-readings of Kennedy's 

Presidency In 1985, Hofstra University conducted a 

The conference director maintained 

that the theme was chosen to provide a fair evaluation of 

the former President :I.Z-?7 

Conspiracy readings also flourished a 

vengeance" as in Don Delill.o's 1988 novel b'! .. Q.;r .. ~.. or 

the NBC min i - ser i es E~Y.Q.!: .. ~J::,~ ... ;;g'l. 1e9 New books on the 

assassination suggested different angles to old 

information: One posited Texas Governor John Connally as 

the assassin's target rather than Kennedy :I. ~?o • , others gave 

new reasons for the Mafia wanting to kill Kennedy 

Dav id Horowitz' 15 I.h.~ ....... ~.§!.!:!.!1.~<::!y.§. furthered suggestions of 

Kennedy's sexual activity and dubious connections 13Z 

The eighties thus brought with them few revelations 

into the assassination record. As one journalist remarked, 

t·there are no new facts about the Kennedys, only new 

att.itudes" Indeed, not everybody remembered, or cared 
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The operative myth of the Kennedy years 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, destroyed, classified. 
Deaths by suicide, murder, accident, unspecified 
natural causes. The simplest facts elude 
authentication 140. 

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 b,egan to look to other quarters for 

authoritative versions of smaller incidents of documentary 

abuse. Christopher Lasch generated an aptly titled article 

called "The Life of Kennedy's Death," which detailed the 

story's lingering effect on ongoing definitions not about 

Kennedy or the assassination but. about those who produced 

such definitions ~4~~ In his view, the assassination has 

remained a national obsession because it validates 

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 Dallas finally opened what the N.§.!1. 

"its most infamous public space," the 

Texas School Book Depository amid wide-ranging 

Controversy over the collective and individual meanings 

generated by such a move. 
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This growing interest in the processes by which the 

assassination was documented - the meta-discourse about 

the record of the record - helped to focus attention on 

alternate forms of documentation, including professional 

memories, directly highlighting the role of journalists. 

The memories of those persons who were present in some 

professional 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" 

The past, however, was not necessarily the past of 

America's 34th President but of persons attempting to work 

out their own histories, both personal and professional. 

Memories were thus set up in competition with the official 

accounts that had until then been held sacred. Given the 

failure of such official 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" or IItruthful" version o£ 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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the con£ines o£ journalistic or historical activity was 

easier than contemplating them as an independent entity, 

seemingly sprung £rom nowhere. 

While the bu££s' investigation o£ the assassination 

did not immediately gain momentum because "they did not 

have the resources to get answers £or many o£ the 

questions they proposed," 

the very £act that they asked them was vitally­
important, £or they broke ground the Warren 
Commission was disposed to ignore 6. 

A R! .. mp.~x.t_",. investigation o£ the bu££s' e££orts claimed 

"they were doing the job the Dallas police, the FBI and 

the \~arren Commission should have done in the £irst place" 

As time wore on, and other quarters £ailed to address 

the questions that the bu££s raised, their presence within 

the assassination story began to generate serious 

questions over whether o££icial experts were needed to 

adequately deconstruct the assassination record. At heart 

o£ discussions o£ their role in retelling the 

assassination story were thus considerations about the 

role o£ the amateur in a world generally run by experts, 

and a mound o£ poorly evaluated evidence in a context 

where tidy o££icial piles o£ documentation were assumed to 

have worked best. As one bu££ said, 

It's possible that (what I've £ound) is 
completely unscienti£ic. But my answer to people 
saying 'you're no expert' is 'where are the 
experts?' a 
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bu££S~ practices encroached on their territory and 

labelled them a "media o££spring" ii. Journalist Charles 

Roberts exempli£ied a characteristic trend o£ 

dismissiveness when he maintained that "clearly the 

pattern with Warren Commission critics is: 1£ the experts 

agree with you, use them. 1£ they don't, ignore them·' ""'. 

Interestingly, the £act that the same had been o£ten said 

about the journalistic community did not promote the same 

kind o£ evaluations about journalism. Criticism £ocused on 

the bu££s' lack o£ expertise and the £act that they based 

their authority an a groundwork laid by the press corps. 

Journalists in particular £aulted them £or building their 

assassination libraries from newspaper clippings, thereby 

constructing an assassination record on documents provided 

largely by journalists In an environment where 

journalists themselves sought ·to emerge as the 

assassination's authorized spokespeople, the bu££s' 

dependence an journalistic record was problematic. For 

they needed to set themselves apart £rom journalists, 

establishing their authority as an independent 

interpretive community, and that objective was obscured by 

their usage o£ journalistic documents to do so. 

PISTANCING MECHANJSMS AND_JHE BUF~~. In attempting 

to authorize themselves, the bu££s particularly tried to 

distance themselves £rom the journalistic community. They 
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Lane's comments also suggested an understanding of 

hoW pro£essionalism is conveyed in discourse? with the 

buffs promoted by chipping away at the exclusivity with 

which certain behavior was traditionally associated with 

other groups of retellers. By framing his discussion as 

journalism, Lane thereby blurred both the amateurism of 

the buffs and the professionalism 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 buffs as respondents to the 

professional 

community. 

challenges raised by the journalistic 

History \~as an integral part o£ assassination 

retellings. Observers made much of the fact that Kennedy 

had had an affinity for history. In an article called 

"History on His Shoulder," I:i,.ffi.§.. correspondent Hugh Sidey 

held that Kennedy "knew he was on history's stage" 

Jackie Kennedy was quoted as saying that "history made 

Jack what he was'l Nancy Dickerson explained that 

Kennedy videotaped his activities "because he thought that 

they could provide a new kind of record, a record so that 

people in the future could look back and see history more 

directly £or themselves" i;:;:"'~~ Kennedy's intere.e.t in history 

was thus set up as a context which anticipated the 
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we were on the air, talking~ and Air Force One 
arrived and I saw them. They were all confused 
as far as I was concerned. They weren't doing it 
the right way. Instead of opening the front door 
of Air Force One, they were opening the back 
door. And they had a hydraulic lift there, and 
of course they were taking the body out the back 
door in a casket SQ. 

Eyewitnessing was recounted not only in direct conjunction 

with the events of the assassination. NBC Nel,.Js 

Correspondent Sander Vanocur recalled standing outside of 

the west wing of the White House when he saw Kennedy's 

rocking chair being brought out and LBJ's mounted saddle 

brought in. "Power changes very quickly and very brutally 

in \vashington," said Vanocur. 111'11 never forget the 

exchange of those two pieces of furniture within a 20 

minute period" 

By situating themselves as eyewitnesses, journalists 

have authenticated themselves for having been in the §.~l!1§. 

~J .. ~§:. and §.~.~.g .. ., .. " ..... p' .. +' .. §!.~.§:. as the events o£ the assassination 

weekend. The same time and place that characterizes these 

personalized narratives took journalists £roTft Dallas to 

WaShington, where t.he assassination culminated in 

Kennedy's funeral. Being an eyewitness has ensured the 

access o£ journalists with stories that bear space-time 

qualities equivalent to those of the assassination itsel£~ 

InVoking the role o£ eyewitness, journalist.s have 

legitimated themselves through an authority derived from 
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been in the same time and same place as the events 

of Kennedy's death. 

A second way of credentialling 

oneself is through the role of representative. Journalists 

have generated authority for their tales by assuming the 

role o£ representative a Such a role is predicated upon 

pro:fessional affiliation, with journalists positioned as 

representative players in the assassination story through 

their professional affiliation as reporters. The role of 

representative is invoked when eyewitnessing 'V,las not 

possible and reporters did not work on the assassination 

story in either its Dallas or Washington frames. One NBC 

retrospective used John Chancellor~s experiences during 

the assassination 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 (Kennedy's) 
death. In West Berlin, you would get in a taxi, 
give your destination p and the driver would say 
~America~? 1£ you said yes, the meter would be 
turned off and you rode free 64. 

The fact that Chancellor's experiences as a correspondent 

in Berlin bore little relevance to the events of the 

aSsassination \4eekend t,\~as not visibly problematized. 

Instead, his professional standing at the time of t.he 
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"we sat there. We couldn't believe what had happened. 

asked members of the police department, ~could it 

happen here?" I. {.;1ti~. None of these reporters was situated 

anywhere near Dallas during the assassination; nor were 

they 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 

authoritatively retelling its story. Using their words to 

index the assassination rein£orces journalists' ability to 

act as authorized spokespersons. 

Journalists were thus credential led as 

representatives for having been in the !"aJ!l~._ .. !,.ime but. a 

differe_nt .. _~£.~ as the events in Dallas. The relevance of 

professional affiliation at the time of the assassination 

implicitly supports the emerging status of journalists as 

the story"s authorized retellers. The fact that 

journalists did ~ot work on the assassination story is 

obscured by the frequency with which news organizations 

have used tales of the representative to authorize 

assassination recollections. These tales e><pand the 

foundation by which journalists legitimately provided an 

authorized version of events. Not only do they perpetuate 

associations with the assassination story that bear little 

connection to the part journalists originally played in 

ita coverage, but they equallize the access of reporters 
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to highlight - and perpetuate - the status of certain 

reporters. Recycling and self-quoting have maintained a 

focus on the words of certain reporters, while deflecting 

attention from those of others. Institutionally-backed 

discourses and practices have thus depended first on in-

medium deliberations, on decisions taken by news 

organizations that pronounce certain tales worthy of being 

commemorated I recycled or quoted. Once pronounced worthy, 

the words and deeds of journalists about the assassination 

have been turned into fodder for extensive institutional 

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. 

JJ:!&"_P"9_\!!.N.?J!2&"9f __ 

The fact that a range of personalities has been 

perpetuated as celebrities for their part in retelling the 

Kennedy 

discourses 

Discourses 

assassination highlights different underlying 

about journalistic practice and authority. 

connecting many journalists with the events of 

the assassination weekend have been played out, and 

ultimately either discarded or legitimated. Those 

journalists who received institutional backing have been 

promoted most effectively as celebrities over time. 

But a number of other journalists who were actively 

associated with Kennedy"'s assassination have not received 
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general acclaim .. Some journalists lost their jobs due to 

their assassination coverage. CBS' Robert Pierpoint was 

rumored to have lost his Washington posting to Dan Rather, 

because Pierpoint's cumulative experience did not match 

Rather's skill in covering Dallas ~e. Other reporters lost 

their positioning in the organizational hierarchy to Tom 

Tom Pettit, whose on-

site, on-air coverage of Oswald's murder for NBC was 

hailed in 1963 by 1?.F2_"l9£§.§j:,j,Il.9. mag az i ne as "a £irst in 

television history" disappeared unexplained from 

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 to make place for 

journalists with greater celebrity status 70, Penn Jones, 

who uncovered a series of mysterious deaths related to the 

assassination, was labelled "a sign of hope for the 

survival 

acclaim 

of independent journalism" but cries of 

were confined to the leftist press. Tabloid 

journalist Geraldo Rivera claimed the dubious honor of 

having first run a frame-by-frame analysis of Zapruder's 

footage of Kennedy's shooting on nationwide television, in 

a series he hosted in the mid-70s called Gg.Q-'L. __ .B .. ~ . .9h_:t.'-. 
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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.S. 

capitalism and Cuban communism, but media discussions of 

Daniel's journalistic performance invariably labelled him 

as being "too involved in politics" 74. Leads by reporter 

Jack Anderson about Mafia involvement occupied columns of 

the ~~_§...hj,)19_j::,2.!LJi'g_§.t.. during the 1970s, but were eventually 

marginalized 

assassination 

as tabloid journalism. Anderson's 1988 

documentary bore a 900-telephone number 

which viewers could call if they wanted to reopen the 

investigation p a far cry from the hard-news formats with 

which Anderson had been earlier associated 7~. 

The actions of each journalist have been rendered 

marginal to consensus about appropriate journalistic 

performanceI' denying celebrity status to the journalists 

behind them. The fact that certain journalists have fallen 

from fame and acclaim despite admirable original 

performances in 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 

suggest that they did not attend to any discourses, only 

that they attended to the wrong ones. They lacked 

institutional support because their performances did not 

sufficiently address or complement issues of concern to 

journalism professionals. For example, Dan Rather"s 

performance highlighted a more salient hidden agenda about 

journalism - the legitimacy of television journalism 

than did that of Penn Jones or Hugh Aynesworth, both of 

\vhich addressed rightful parameters of investigative 

journalism. Thus both were marginalized by other 

journalists for being too political, too left-wing, too 

tabloid 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 less praiseworthy have 

produced such status is telling. It suggests that the 

workings of journalistic celebrity depend less on actual 

journalistic performances than on institutional agendas 

and surrounding discourses about journalism. Celebrity 

status for journalists is derived not only from the 

quality 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 £ound available £or retelling their tales, as 

well as the technological, pro£essional and cultural 

discourses that made them timely, thus constitute £actors 

which have figured into the workings of journalistic 

celebrity. 

Il:LE.; .. YIhJ;lJ.!"JI.Y. __ Q£.J?J;;:RPJ;:Il!bT:J:N~LIh!"g2_.I.!:!EQl!~JL.9g6J;J?.B.:J:_TI' 

All of this attests to the viability of celebrity as 

a memory system. Positioning individual reporters as 

pivotal points £or criss-crossing discourses about the 

assassination and about technology and journalistic 

pro:fessionalism constitutes an effective Jfle8nS o£ 

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 o£ anchorpeople. Dan 

Rather's coverage re£lected growing attempts to legitimate 

television correspondents as bona £ide reporters. Theodore 

White's coverage highlighted the glory o£ the written 

word, which faced competition following the effective 

televised coverage of much of the assassination story. Tom 

Wicker's per£ormance highlighted the old guard o£ American 

journalism, showing that objectives of speedy coverage, 

eyewitness reporting and terse prose still constituted 

viable goals. Tales o£ celebri"ty attested to the 
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subjunctive and indicative dimensions of individual 

journalistic performance, thereby setting up the narrative 

parameters 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 o£ American journalism. Celebrity, then, 

constitutes an effective memory system for journalists 

precisely because it £ocuses attention on issues crucial 

to journalism through individual reporters. As cited 

earlier, celebrity gives journalists idealized notions of 

how to act or be, institutionally-correct 

versions o£ such actions. Celebrity, as a memory system, 

helps to mould journalists within the contours of 

institutionally-supported agendas. As Leo Braudy has 

commented" 

the urge to fame is not so much a cause as a 
causal nexus through ,ohich more generalized 
forces political, theological, artistic, 
economic, 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 system. 

The emergence and perpetration of contemporary 

journalistic celebrity is thus neither simplistic nor 

static but a complex matrix of larger discourses and 

practices on a variety 

markers of journalists' 

of issues. Tales which become 

celebrity status cluster around 

professional issues central to journalism. In retelling 

the assassination, these issues concerned the legitimacy 

of television as a medium, with tales often used to embed 

the authority of reporters within 

television technology. 

larger discussions of 

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 more global forms of remembering, all the 

while providing the illusion of closure and embedding new 

cues and signals within an already existent associative 

rrame'VJor k .. This makes implicit sense to a community that 

authenticates itself through its narratives, memories and 

rhetoric. It also solidifies the ritual dimensions of the 

very act o£ 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. 

has 

It thus makes sense that celebrity as a memory system 

lingered in the reconstruction work by which 

journalists £ashion 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 memory-

bearers" 

Perpetuating assassination tales through celebrity 

thus effectively blurs distinctions between "the event o. 

and "the event as told" in journalistic accounts of the 

assassination. It suggests how journalists as tellers-of-

the-event have become the most valued part of 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 journalists to remember the events of 

Kennedy's death by recalling the Walter Cronkites, Dan 

Rathers and Tom \Hckers who gave them voice. Equally 

important, recalling the Cronkites, Rathers or Wickers has 

become a goal in its own right. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

THE AUTHORITY OF THE ORGANIZATION AND INSTITUTION: 
RECOLLECTING THROUGH PROFESSIONAL LORE 

There were memory systems other than celebrity which 

offered journalists alternate ways of effectively and 

advantageously 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 journalists 

a cohesive memory system by which to institutionally 

perpetuate certain perspectives on their actions. In 

recollecting assassination coverage, pro£essional lore has 

offered journalists a set of texts, discourses and 

practices that allows them to tailor their assassination 

memories into a celebration of their own professionalism. 

Perpetuating this lore plays a central role in keeping 

journalists, as an interpretive community, together. 

In the following pages, I discuss how assassination 

retellings have been perpetuated through the professional 

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 

systematically re-used in both organizational and 
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themes. 

contexts 
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in ways which uphold these 

The relevance of professionalism for establishing 

journalistic authority was already suggested in the days 

immediately following the assassination, when the events 

of covering Kennedy's death were systematically turned 

into a story of professional triumph. The fact that this 

transformation figured so directly within immediate 

recountings o£ 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 journalism as a profession and~ more speci£ically~ 

overviews about the technology of television news would 

make sense. How assassination tales have been accomodated 

within professional lore reveals much about the authority 

they are construed as giving journalists and 

journalistic community. 

Professional lore gives journalists and 

organizations an elaborate set of cues about 

appropriate standards of journalistic practice and, 

the 

news 

the 

by 

implication, authority. While its function has been 

debated by journalism scholars, who hold that it serves 
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less to key journalists into pro£essional behavior than 

members o£ other professions~, its particular relevance 

here derives from its function as a memory system. As a 

memory system, professional lore o££ers journalists an 

alternative to perpetuating tales o£ the individual, 

suggested by tales o£ celebrity. It o££ers them instead a 

way to perpetuate tales o£ the news organization and 

institution" linking them through assassination tales to 

collective notions about professionalism and professional 

lore. Pro£essional lore in this sense serves as a tool of 

socialization, which circulates collective notions about 

practice and authority to members o£ the 

community .. 

Like other memory systems, pro£essional 

journalistic 

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 could do tomorrow. Just as the individual 

reporter was rendered the pivotal point o£ tales o£ 

celebrity, in tales o£ pro£essional lore the news 

organization and institution are positioned as points 

through which larger discourses about journalism criss-

cross with discourses about covering Kennedy's death. The 

organization and institution constitute the loci by which 
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discourses about television journalism or journalistic 

professionalism are linked with assassination retellings. 

In retelling the assassination story over time, only 

certain dimensions o£ professionalism have been sustained 

as part of the professional lore. Narratives that attest 

to the viability of certain news organizations, the 

journalistic profession or the attributes of television 

ne!,.JS have bolstered larger discourses about the viability 

of journalism in strategic ways, by using an array of 

organizational and institutional issues as their loci~ 

in 

Equally 

a way 

modification: 

important, professional lore blurs time spans 

that bears little respect for ·temporal 

One reporter relates her involvement in the 

assassination story ten years later in much the same way 

that another narrates his tale a quarter-decade after the 

event .. Neither case addresses or problematizes the passage 

of time within their narratives .. This co-opting of 

professional lore .oi thin 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 

pro£essional lore the air of a backward-looking discourse, 
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a self-retrospective that systematically glorifies certain 

points within its own history from the vantage points of 

those who can afford to look back. Lost 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 professionalism that 

have effectively helped journalists perpetuate themselves 

as an authoritative interpretive community. 

In one \rJay 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, tradition and values r.-:;: They constitute an 

important part of professional lore, setting in place the 

parameters of successful entry into the profession. At the 

same time, pro£essional lore constitutes one viable locus 

for origin narratives to £lourish. There£ore, origin 

narratives help maintain lore at the same time as lore 

upholds the status of origin narratives: Each new tale 

about the successful adaptation OI novice members into a 

community upholds the status 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 their \-Jay into the inroads of the 

journalistic profession has been anchored by many 

journalists within coverage of Kennedy's death. Their 

tales legitimate the professional journalist at the same 

time as they uphold the displacement of the amateur. The 

implication that journalists need to view the 

assassination as a locus for the onset of professional 

behavior - has encouraged them to generate tales of the 

novice within professional lore about it. 

One example was provided by reporter Meg Greenfield, 

who wrote a commemorative piece about the assassination 

for I.j, .. m.~. magazine 25 years later. Entitled "The Way Things 

Really Were," the article traced Greenfield's professional 

identity back to the day that Kennedy was 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, so 
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 function outside the restraints of 
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ordinary decent behavior. We had a job to do. 
Our license was all but total 3. 

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 )<ept them there. Her tale 

recounted the displacement of emotion, the intrusive 

nature of journalistic work and the semblance of 

indifference that characterized journalists' activities of 

those four days. 

Similarly, Barbara Walters recalled her own past as a 

wr iter on th e I293!Y. ..... :::l.h2,O!., where she heard the news that 

Kennedy had been shot: 

That next Honday, I had one of my 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 out of my voice 4 

The fact that she did so, 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 the anxieties of a first-time broadcast qualifies 

her as a capable television journalist. 

Even former anchorperson Jessica Savitch, then a high 

School student anxious to break into journalism, was 

construed as having reacted I'with a curious mixture of 

personal horror and professional excitement .. : 
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As soon as she heard the news, she raced to a 
pay phone and called in a report to WOND on the 
reactions of Atlantic City high school students. 
Jessica and Jeff Greenhawt thought of trying to 
do a special edition of I.§§m ...... 9gETI.§.E., but in the 
end they were overtaken by the dimensions of the 
event. The show was canceled 5 

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 another tale of the novice. In 

his autobiography, n~.§ ..... r::::~.m.§'E!!l .. J':!.§.Y..§l£ .. ..J?'Jj,.t.:!l5.§., 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" (c:" 

Attempting to verify the fact of Kennedy's death by 

telephone, at one point he was simultaneously 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 as 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 once. My mind was racing, trying 
to clear, trying to hold steady, trying to think 
ahead. When Barker said again that he had been 
told the President was dead, I said "Yes, yes. 
That's what I hear too. That he's dead." A voice 
came back, "What was that?" I thought it was 
Barker again. It waen It. The "what was that .. had 
come from a radio editor in New York ...• At that 
point I heard what my mind then recognized 
clearly as someone in New York announce, '"Dan 
Rather says the President is dead ...... I began 
shouting into the phone to New York, shouting 
that I had not authorized any bulletin or any 
other kind of report. Confusion burst anew. I 
was told that I had said not once but twice that 
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Kennedy was dead. Now it 
Those weren't Barker's 
answering ? 

came through to 
questions I had 

Jfte: 
been 

Rather recalled contemplating the possible repercussions 

of what he had done, saying that '"it da.med on me that it 

was possible I had committed a blunder beyond 

comprehension, beyond forgiving'" ". Because it took a full 

half-hour before official con:firmation of Kennedy's death 

came through, the tensions of that time-span struck him in 

full. He knew '"that if the story was wrong, I would be 

seeking another line of work" 'i •• The fact that Rather was 

right, though shaken, has helped to rank him among the 

qualified professional journalists who covered the 

assassination storya 

Implicit in each narrative is a regard for the 

assassination as a professional trial ground by which the 

journalistic acumen o:f the untried reporter is tested. 

Interestingly, tales of the novice uphold the known 

dimensions of journalistic practice: Unlike {!lalter 

Cronkite, who cried on air, or the various reporters who 

recast notions of professional practice in order to 

provide coverage, tales of the novice play directly into 

accepted and recognized standards of action. Journalists 

emerge as part of the community for having proven 

themselves within already-defined parameters of 

journalistic practice and professionalism. 
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Tales 

professional 

of the novice thus relay the story of 

transformation. In each case, reporters are 

transformed by their coverage of the story, emerging on 

professional the other side as individuals with 

reportorial experience of the first order. This makes the 

assassination story a locus bearing fruitful implications 

for more general discourses about journalism, journalistic 

professionalism and the legitimation of television 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 ~O. In other words, the novice's 

ability to respond effectively to the circumstances of 

Kennedy's death is 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 concluding, she called the 

ongoing efforts to cornmem.orate Kennedy's death 

"anniversary journalism'· . The title is apt, for it 

sugges·t.s the importance of journalists' positioning 

themselves within their assassination tales. Because tales 

o£ the novice recount the trans£ormation o£ largely 

untried cub reporters into hard-nosed journalists, 
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recalling the events of Kennedy's death becomes a way of 

marking this transformation within professional lore. 

Recalling the "way things really were" becomes important 

within ongoing definitions about what it means to be a 

professional journalist. Tales of the novice are thus less 

instrumental for what they suggest about 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. 

TQQ!,·_::?'_.9_E_Ig9!'!JIl_Qb,gGY_A~_{L:u?e __ Qf_R.BQn:2_::?19J~~'=-11gM9JE 

A second theme central to professional lore is 

technology. Professional lore is filled with tales of the 

technologies that journalists employ in their work as 

reporters. While this has traditionally comprised a large 

dimension of discourse about journalistic professionalism 

:I. :t , in retelling the assassination it allows journalists 

to link their tales with viable ongoing discussions about 

the legitimacy of television technology and television 

nevJs. 

This rfteans that assassination tales have been 

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 earlier in order to generate 

contemporary appraisals of the profession has been 

mitigated 

vagaries 

by technology. Journalists readily admit to the 

and inconsistencies of human memory, citing 

faulty recall of that weekend's particulars :1. ;;;~ Many 

mention aids which they found helpful in perpetuating 

memory, admitting that they used certain tools of 

technology to keep their assassination tales fresh. 

Technology is thus invoked as a means of maintaining 

their position as authorized retellers of the 

assassination story. Although they differ according to the 

media where reporters work, the presence of tools of 

assistance within professional lore suggests that to some 

extent journalists enmesh the formation of their own 

professional 

Journalists' 

identities with the technologies they use. 

professional memories have thus been 

construed as depending on the tools of technology they 

employed in perpetuating assassination tales .. They see 

themselves as more professional for having used them. 

The early tales by which journalists recount 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 been .. the first," .. the best .. and .. the only" in 

Covering Kennedy's death - set up the kind of context that 
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allowed them over time to celebrate their professionalism 

in conjunction with technology. Immediately after the 

assassination, in an early de£ense o£ television, one 

journalist claimed to use the camera like a newspaper 

This suggests that reporter 

already 

uses his 

then, 

pad and 

reporters 

pencil 

were attending to the 

reconfiguration of practices which technologies of all 

kinds offer their users. 

One tool mentioned frequently by reporters 

recollecting their assassination coverage in pro£essional 

lore is the practice of note-taking. In both print and 

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 recollections 

valid. 

One television 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 Kennedy's death. As Bell recalled that "\r.Je 

were on a round-the-clock vigil for in£ormation, and 

Police Chief Jesse Curry was the primary source of 

in£ormation," the picture of Curry faded to one of Bell 

taking notes years before in Dallas The semic·tic 
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message conveyed by his note-taking was its ability to 

authorize him 25 years later to speak about the 

assassination. 

Another example was provided by 

reporter Harrison Salisburyp who organized his newspaper's 

coverage as editor in New York. In an empassioned 

chronology 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 days after Kennedy 
was killed, the first moment I had time and 
strength to put down what I felt, I wrote a 
memorandum to myself. I said that in the year 
2000 the Kennedy assassination would still be a 
matter of debate, new theories being evolved how 
and why it happened 'B. 

Referring back to his notes as a viable recording of 

events stabilized memories. Salisbury proceeded to quote 

from the memorandum he had penned two and a half decades 

earlier. But rather than link it with personalized 

discourse about himself as a journalist, he used it to 

reference an already existent lore about journalistic 

professionalism: 

I had concluded before going to work for the 
Ii.~§!.§. in 1949 that the essence of journalism "as 
reporting and writing. I wanted to find things 
out - particularly things which no one else had 
managed to dig aut - and let people have the 
best possible evidence on which to make up their 
minds about policy'· 
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Taking notes thereby linked Salisbury with professional 

lore, allowing him to cast himself as "more pro£essional" 

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 !'L"'_'!1. 

yg;:.!i .. _I.!Ji\_<Ee.:!?_ reporter Tom Wicker, who noted how he 

had chosen that day to be without a notebook. I 
took notes on the back of my mimeographed 
schedule of the two-day tour of Texas we had 
been so near to concluding. Today, I cannot read 
many of the notes; on November 22, they were as 
clear as sixty-point type '7. 

Two years later, he recounted how 

I sat in a stuffy, cramped room in the Baker 
Hotel in Dallas on the morning of November 23, 
when the great plane had borne its burden of 
mortality back to Washington, and the fact of 
death was palpable and tearful in every heart, 
and Lee Harvey Oswald was snarling 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 technology 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 visible accoutrement of journalistic 

profeSSionalism a 
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Failure to take notes worked to the disadvantage of 

other reporters. \~3" .. §.h .. ~.pg.:t:'.Qn ....... .P.Q.§.t. edi tor Benj amin Bradlee, 

for instance,. 

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 quote 

verbatim whole chunks of conversations with him" 

Reporter Jean Daniel, the foreign editor of the French 

of interviews with Fidel Castro and John Kennedy shortly 

before Kennedy's death. \~hen Daniel contended that both 

men had said they shared a belief in American capitalism 

and Cuban communism, he was discredited because 

else was present, and Daniel,. by his own account, took no 

notes" ;~;:o His zeal was held to have .. outperformed his 

memory," a statement suggesting that his failure to take 

notes had cast him as unprofessional. 

Another tool mentioned in professional 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 example,. 

CBS' d ocu m en ta r y E.Q:\!.l': .......... R.§..Y.§ .... j_.IL.J!I.Q.Y.§'.r~R.§'.!:. inc or par a t ed s till 

photographs, particularly of Oswald being shot, within its 

filmed footage .'. Elsewhere, Edwin Newman recalled how: 

Americans went to sleep with images of 
assassination spinning in their heads. It all 
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seemed some horrible dream from which we would 
awaken. But it wasn't. We would awaken to more 
and more images, images that would become 
forever burned in our 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 kiss the flag-draped 
casket. We remember a little boy salute to his 
father. We remember the riderless horse 
Blackjack '''''''. 

Repeated references to assassination images have made the 

image-making technology a relevant tool in circumscribing 

memory. 

Photographic and filmic technology have become 

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 time 

of the assassination journalists readily adopted the 

sequencing supplied them by television technology: The 

assassination narrative was transformed into one long 

story that stretched over four days of seemingly 

continuous happenings rather than maintained as piecemeal 

accounts of discrete moments of coverage. This has 

appeared in memory as well, making journalism 

professionals across media dependent on television 

technology for their definitions of professional behavior. 

By barrowing the technology used by journalists in one 

medium,. reporters in other media have thus in effect 
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became second-class tellers of the lore surrounding the 

assassination narrative. 

This suggests that implicit in the tales by which 

journalists have sought to promote themselves as 

professionals for having covered Kennedy's deat.h is a 

recognition that professionalism depends to some degree on 

technology and reporters' effective use of it. The fact 

that 

tool 

journalists aspire to a regard for technology as a 

of assistance is interesting, for in consolidating 

themselves as a professional community journalists have 

emphasized the unique access generated by their unique 

tools. Their discussions, in other words, have not 

stressed the collective skills as journalists, per se. Yet 

the reporters' ability to position themselves around 

technologies is held up as a reflection of their 

professionalism across media. It is used to bolster their 

collective memory of the event, much like it was used to 

bolster professionalism at the time of the assassination. 

The incorporation of assassination tales within 

professional lore has not only emerged through individual 

tales about upholding pro£essional behavior through 

technology. 

journalistic 

In much the same 

celebrity succeed 

recycling patterns by which they 

way that tales of 

due to the extensive 

are circulated, so too 
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has the pro£essional lore o£ journalists depended on such 

loreJ's re-usage~ Re-using assassination tales is 

particularly enlightening £or what it 

collective body o£ knowledge by which 

reveals about the 

the journalistic 

community perpetuates itsel£. How a narrative makes 

way from one context to others reveals much about the 

patterns o£ individual and collective legitimation by 

which that community solidi£ies its position 

discourse. 

in public 

Here again, tales become central parts o£ collective 

lore through reprintings and retrospectives. They 

emphasize the organizations or institutions where 

individuals work, focusing attention on the organizations 

that produce the tales being re-used. Pro£essional lore is 

thus in part motivated by an organization's own decision 

to circulate its tales. For example, in the press 

journalists have reprinted original assassination tales 

through special issues o£ magazines, journals and 

newspapers, special sections within those same journals, 

and entire commemorative volumes .. This pattern was 

exempli£ied by !".;i, .. ~§!:_g,. magazine's twenty-:fi£th anniversary 

issue which reprinted its original memorial edition: An 

outer-Iea£ was a££ixed to the original edition, bearing a 

picture o:f the cover published a quarter-century earlier 

and the word "reprint'" slashed diagonally across it. The 
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outer-leaf proclaimed that IIwe recall him 25 years later 

with this historic issue," and a brier insert went as 

follows: 

The first copies of this magazine, published two 
weeks after John F. Kennedy's killing, sold out 
immediately as a grieving America, seeking a 
memoir of its sadness, turned to h.;,.J..§ .••• \~e 
believe this account to be richer than any 
anniversary review could be. So we have 
reprinted our original for the 100 million 
Americans who are too young to remember - and 
for those too old to forget - the assassination 
of a President .a 

Other than these alterations, and a raised price (from 

$.50 to $3.95), the edition was reprinted exactly as it 

had been issued 25 years earlier. Similar patterns were 

found in books and in-house journals. 

Organizational re-usage has also recirculated 

assassination photographs, which perhaps constitute the 

most systematically reprinted part of assassination lore: 

Shots of LBJ being sworn in as President, of Jackie 

Kennedy close to her husband's casket, of Oswald crumpling 

under a murdererls bullet, of Caroline touching her 

rather's co££in were replayed in newspapers, magazines, 

journals and commemorative volumes about the slain 

President. A commemorative volume by Time-Life books, 

entitled concluded with two pictures 

taken from the assassination and pre-assassination 

coverage - one of John-John saluting his father's casket; 
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the other of Kennedy walking on the sand dunes near 

Hyannis Port. The inscription read: 

This is how bJfg ended its special JFK memorial 
following the assassination .. In this retelling 
of Camelot so many years later, it still seems 
fitting to let these two pictures close the 
story r.~~~~ . 

Many of these pictures had appeared 25 years earlier in 

magazine 25, etched into collective memory by earlier 

institutional efforts. Re£erences were again made by 

parent companies, wi th [9.'1::.10.",.,,"-, magazine endorsing 

photographs in the following fashion: 

In the November bJ .. f.". are some of the most 
vividly famous photographs of the instant and 
stunning aftermath (of Kennedy's death) ... the 
First Lady in her blood-soaked 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 ••• 

the 

The special commemorative volume also featured many 

pictures of photographers who had photographed Kennedy 

Televised tales have been circulated within 

professional lore through the modicum of television 

retrospectives. In this case, retrospectives 't.vere 

forwarded as part of the lore of news organizations. 

Often, they took on different names, allowing journalists 

and organizations to profit a number of times from the 

same footage. ABC, for instance, reused one basic 

compilation of assassination coverage but titled it 
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differently when 

screened on the Arts and Entertainment Cable Network in 

1988, and a t hr e e - par t set ca 11 ed Ih§! .... W..§'§'.!:L .... W.§' ...... 12.§.:I:: .... !:i;.§'D.!1.§'.9Y. 

when sold on the private market one year later ;;:::f::\ 

Although different narrators introduced the clippage, the 

coverage it presented was nearly identical. 

Film clips £rom assassination £ootage have also been 

replayed in news programs, special documentaries and media 

retrospectives: Sequences showed the funeral caisson, the 

riderless horse, the processions o£ mourners, the murder 

of Oswald. Photographs have been recycled: A special 1988 

eight-part CBS series on the assassination was introduced 

with a color montage of the eventls best-known 

photographs, upholding the stature accorded photographs in 

recollecting the story .-. 

Coopting assassination narratives within other texts 

has made re-usage patterns most explicit. \~here 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 television as a news medium re£lects its 

importance to the emerging legitimacy of television 
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journalism. Similarly~ incorporating the same narrative 

within general overviews about news as a profession 

suggests the tale's centrality to an understanding of news 

at its most generalized level. 

Thus where an assassination tale has been re-used 

says much about the underlying patterns of authority 

perpetuated by the journalistic community's pro£essional 

lore. The effectiveness of professional lore in upholding 

assassination retellings is found in the reusage of 

assassination tales in milieux other than those in which 

they were originally intended. This directly upholds the 

consolidation of journalists into an interpretive 

community~ by displaying how its communal lore depends on 

the continuous recirculation of narratives that celebrate 

l 
journalistic professionalism. 

Journalists have and news-organizations :ce-used 

assassination narratives in two main groups of 

organizationally-bound texts overviews of specific news 

organizations~ such as histories of CBS or I.):1!;:< __ H_§~!_ ... .Y_9£.!s. 

and the biographical and autobiographical 

perspectives 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 1963. 

The most illustrative example of this kind of 

discourse was found in one history of CBS News, Gary Paul 

Gates' Gates' book began with a chapter 

entitled "Kennedy' oS 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, ",i th 

assassination coverage making CBS into a viable news 

organization. In a semiotic sense, framing the book around 

the assassination coverage thus highlights the role it 

played in legitimating CBS News. Such a role was stressed 

throughout the book. Like other accounts found in 

professional lore,. Gates' recounting of the assassination 

story was laced with praise for television technology. He 

traced how CBS would be able to produce coverage like that 

exhibited on Kennedy"'s death- the 1962 opening of three 

new CBS bureaus, one in Dallas; expansion of network news 

coverage from 15 minutes to 30; the addition of Telstar 

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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as i£ the assassination coverage was the result of 

organizational foresight. This coopted the assassination 

story within a 

organizations. 

larger discourse legitimating the news 

Similar stories were £eatured in professional lore 

about NBC. One biography of former NBC anchorperson 

Jessica Savitch 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 commercials, after Kennedy was 

shot. ··His competitors at CBS and ABC followed suit, but 

NBC garnered the credit for public-spiritedness", went the 

account :?a The same story was featured in other overviews 

of NBC News ;"", suggesting that organizational decisions 

at NBC had helped to make the assassination story into the 

special-event coverage that it became. This supported 

linkages between the assassination story and NBC's 

prestige as a news organization 33. 

In each case the assassination story has been used to 

bolster the prestige of the organizational locus from 

which the tale emerged. As one television retrospective 

maintained,. Ilit was at times like these that a news 

organization finds out how good it is, whether it can do 

the hard jobs, ·the grim Pro£essional lore has 

helped to 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 

discussed earlier: While recycling the celebrity tale 

serves the individual journalists whose praises it sangp 

by heightening and solidifying their personal stature, re-

usage of organizational tales serves the organization~ by 

stressing the gains it garnered by covering Kennedy's 

death. 

At the same time, assassination narratives have been 

re-u.sed extensively within institutional overviews, 

including discussions about journalism as a pro£ession and 

the evolution of television news. In each case, 

assassination narratives have been coopted within more 

general discourses that have helped create a valorized 

past for the 

question. 

institutions and institutional concerns in 

One representative claim has held that television 

news and the Kennedy assassination were ripe £or each 

other. This claim's centrality in professional lore has 

been borne out quantitatively: One comprehensive tome on 

the evolution o£ television, 

described coverage o£ the assassination in nearly 

10 pages of text a pattern repeated elsewhere too. 
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Mention of the Kennedy assassination is found in nearly 

every institutional overview of the medium of television. 

But the qualitative nuances of claims about the 

loyalties of television and the Kennedy assassination have 

been of more enduring significance. In a special issue 

celebrating television's 50th birthday, Iy. ....... G_Y_!.9§_ 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 

ne~vs £or Americans" b.J.£§:. magazine produced a special 

feature about television, highlighted by pictures of both 

Kennedy's funeral and Oswald'. shooting A CBS 

documentary maintained that 

America needed calming, and it happened because 
television carried it all. Hour after hour, day 
after day, from murder to burial, the flow of 
images and pictures calmed the panic. Someone 
has said that thoBe four days marked the corning 
of the age of television 3e~ 

In account after account, the assassination retellers and 

television were construed as having given each other 

effective stages for collective legitimation. 

This had to do in part with notions about time and space, 

and how television played with them. It was a pivotal year 

for television. Not only did more people say in 1963 that 

they got more news from television than from newspapers, 
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but the advent of the half-hour newscast intensified the 

"bond of familiarity and dependence between anchor and 

viewer" 39. Coverage of the Kennedy assassination was 

construed as capping off what had become an advantageous 

situation: 

Television had already proved its ability to 
cover large-scale events that were pre-planned, 
but never before had it attempted to keep up 
with a fast-breaking, unanticipated story of 
this magnitude ..• Remarked one executive at the 
time, "I think we were frightened when we saw 
our capability." In a medium not noted for its 
dignity or restraint, the commentators and 
reporters also per£ormed admirably, conscious 
perhaps of their role in keeping the nation calm 
and unified. What the networks lost in 
commercial revenues during the four days !Plaa 
more than compensated for by the good will 
generated .• ~Television news had come of age 40. 

This played directly into the hands of the newly-empowered 

television networks. 

In much the same way that organizational tales have 

contextualized the assassination as the result of 

organizational foresight, institutional tales have viewed 

it as the consequence of institutional developments in 

technology, political climate, and the social and cultural 

legitimation of television. Television was seen as an 

active player in the assassination drama. Through the 

assassination it became 

the central nervous 
instrument of 
feeling •.. Commentators 
fill the vacuum in 

system of society? an 
perception and 

and reporters tried to 
our thoughts. Cameras 
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searched for some meaning in the tangle of 
Dallas, Washington and finally Arlington _a. 

Historical overviews thereby have focused on the 

relationship between then-current forms of professionalism 

and technology, repeatedly mentioning the influence of the 

medium of television on memories of Kennedy~s death: 

until (Oswald's death), TV had been exclusively 
a medium of fantasy, so that part of the shock 
of Ruby's action was simply that it was 
real ..• Suddenly we understood television in an 
entirely new way, in a manner that prepared us 
for the many murders to come, for the 'living 
room war' of Vietnam, for the constitutional 
lessons of Watergate, and finally, monotonously, 
for the local murders of the ten o'clock news 

In another's view, 

American television changed 
the day Kennedy died, (when) 

been poor cousins to radio and 
assassination created a new 

On that day, 
forever ••. Unlike 
the networks had 
ne",spaper ... the 
hunger for TV 
television 
information "~':;,'l 

news, and almost overnight, made 
the pre-eminent medium for 

Thus the assassination has been contextualized as one of 

the first circumstances where journalists showed they were 

capable of acting in a way demanded of them by television 

technology. This has made the authorization of television 

a central part of professional lore about the 

assassination. Attempts to incorporate the assassination 

narrative within larger discourses about professionalism 

and ·technology have directly upheld television"'s 

legitimation. 
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The changing configurations of space and time that 

figured within these notions have been £eatured in 

professional lore. For example, a special 1989 issue of 

P.§'92.~~ magazine about television~s £iftieth anniversary 

introduced a section entitled "Unforgettable Images" with 

"collapsing time and distance, TV created instant history 

and hurled it at light-speed into our homes and memories" 

44 The same section used three pictures - of the Kennedy-

Nixon debates in 1960, Kennedy's funeral cortege and 

Oswald being shot - to illustrate TV news' coming of age. 

It happened 

by confronting the unspeakable tragedy of life. 
The eyes of (\lalter Cronkite swelled with tears 
when he heard from a young Dan Rather that 
President Kennedy was dead. Tom Pettit's voice 
filled with horrifed excitement as he broadcast 
TV's first on-air murder of Lee Harvey Oswald, 
on NBC. The world sat in on these extraordinary 
events through the marvels of communication 
satellites that could usually and instantly 
united the globe 4m 

Implicit in these cornmen ts v.18S a recognition that 

television had changed the forms by which the American 

public would remember its events. It solidified its status 

as "a collective re£erence point"· and shaper o£ American 

memories 46. It was not only, as one analyst observed, 

that by bringing the assassination and its ",ftermath 

"vividly into the national consciollsnessD .. £ar more 

graphically than the printed page, the video screen (has) 

depicted some of the most unforgettable scenes in recent 
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history" It was also that it has made certain 

diJftensions of those scenes available for collective 

perpetuation .. Collective perpetuation fit well into 

journalists' attempts to uphold collective notions about 

themselves, upholding the ritual dimensions of 

assassination retellings, and the ongoing patterns of 

community and authority by which journalists are 

consolidated as an interpretive community. 

Yet the 

emphasis on television technology as an institutional 

issue of concern to journalists has not erased 

consideration of the reporter's individual relationship to 

technology. Technologies have remained "peopled" in 

professional lore. In narrating the 1988 CBS documentary 

E.Q.~1': ........ J.!.~.Y§ .... J_!, __ ..... !'!9-Y.§.ffiP..§E, Dan Rather cautioned v iewers that 

they were about to watch a 

hastily-prepared biography CBS 
that weekend. Tapes and films 
our vaults, and my colleague 
improvised from notes 49 

News broadcast 
were rushed from 

Harry Reasoner 

A 1988 Associated Press dispatch relayed the earlier 

performance of NBC correspondent Bill Ryan with the 

following account: 

It was Ryan who read the AP flash that Kennedy 
was dead. 
"It's jarring when 
says, 'You're the 
Kennedy was dead," 

somebody comes up to you and 
one who told me President 

" Ryan said. 
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Huntley, David Brinkley and 
couuldn't know was that on 
television changed forever 

The article recounted the difficulties and circumstances 

of technical naivete which Ryan was expected 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 

improvements of television technology since the days of 

the assassination. Yet also implicit was the admission 

that even without the sophisticated equipment of 

contemporary television, television journalists played 

their trade well in covering Kennedy. Stories about the 

legitimation of journalists as professionals were thus 

for<oarded 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 equipment 
did not exist. Our signals moved mostly by 
hardwire or microwave relay. In some film clips 
which £ollow~ you will see watermarks, looking 
like rain on the screen. The film had no chance 
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to dry out. It was broadcast from wet stock. But 
the message went out across the country ~1 

The embedded message suggests the triumph of reporters 

over what was then an undeveloped technology. \vhen 

separated £rom the visuals which documented the story of 

Kennedy's death, Rather's words told the story not only of 

Kennedy but of the evolution of television, on one hand, 

and the triumph o£ the reporter in such an evolution, on 

the other. These issues have been central to the 

consolidation o£ journalists as an interpretive community 

that authenticates itself through its narratives. 

This does not 

suggest that other technologies have not been similarly 

woven within the story of Kennedy's death. Overviews about 

photojournalism, for example~ have lauded the 

assassination story's photographic £ootage. A special I..~.Jf.!.§:. 

survey of 150 years of photojournalism included the Oswald 

shooting as one of the ten greatest images in the history 

of photojournalism 5_. Another essay in that same issue 

noted that in 1963 "as historical events darkened, 

photojournalism regained some of its tragic power ... A 

Dallas I.:i, .. !!\." .. ?_=l:I".~-':t:J, .. g. photographer caught the instant of Lee 

Harvey Oswald's death" """. 

Yet the professional claims o£ 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 television caught the 

moment of Oswald's death prompted photojournalists to ask 

whether ·'picture taking~ no longer history's first 

witness, (would) ever again be more than stenography?" 

The systematic and repeated of the 

assassination narrative within 

incorporation 

institutional overvie'w's 

about journalism professionalism and the onset 0:£ 

The television news has suggested that it would not. 

fervor with which organizational and institutional memory 

has made television technology a given in recountings o£ 

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 

radio ~ •• 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 more or less 

disappeared from collective memory about the assassination 

is connected with larger discourses about television 

technology that ensued in the interim. Linking memories of 

the assassination with organizational and institutional 

efforts to reference television's glorious past via the 

assassination story suggests that little room has remained 
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for radio practitioners to make similar attempts at 

valorization. This perhaps explains .]hy even in 

professional lore, the role of radio has been thinly woven 

into institutionally-bounded narratives about the 

a.ssassination~ In a sense, it became a local medium next 

to the nationalization of television. Similar arguments 

can be advanced about the disappearance of discourse about 

local media. 

Thus the assassination story has been systematically 

perpetuated within discourse about institutional concerns 

connected IHith television technology and professionalism. 

This has reinforced the collective need to view Kennedy~s 

death as a locus for professional behavior and 

technological legi tima·tion. Organizational and 

institutional memory has thus helped journalists and news 

organizations perpetuate versions of the assassination 

narrative by which they can most effectively profit. Like 

the celebrity tale valorizes individual reporters., 

organizational and institutional tales have helped to 

valorize speci£ic news organizations, institutions and 

institutional values. The repeated and systematic co-

optation of these tales within professional lore has 

helped journalists create the kind of past that appears to 

logically enhance and valorize not only the stature of 
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journalistic professionalism but of television 

well. 

n,ews as 

Thus television technology has shaped not only 

pro£essional lore but the collective perceptions o£ 

journalists about themselves. Walter'Cronkite, asked to 

comment on television's £ifty years of hroadcastingp 

re£lected on using television to look back at television. 

"You'll be amazed at how much you've £orgotten that you 

remembered," he sa i d e.~(,", Claims such as these matter less 

£or their accuracy and more £or the notions that they 

encourage journalists to circulate about and amongst 

themselves. Within and across the journalistic communityp 

journal ists have held that the assassination ",as "real i ty 

framed by a television set· 1 ~7, and they have formed their 

sel£-de£initions as pro£essionals in conjunction with that 

v fev.;' D 

This is important, because 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 assassination 

retellings on pro£essional lore rather than individual 

tales o£ celebrity suggests that such lore is dependent on 

the organizational and institutional loci where individual 

reporters work. Individual reporters are not only cast as 
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players who uphold proven parameters of professionalism 

but certain organizational and institutional loci provide 

frames for their activities both at the time of the 

assassination and their perpetuation of narratives about 

those activities years later. Journalists' pro:fessional 

memories are thus derived not only from individuals but 

from the organizational and institutional loci where they 

fit. Through both dimensions, journalists are able to 

constitute themselves as an independent, authoritative 

community. 

It is worthwhile to quote writer Lance Morrow~ who 

used a recent essay about photojournalism to consider 

certain intersections of memory and professionalism that 

technology has generated. His comments went as follows: 

Taking pictures is a transaction that snatches 
instants away from time and imprisons them in 
rectangles. These 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, fresh information ... (But) it is only 
later that the artifacts of photojournalism sink 
into the textures of the civilization and 
tincture its memory: Jack Ruby shooting Lee 
Harvey Oswald, John-John saluting at the funeral 

Morrow's comments reflect what journalism pro£essionals 

have done with the assassination narrative, in all its 

forms. Through the assassination story, they have 

rearranged instanciations OI time and space in order to 

effectively fashion the kinds of memories that most 
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directly bene£it the organizational and institutional 

concerns of American professional journalism. It is within 

these larger discourses that their narratives have become 

ultimately meaning£ul and power£ul. 

Already in 1964, one o£ the leading trade journals 

maintained that the occurrences o£ November 22 to 25, 

1963, "belonged to journalism, and speci£ically to the 

national organs o£ journalism" The pro£essional lore 

that has unified the American journalistic community has 

done much to uphold the validity o£ 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 o£ how journalists collectively look at themselves . 
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CHAPTER TEN 

THE AUTHORITY OF THE PROFESSION: 
RECOLLECTING THROUGH HISTORY AND THE CUSTODIANSHIP OF 

MEl10RY 

"What is accessible to all of us is the memory of 
ourselves during that bleak November weekend" " 

The continued recognition of journalists as the 

preferred retellers of the assassination story ultimately 

depended on the ability of reporters to authorize 

themselves outside of journalism. Because the story of 

Kennedy's death was not only a story about journalism, one 

preferred mode of perpetuating journalistic associations 

with it was through the authentication of reporters in 

parameters not related to their own professionalism. Such 

a mode posited journalists in authoritative positions that 

were culled not from journalism, but from history. It 

authorized journalists 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 into play alongside the memory system 

offered by celebrity - which has 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 e££ectively perpetuate their assassination 

tales by elevating the importance of considerations basic 

to the general structure of the profession. This chapter 

explores the link between journalism and history, 

considering history's function as a privileged record or 

anachronism in reconsidering the assassination, the 

ability of journalistic record to function as 

historiography, and the emergent focus among journalists 

on the custodianship of memory in their assassination 

retellings. Specifically, I address how journalists, in an 

attempt to validate themselves beyond the profession, have 

established their custodianship of assassination memories 

in order to establish themselves as the story's authorized 

historians. This makes history the most general and final 

stage in journalists'" attempts to consolidate themselves 

as an authoritative interpretive community around their 

assassination retellings. 

!!.I?-I_ORY :-RR :i:..YJb.gG E1LKE.:.Q.QJil2._Q!'Lj\ jIj.!1gH 13 ON I SJ:l3. 

As 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, 

narrative standard and analytical method, historians have 

tried to be record-keepers of a system 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 .0(1· 

For observers examining events over time and space p 

history offers two advantages: One is the detached, even 

remote, view it offers; another is its larger perspective, 

where looking at events from afar appears to give 

observers a 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 implantation 

within a larger context. It displays a "certain kind of 

relationship to 'the past' mediated by a distinctive kind 

of written discourse"" History is thus seen as deepening 

the record of an event, traits which have set it apart 

from other modes of chronicling. 

But from a traditional perspective, history does not 

make room £or memory. Among traditional historians, memory 

and history have been seen as offering "mutually opposed 

ways of appreciating the past .. ~:' .. Memory is expected to 

give way to history, its subjective images yielding .. to 

the historian's description of objective facts" "7 Over 

time, memory becomes a tool 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 o£ the assassination, most of whom 

lived through its events, the terision between history and 

memory bore directly on their activities. Retellers 

attended to history in different ways, with assassination 

buffs playing into their stereotyped role as 

sharpshooters. 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 more with how they could use it to illustrate larger 

developments of the time Even historical textbooks 

tended not to mention the assassination in detail 

Situated in and around these groups was the journalistic 

community, with its own professional codes, modes 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 retellers expected 

that the events of the assassination 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 because as the story of the 

assassination moved across time and space, it moved 

directly into the historian~s domain. It was an "event in 

history, II claimed one trade publication already one week 

after events Years later" in 1957, 

contemplated the historical status of the story under the 

ti tIe "Assassination: History or Headlines?"' ~.:1. 

The inevitability of history was a natural 

expectation. As one journalist proclaimed in 1955: 

Millions of words, spoken and written, have 
already been dedicated to the subject (of the 
assassination), and there will be millions, if 
not billions, more before (Kennedy's) 
assassination takes its place as part of history 
:1. 8~ 

History was seen as a resting 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 

following Kennedy's murder, Tom Wicker recalled how 

a few friends - journalists, political figures, 
were lunching informally in academics 

Washington. 
unnaturally, 
history most 

Their attention turned, not 
to Kennedy. What, they asked, would 

likely remember of him? '3. 

Wicker's reference to three groups vying for authority 

oVer Kennedy's memory is significant, for while it pointed 

out what appeared to be a shared perspective on history -

that it held the natural rights 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 li£e and death. 

It is thus no surprise that the idea o£ history 

taking over the assassination story met with resistance by 

other retellers. In part, this was due to the particular 

kind o£ participant-observer valorized by historical 

record - someone .,ho embodied a sensitivity to the larger 

picture,. objectivity and a detached perspective, a sense 

o£ analytical remoteness about events. Because these 

qualities are in some way determined by the passage o£ 

time, observers needed to wait in abeyance until it was 

possible to pronounce suitable judgment on the events o£ 

Kennedy's death. In order to produce a sequencing o£ the 

event over time, they had to wait to implement their 

retellings 14. In the case of historical retellings, then, 

the "participant" dimension o£ the participant-observer 

was considerably subordinated to the 

remained highly valorized. 

"observer, I. which 

Such a situation was at odds with larger developments 

o£ the time, contradicting the re£lexivity o£ sixties' 

chronicles and the increased proximity o£ history £or 

those seeking to set up new boundaries o£ cultural 

authority. It £ailed to recognize the pseudo-historical 

cast o£ most accounts generated by people who came o£ age 

in the sixties, or the possibility that £orming their own 
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pro£essional identities was in£uaed with history and 

historical relevance. Even larger questions about 

documentary method emphasized pro£essional memories as an 

alternate £orm o£ documentation, which in essence 

valorized qualities in the assassination reteller that are 

lacking in the traditional historian. 

But most important, the idea o£ history taking over 

the assassination story has remained problematic because 

it £ails to account £or the continued vitality o£ memory. 

For example, the eemphasis on a reteller's presence has 

evolved as a valued part o£ assassination retellings, 

circumventing the di££iculties that the evidence o£ memory 

has traditionally presented £or historians. As one 

observer remarked, "Memory has always been di££icult £or 

historians to con£ront ..• (It) is considered an in£ormation 

source to be con£irmed by scholarship" Yet more 

general suggestions that all people with recollections -

not just historians - are able to e££ectively consider the 

assassination story have highlighted the legitimacy o£ 

memory. This is borne out by Tom Wicker's comments about 

the three purveyors o£ memory - the journalist, academic 

and politician who sat together to transcribe the 

parameters o£ collective memory about Kennedy. They 

underlined the actor-based nature o£ the memory systems 

through which many assassination recollections have been 
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e££ectively £orwarded. By underscoring the importance o£ 

recollectors as players, they made memory a salient part 

o£ the historical record o£ Kennedy's death. Over time, 

this has both highlighted the potentially active role 

played by recollectors £rom a range o£ pro£essional 

domains and undermined the privilege accorded traditional 

historians. 

Thus, as a memory system, history has o££ered 

advantages that are valorized but a means o£ record-

keeping that is not. Advantages o£ perspective, 

stability o£ interpretation, or a sensitivity to the 

larger picture - have success£ully separated history £rom 

other chronicles o£ the assassination, but its valued mode 

o£ record-keeping and participant-observation have 

remained problematic. This does not mean that other 

retellers o£ the assassination have deemed history 

irrelevant. Rather, they have attempted to locate ways to 

best correct its surrounding problematics. They have set 

about proving that they can 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 o£ 
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distinctiveness between the two professions. To an extent, 

journalists' interest in history and historical record 

appeared to be somewhat woven into their own retellings. 

"Historic photographs" were referenced across media 

historic films were lauded as media triumphs 1?; "historic 

coverage" became one frequently-aired label o:f 

journalistic per:formances o:f the assassination story 

Even one well-known saying about journalism held that it 

constituted the :first rough dra:ft o:f history. That 

comment, o:f:fered by Was~~ngtoll--E£~~ publisher Philip 

Graham :t'ili/ , 

literature. 

was widely quoted throughout the assassination 

Journalists initially saw themselves helping history 

and historians in retelling the assassination. One trade 

publication held that "never be:fore has there been such 

documentation of history-in-the-making" 80, while another 

reporter admitted that if ":future historians will have a 

full record of events," it was because "they will know 

exactly what Lee Harvey Oswald looked like" This 

implied that television, by disseminating images o:f the 

assassination, had supported the making of history. 

Journalists, particularly television reporters, viewed 

themselves as having offered the American public a "new 

dimension in understanding history" ,:~:iiii: 
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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 to the assassination record. As one observer 

remarked: 

Reporters and scholars are inclined to think of 
themselves as antithetical. Call a 
newspaperman's copy recondite and he reaches for 
a pica ruler; tell a professor his 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 two is a 
difference of time; today's journalism is 
tomorrow's history 23. 

Journalists construed the privileged character of history 

as being one of temporal demarcation. As Theodore White 

said, "We reporters are the servants of history, offering 

up our daily or passing tales for them to sort out" ''"''' .• 

Journalists were responsible for the events of today, 

historians for the events of yesterday. Television 

documentaries became occupied with the point at which 

"history reexamined the facts" Journalists defined 

their function as providers of a "first draft," and saw 

their activities preliminary to a final draft of the story 

to be written by historians. One article in lh§'. 

fro9Fe~siv~ noted that 

The commentators, responding in the tragic 
passion of the moment, have had their say about 
Mr. Kennedy, and the historians, writing in the 
coolness of time, will have theirs one day .a 
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This implied that history would take up where journalism 

left off, with history offering a finite point of 

completion where all contradictory or transient claims to 

the story would be discarded, made permanent or 

immobilized. This promoted journalism aa a £orm o£ 

uncooked history, where "the participants' memories 

haven't yet entirely faded and the historians haven't yet 

taken over" a view that in effect detached and 

distanced historians from the assassination story. Because 

journalists were closer to the story, their authority 

derived from their presence therein, they had an advantage 

over historians, whose authority would only come after the 

facts became clear. 

It is thus no surprise that the differences between 

journalistic and historical perspectives were not upheld 

as assassination retellings were perpetuated. The clear-

cut temporal demarcation between them was to a large 

degree undermined by circumstance, with the President's 

early demise itself giving journalists an advantage over 

historians: While historians had had insufficient time to 

gauge the Kennedy regime, journalists, who had been 

granted easy access to the 1,000 days of Kennedy's 

administration, were placed in the position of becoming 

its preferred evaluators. This was certainly the case with 

Theodore White ••• As Norman Mailer said: 
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Much o£ what we had to say, intended to have the 
li£e o£ contemporary criticism (became) abruptly 
a document which speaks £rom ... a time which is 
past, £rom history··. 

Journalists, whether or not they so desired, were cast by 

the circumstances o£ Kennedy's death into the role o£ 

instant historians. 

Moreover, the traditional distinction between 

journalists and historians, which separated 

contemporaneous accounts £rom accounts a£ter-the-£act, 

became less relevant as retellings o£ the assassination 

story persisted over time. In part this was because news 

reports themselves lacked a temporal £initeness: 

The (New Yo:rk.2. Tim,.!'!..§!. would not be thrown away by 
readers a day later, it was a collectors' 
item ... lt would pass on, as a £amily heirloom or 
a relic or a vague testimony to existence on the 
day a President was shot 30 

The £unction and role o£ media accounts took on a 

historical cast, by which journalists' documentation was 

used to anchor the events o£ that weekend in memory 

The £act that retellings o£ the events o£ Kennedy's death 

persisted worked to historians~ disadvantage, its 

persistence raising serious questions about the length o£ 

time journalists were expected to retain their positions 

as spokespersons £or events, and at which point historians 

were expected to take over. 

Demarcations between journalists and historians were 

also blurred by the period o£ suspension expected o£ 
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historians. That state of limbo, by which historians were 

expected to wait before they began their analysis of 

Kennedy's death, never ended. Instead, the story's 

persistence prevented them from '"being able to complete a 

coherent account of this extraordinarily complex even·t·· 

This put them in the peculiar position of having a 

IInon-role" in the assassination's retelling. It also meant 

that notions about history as the end of a process, where 

the interim nature o£ news was made permanent~ were 

displaced by the involvement of other retellers. 

The ability of historians to uphold history was also 

undermined by questions of professional perspective. It 

was suggested earlier that the larger focus on the 

participant and reflexive quality of sixties' narratives 

set up standards of analysis and storytelling that 

traditional historians could not fulfill. Rather, the 

emphasis on presence, participation and memories made the 

detached mode of historical storytelling ineffective in 

retelling the assassination tale. Even notions about the 

constructed nature of the historical record undermined the 

position of historians, whose attempts to forward the 

.. truth"' were deemed problematic. The constructed nature of 

the assassination record suggested that there was no one 

"truth'" to be had. The fact that their own professional 

practices depended on the eventual weaving of 
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contradictory threads in"to one coherent narrative put 

historians into a professional quandary. 

Yet all of these points have worked to the advantage 

of journalists: Proximity and presence uphold their 

perspective on events; their mode of storytelling is 

valorized within larger attempts to reconsider the 

assassination record; and the memories they provide are a 

legitimate mode of record-keeping. This means that 

professional justifications for journalistic and 

historical involvement in the assassination story has put 

journalists in an advantageous position, and supported 

their attempts to assume the role of historians in their 

retellings. 

historians, 

Rather than define themselves as aides to 

journalists have thereby begun to see 

themselves as independent makers of the historical record. 

!"lIST.9RljlNS:_ ATTEl'IPT1LTO ACCQ.!tQDATE E.~l,.EXIY.1TY 

This does not mean that historians and other persons 

qualified to engage in historical research have not 

attempted to resolve tensions between the valued mode of 

detailed historiography and a more general demand for 

participant, re£lexive narratives. Transitions within the 

history pro£ession, particularly during the early 

seventies, generated professional hybrids who appealed to 

an alternate view of historical record ~"" One such 

hybrid, mentioned earlier, was the assassination buff. 
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While the buffs were situated outside of the ranks of 

historians per se, they wreaked havoc on the recognized 

boundaries of cultural authority in a variety of 

professional domains, including history. Their ability to 

contest acceptable limitations of a citizen~s right to 

reconsider official documentary record constituted a 

testament to the viability of Uotherness" within 

documentary process. Not only did their activities uphold 

the reflexivity of the time but they supported a larger 

context where individuals appealed to a sense of history 

in making their lives meaningful. As time passed, and the 

volume of material produced by assassination buffs 

increased, their presence within the assassination story 

constituted a direct challenge to the role generally 

played by historical record. 

Another such pro£essional hybrid generated by 

disjunctions between the historical mode of detachment and 

an emphasis on reflexivity and participation was the so-

called ··participant .. historian, or historian of popular 

memory_ Individuals like David Halberstam, Garry Wills, or 

possibly Todd Gitlin have sought to effect an alternate 

mode of documenting history that attended to their own 

participation in it. Unlike traditional historians, who 

were wont to shift through documents from a distance, 

popular historians - many of them historians - have used 
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their experience within events to look at them from 

nearby. 

In retelling the assassination, popular historians 

have built up a distinct advantage over their more 

traditional colleagues. Their views and actions are seen 

as a legitimate part of the stories they wrote, a point 

that links them with ongoing discourses about 

participation, reflexivity, and the relevance of memory. 

for example, 

documented the trappings of American politics in a way 

that left little doubt as to his own perspective on them, 

and he did so while events relevant to his chronicle 

continued to take place ~,., .. But even the fact that popular 

historians have som.etimes displaced more traditional 

record-keepers of the assassination tale did not earn them 

status as an integral part of the professional community 

of historians 3~ 

other attempts to accomodate reflexivity have been 

found in discussions about what constitutes preferred 

historical documentation. This was borne out by the 

various changes in perspectives on memory, with historians 

and historical theorists beginning to break down 

traditional opposition to memory and deconstruct the 

rigidity of such an opposition. For certain observers, 

such as Aries or Braudel, memory is seen as complementary 
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to history, in that it allows access to domains that 

history cannot reach 3G Yet another, equally innovative 

perspective is one which equates memory with history, as 

featured in the work o:f Pierre Nora '::'::7 This has had 

direct relevance :for journalists, for their method o:f 

record-keeping and perspective on events are closely 

aligned with what historians are trying to achieve in 

their attempts to accomodate reflexivity. Discourse about 

historical reflexivity has thus upheld journalists' 

attempts to consolidate themselves as an independent and 

authoritative community. 

Yet other alternatives to the detached mode of 

historical record-keeping are found in alternate forms o:f 

historiography, such as memoirs or biographies. 

Chroniclers have used them to promote versions of the 

story that are less detached, writing "personal memoirs 

based on remembered experiences" ~~H~\. For example, Arthur 

Schlesinger Jr.'s A_-Ih~~n~-P-~s. used its chronicler's 

insider's status at Kennedy's White House to generate an 

historical view of what had transpired therein, as did 

Theodore Sorensen's ~~~~~gy Alternate modes of 

historiography have played a particularly important role 

in highlighting the reflexive dimension of historians' 

retellings of the story of Kennedy's life and death. But 

again, as with popular historians, they have remained 

;:: 
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separate from the general set of texts considered first­

rate historical documents 40. Like the popular historians, 

their hybridization, as a mode of record-keeping, has kept 

their chroniclers in marginal positions vis a vis the 

larger community of historians. 

The existence, however tentative, of professional 

hybrids and practices of hybridization suggests that there 

is room for definitional flexibility over what constitutes 

historical record and the role to be played by historians. 

For as historically-anchored chronicles have begun to lend 

their signature to the record of Kennedy's death, 

journalists have been forced to rethink their own 

distinctiveness from historians. Shortly after the 

assassination, the work of memoirists, biographers and 

particularly popular historians began to punctuate the 

record. In particular, the popular historians' attempts to 

accomodate their own reflexivity were met with skepticism 

by many reporters. 

Interestingly, journalists generally criticized these 

historians for the very qualities that made them different 

from their traditional colleagues. Journalists lambasted 

them for being subjective, too close to events, too hasty, 

and not sufficiently detached-' Attempts by historians 

to adopt either a more participatory stance on events or a 
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less analytically remote pespective in their analysis were 

treated harshly. This was perhaps because reporters felt 

that historians were encroaching on their domain. Popular, 

or participant, historiography was particularly seen as 

being too similar to journalism. 

In that light, William Manchester's publication of 

touted as the official history 

o£ the assassination, was panned in reviews which brushed 

it off as "compelling narrative but hardly as impartial 

history" 4_. Columnist Mary McGrory asked whether it was 

possible to "once see Kennedy plain," as she plied a 

critical look at biographers who produced, in her view, 

"early, perhaps hasty, memoirs II .<'.j.'::-s.. Biographers ~ accounts 

were caustically labelled "memorists" by one reporter, who 

asked "what are the proprieties and improprieties of all 

this secret-baring?'" In the discussion that followed, 

Kennedy's biographers were assumed to have overstepped 

their participation in historical record: 

The a fortiori argument does not apply to the 
memoirists' other stated intention, that of 
rendering a service to history. But history 
even somewhat precipitately written - has its 
claims .•• The circumstances under which these 
books were written would dictate that they meet 
the same set of criteria: that the history at a 
minimum be accurate, the the assessments be 
reasonably fair, and that the disclosures be 
made for some recognizably serious purpose 45 
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The article documented how memoirists had undermined their 

commitment to accuracy, and then concluded that drama had 

been served "at the expense of history" <,.<;. 

Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. was perhaps the most direct 

victim of the journalistic community's scorn. "Brief, not 

a history," went !i§!;L§JNe~_~~ critique of Schlesinger's !i 

His attempts to tamper with the 

historian's detachment and objectivity ruffled the backs 

of many journalistic observers. Said Andy Logan: 

It's all right to be taken aback when 
Schlesinger in the Lif~ serialization of !i 
Iho~~and D§L~ has the President crying in his 
wife's arms after the Cuban setback and then 
removes the scene from his published 
book ... Apparently where John Kennedy is 
concerned, the previous winner of the Bancroft, 
Parkman and Pulitzer prizes in history thinks of 
historic material as something that may be tried 
this way, turned around and tried that way, and 
balled up and discarded if it doesn't seem 
entirely becoming to the subject 48. 

An accompanying drawing portrayed Kennedy and his "instant 

historians" - including Schlesinger, Theodore Sorensen, 

William Manchester and Pierre Salinger - in the role of 

Jesus and his disciples 

Thus attempts by historians to infuse their own 

chronicles with a re£lexive, participatory mode of 

analysis have been denigrated by the journalistic 

community. Journalists tended to upbraid popular 

historians for abandoning the detached mode of record-

keeping favored by their traditional counterparts, and 
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have paid little attention to the corrective this brought 

to the anachronistic dimensions o£ traditional 

historiography. This has had to do in no small part with 

the £act that popular historiography has brought 

historians substantially closer to journalists' own mode 

o£ chronicling. By adopting alternative modes o£ 

historical record-keeping, historians interested in 

accomodating re£lexivity are seen as stepping into the 

journalists' domain. 

Historians' growing involvement in the assassination 

story in ways that resembled the reportorial mode o£ 

story-telling has thus encouraged journalists to clearly 

de£ine their own involvement in the story. Rather than 

contextualize their activities as assisting in the making 

o£ historical record, journalists have begun to see 

themselves as makers o£ the historical record. They have 

moved £rom acting as £acilitators o£ historians, to 

historical £acil!tators. This has lent a new dimension to 

their attempts to use the assassination retelling as a 

ritual act o£ communication. It suggests that retellings 

have not only authorized journalists amongst themselves 

but among other interpretive communities as well, 

underscoring basic assumptions about the structure o£ the 

journalistic pro£ession. 
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In such a way, journalists' narratives about the 

Kennedy administration and assassination have addressed 

notions about history and historical record overlooked by 

historians. Journalists have begun to consciously promote 

themselves within the larger corpus of historiography and 

the making of historical record. Memoirs, biographies and 

popular histories were provided by reporters and writers 

like Theodore White or Pierre Salinger All of them 

have continued to define themselves as reporters despite 

their forays into historical interpretation. 

Already one week after the assassination, trade 

publications hailed "a dark day in history (that> was 

covered superbly by the mass media which in turn made 

history" "". Journalists saw themselves addressing points 

in the record that historians had missed, and stressed 

that they were doing the work of historians: Media critic 

Gay Talese said that for reporters, .. the test in Dallas 

was like no other test ..• (New ___ ~ork -I~~ correspondent 

Tom) Wicker was writing for history that day" """'. A New 

Y9.~k Times book called Ih~Kegn~~~ was billed by one 

paper as a "history prepared by M~ York Times staff under 

H. Faber's direction"' ~.3 Referring to his hunger .. to 

contribute to the recording of contemporary history" 

reporter Benjamin Bradlee recounted how he was motivated 
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by his "unique, historical access" to the Kennedy 

administration: 

I knew enough of history to know that the fruits 
of this kind of access seldom make the history 
books, and the great men of our time are less 
understood as a result am. 

At heart of the considerations through which Bradlee 

negotiated his right to act as historian was an almost 

unvoiced assumption that his history would be preferred to 

that offered by professional historians. Such a view was 

also implicit in an appraisal that Tom Wicker's articles 

and books about Kennedy were '"non-textbook histories" "-'<.>. 

In that view, Wicker was praised for having worked against 

the distortions effected by historical record on memories 

of Kennedy. 

Attempts to recast journalistic retellings as history 

have existed across media. For example, reporter Jack 

Anderson justified his televised report on the Kennedy 

assassination by lamenting the suspended involvement of 

historians. He said that 

The government has sealed the most sensitive 
files on the Kennedy assassination - the key CIA 
file, the critical FBI file - all in the name of 
national security. By the time these files are 
jarred loose from the agencies that could be 
embarrassed by them, the information will be 
ancient history, and only the historians will 
care, but we care now t~';7' 

Anderson saw journalists providing a degree 

participation that historians had missed. 

of 
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Another particularly illustrative example was £ound 

in a set o£ video-casettes about Kennedy's administration 

and assassination that NBC produced in 1988. The blurb on 

the back o£ the tape, entitled Th.e Week i&§L..I".Qst ,Jotm . ..E ...... 

K§!!f1edy, went as £ollows: 

To commemorate the 25th anniversary o£ JFK's 
death, NBC News has opened its archives to make 
available The Week We L09t ___ ... John __ E.... 
~enn~9J[ ••. perhaps the most important video 
document o£ our time. From more than 70 hours o£ 
live, on-the-air coverage, the most dramatic, 
crucial segments have been skil£ully woven in a 
special production by NBC News to give you a 
moment-by-moment account o£ the Kennedy 
assassination and its a£termath. This is history 
exactly as it happened ••• and happened to you. As 
you saw it then ~a. 

Implicit here was the notion o£ providing the "real" 

version of events. In the next paragraph, the possibility 

of "owning history" was raised, when the tape was called 

"an extraordinary piece o£ history that you could not own 

until now". By recasting their retellings as history, NBC 

News made explicit one o£ the underlying tensions in 

journalists' attempts to authorize themselves as 

spokespeople £or Kennedy's death. Such a recasting o£ 

journalistic retellings attempted to legitimate 

journalists as historians. Forwarding themselves as the 

event's right£ul historians thus became part o£ 

perpetuating their authority £or the events in Dallas. 

This suggests that rather than regard history as an 

untouchable terrain, journalists have reworked the notion 
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o£ history as a semi-sacred space inside o£ which 

journalistic chronicles have their own legitimate resting 

place. Larger discourses both about the increased 

accessibility o£ history and the legitimacy o£ accessing 

records o£ the record have worked in their £avor. They 

have cast journalistic attempts to access historical 

record in a positive light. In such a way, journalistic 

involvement in the assassination story has made irrelevant 

the idea o£ history providing a haven, where the events o£ 

Kennedy's death can eventually be granted proper 

articulation. Journalists have implied that there is 

something in-between contemporary retellings and 

historical record, where the meaning o£ the event can be 

negotiated not only as an interim arrangement but as a 

long-term one. 

All o£ this suggests that journalists have 

systematically tried to perpetuate themselves as alternate 

keepers o£ the historical record. They £ancy themselves as 

a di££erent kind o£ participant-observer - one that is 

validated by presence, participation and proximity, rather 

than the remote and detached objectivity touted by 

traditional historians. Alongside popular historians and 

historians who use less traditional methods o£ record-

keeping, 

promoters 

journalists have established themselves as 

o£ the historical record. Within larger 
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discourses about accesa to history, the salience o£ 

pro£essional memories and the viability o£ accessing 

records, this makes sense. It has set up a legitimating 

£ramework by which journalists can promote the 

perpetuation o£ their assassination tales within the role 

ascribed them by history. This constitutes the £inal £rame 

through which journalists have established themselves as 

authorized spokespeople £or the assassination story. It is 

within such a £rame that the act o£ perpetuating their 

retellings helps to consolidate them as an interpretive 

community, in that it makes clear that the legitimation o£ 

the pro£ession rests not only inside journalism but 

outside as well. 

Because the assassination story remains such a vital 

and contested story among so many groups o£ retellers, 

their strong presence within it has undermined a number o£ 

givens about the practices o£ historians and their 

inability to uphold the privileged status o£ history. 

Journalists' activities have rendered them particularly 

well-suited to take on the historian's role, i£ not 

totally, then at least in tandem with historians 

interested in their own re£lexivity. 

Perpetuating journalists as retellers o£ events, 

whose authority exceeds the recognized bounds o£ 
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journalism, is there£ore in a sense implicit in all 

journalists' attempts to perpetuate assassination tales. 

For by the very activity o£ perpetuation, journalists have 

sought to extend their authority £or the assassination 

beyond the immediate temporal £rame in which it occurred. 

Such an activity has o££set what were earlier recognized 

as legitimate temporal boundaries separating journalistic 

£rom historical record. It has blurred the notion that 

journalists are responsible £or the contemporaneous event, 

historians £or the event o£ the past. For as time has 

passed, and journalists have continued to show reluctance 

about turning the events o£ Kennedy's death over to 

historians, such a distinction has become irrelevant. 

Journalists' declared interest in perpetuating certain 

versions o£ the assassination story, as well as their role 

in it, has upset demarcations between the two pro£essional 

communities. 

All o£ this blurs distinctions about where 

journalistic record ends and historical record begins. In 

his book j...ibra, Don Delillo relayed how the investigator 

o£ Kennedy's murder took re£uge in his record-keeping 

strategies: 

The notes are becoming an end in themselves. 
Branch has decided it is premature to make a 
serious e££ort to turn these notes into coherent 
history. Maybe it will always be premature. 
Because the data keeps coming. Because new lives 
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enter the record all the time. 
changing as he writes m_. 

The past is 

Journalists~ unwillingness to surrender the facts to 

historians has emerged from concerns that the record they 

provide facilitates closure, perhaps prematurely. 

Journalistic reluctance over whether historians should 

lend closure has thus become an embedded message of 

journalist's perpetuation of their assassination tales. 

Journalists have thereby refused to turn the 

assassination story over to historians in part because 

they want to remain its authoritative spokespeople. For as 

long as the story remains part of their domain, the 

perpetuation of their authority remains a viable 

objective. By invoking history, and passing off 

journalistic pactice as being historically-motivated, 

journalists have transported themselves into the role 

ascribed them by history. 

And what kind of history do they perpetuate? Unlike 

historians, who tend to make sense of what other people 

remember, journalists have made use of their own memories, 

their recording of historical events accomplished through 

lived recollections. It is significant that journalists' 

distinctiveness from historians pivots on the centrality 

of memory, because through memory journalists have assumed 

the role ascribed by history. Their assumption of that 

role has been facilitated by television technology. Its 



I 
f-

I 

I , 

430 

repeated images and recastings of the events of Kennedy's 

death have allowed journali"sts to access the record about 

the record in a way that has made the idea of turning it 

over to historians less appealing. Television coverage has 

made it easier to access the archives of memory provided 

by television networks or news magazines than to go back 

to the original documents themselves. As John Connally 

said in 1988: 

I don't think the time has come when history 
will really look at the Kennedy administration 
with a realistic eye. And how could we? When you 
see a beautiful little girl kneeling with her 
hand on her father's coffin, and when you see a 
handsome little boy standing with a military 
salute by his slain father, how can you feel 
anything but the utmost sympathy? It's a scene 
of pathos, of remorse, of tragedy, and that's 
the way we now view President Kennedy <ii",. 

Television has interfered with historical progression by 

not allowing memories to move beyond the images it 

repeatedly showed. The idea of a history frozen by images 

has thus worked to the advantage of journalists: 

Television had no memory, it was not interested 
in the past, it erased the past, there was never 
time to show film clips of past events, and so, 
inevitably, it speeded up the advent of the 
future ,,.. 

In this way television has helped journalists offer 

and perpetuate their own version of historical narrative. 

One observer recalled how ABC used a recreation of the 

shooting of Lee Harvey Oswald as a promotional trailer for 

f:-! a Kennedy-related mini-series. He noted: "As the fictional 
tI, 
t 

l 
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clip was rebroadcast over and over again, the memories o£ 

the real event faded away. A clone had taken its place" 

Gi.:;:; Television has relied, in Pierre Nora's words, on lithe 

materiality of the trace, the immediacy of the recording, 

the visibility of the image" .~. It has produced a mode of 

historical recording that is based on archives of memory. 

Becoming a "veritable history machine, spewing out a 

constant stream of historical, semi historical and pseudo-

historical recreations"· television has helped 

journalists create an archive of their memories that is 

now referenced as history itself. 

This suggests an implicit regard for the memories of 

journalists, who are better equipped than other retellers 

to access them in a repeated and systematic fashion. For 

as long as journalists' memories remain, and can be 

accessed, reporters will be reluctant to yield the 

authority they suggest. Their emergence as custodians of 

memory about the assassination has made them into 

archivists of its story, becoming gatekeepers of their own 

presence. Journalists have done their best to build a 

history of the story through memory. Memory has become the 

basis of the preferred retelling of the assassination 

story. 

In such a way, journalists have come to promote 

themselves as authorized historians of the events of 
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Kennedy's death. By perpetuating their assassination tales 

through the memory system offered by history, journalists 

have emerged as the story's legitimate preferred retellers 

beyond the bounds of professional journalism. They have 

perpetuated their tales by reconstructing their activities 

as something other than journalism. Drawn by the 

privileged status of history, they have created a record 

of the assassination which not only has the depth, 

perspective and stability of interpretation of historical 

record, but the proximity, personal memories and 

experience of journalistic accounts. Journalists have thus 

personalized the history of the assassination, through 

their own professional codes of journalistic practice, 

collective memory and journalistic authority. They have 

given texture to the historical record of Kennedy's death. 

In concluding, it makes sense to quote from a remark 

once made about historians: 

Most historians would give a great deal to have 
had the chance of being actually present at some 
of the events they have described .''''. 

The proximity journalists have upheld as their birthright 

to the assassination story can be assumed by no other 

reteller of the tale. The fact that journalists possess 

what other retellers want has allowed them to immortalize 

their experience o£ covering Kennedy's death as a 

preferred mode of retelling the assassination. As one 
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reporter said, "those of us who shared it will never 

forget" In perpetuating assassination tales, 

journalists have made certain that they will not be 

forgotten. Journalists' tales have upheld their presence, 

their participation and ultimately their memories as a 

preferred mode of retelling the events of Kennedy's death. 

Across time and space, the memory system of history has 

made it possible for them to do so. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

ON THE ESTABLISHMENT OF JOURNALISTIC AUTHORITY 

"You are, among other things, what you remember, 
or believe you remember'" :1. 

This study began with somewhat amorphous and 

tentative thoughts on the workings of journalistic 

authority. Suggested as a notion by which journalists 

assume the right to present authorized versions of events 

taking place in the "real" world, journalistic authority 

has been approached as a dimension implicit - if hidden -

within the practices of contemporary American journalists. 

Originally defined as "the ability of journalists to 

authorize themselves as spokespeople for the stories they 

told," journalistic authority has been given no more 

precise definition in these pages. But this study has 

shown that it is neither implicit, amorphous nor 

tentative. Journalistic authority is found first of all in 

narrative, where journalists work to uphold it in a 

variety of ways. In a systematic and strategic fashion, 

journalists construct themselves as authorities for events 

through the stories they tell about them. This includes 

both who tells such stories, how they tell them, what they 

tell and do not tell. In short, journalistic authority is 
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enacted as a narrative craft, 

narrative £orms. 

and is crafted through 

But it does not end there. Journalists' narratives 

are transported into collective memory, where they are 

used as models for understanding the authoritative role o£ 

the journalist and journalistic community in different 

ways. Capturing specific narratives within larger 

discourses that signal different boundaries o£ appropriate 

journalistic practice puts them in the position o£ 

clarifying the boundaries o£ cultural authority across 

time and space. This is what Habermas, Weber and others 

have called rhetorical legitimation, the ability of 

speakers to legitimate, or authorize, themselves through 

the stories they tell in public discourse. 

Rhetorical legitimation has been shown here to work 

in a Giddens-like fashion: Narratives beget authority, 

that beget memories, that beget more narratives, that 

beget more authority, that beget more memories. At heart 

o£ this circular process are journalists. They epitomize 

what Hayden White has long contended about the makers o£ 

historical discourse of all kinds: They produce a second­

order fiction that attends through its craft to the needs 

o£ its chroniclers -. 

While rhetorical legitimation gives journalists a way 

to determine the appropriate parameters o£ their craft, 
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this study has explored the £ull span o£ its workings 

through one critical incident, the assassination o£ John 

F. Kennedy. By examining how journalists have narratively 

reconstructed their role in covering Kennedy's 

assassination over time and space, these pages have 

considered a rainbow o£ narrative practices by which 

journalists uphold their own stature, credentials and 

positioning as authorized spokespeople £or its story. By 

turning tales o£ the assassination into stories about 

themselves in di££erent ways, journalists generate 

re£erences to their own presence in the story. Co-opting 

their narratives within larger systems o£ remembering and 

£orgetting across time and space additionally re£erences 

the same authorized presence. Positioning and 

repositioning their narratives has thus allowed 

journalists to perpetuate speci£ic versions o£ their power 

as cultural authorities. In such a £ashion - by situating, 

authenticating, accessing and perpetuating their 

assassination tales - journalists have created themselves 

as an authoritative, interpretive community. They have 

created journalistic authority. 

This does not suggest that journalistic authority 

exists in one whole form in any given narrative or memory 

system. 

starts. 

Authority exists in bits and pieces, £its and 

It is a synergistic construct in continual tension 
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with its creators, never becoming embodied by one 

practice. Like slices o£ a pie, parts o£ journalistic 

authority exist everywhere. But without the other slices, 

it exists nowhere. 

I.!:tE ARGUMENT ,J:~.E;I_:IJ;I.!i;'12. 

This study has traced the establishment and 

perpetuation o£ journalistic authority through practices 

o£ narrative adjustment that are employed by journalists. 

Journalists strategically £ashion their narratives in £our 

main ways, by situating them in viable contexts, basing 

their tellings on real-li£e acts o£ coverage, using 

technology to access them over the tales o£ other groups 

o£ speakers and perpetuating them through recognizable 

memory systems. Each stage in the process o£ establishing 

authority is connected in synergistic £ashion with the 

others. I have argued that journalistic authority is 

constructed on the basis o£ three threads: 

Journal istic authority emanates £rom S'E_'l.t_§.xt. This 

included contextual £actors both at the time o£ Kennedy's 

death and in the years that £ollowed. At the time o£ the 

assassination, context included ongoing discourses about 

the boundaries o£ cultural authority and historical 

relevance, journalistic pro£essionalism and the nascent 

medium o£ television news, and ties between journalists 

and the Kennedy administration; it also included the 
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context created by the circumstances o£ covering Kennedy's 

death itsel£. Journalists used their coverage as a 

springboard £or narrative reconstruction in ways that 

upheld their authority. In the years that £ollowed, larger 

questions about documentary process and changes in the 

£orms o£ cultural authority it generated also had an 

imprint on assassination retellings. They produced shi£ts 

in the accessibility o£ collective memory, by which 

o££icial memory was de-authorized and the lore o£ 

pro£essional memories, particularly o£ journalists, made 

relevant. In all contexts, collective assessments about 

journalism have proved crucial to the legitimation o£ 

journalists as an authorized presence in the assassination 

story over time and space. 

Journalistic authority depends on collective 

memory. Journalistic authority was shown to derive £rom 

memory systems, or shared ways o£ recollecting events 

across time and space. 

journalists a way to 

Memory 

link 

systems have given 

in with ready-made 

interpretations o£ their tales. Whether through ceiebrity, 

pro£essional lore or history, journalists have embedded 

their assassination tales within di££erent systems o£ 

recollection. This has ensured e££ective ways o£ 

remembering the details o£ those tales. Assassination 

tales not only £it the memory systems where they were 
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embedded, but they accrued di££erent parameters o£ 

cultural authority to the journalists who told them. 

Journalistic authority depends on n~~~~ve. The 

cra£t o£ narrative brought the other two threads - memory 

and context - together. Through narrative, journalists 

have linked contexts about the sixties, television, 

documentary questioning - with memory systems about 

celebrity, professional lore, history. Narrative has 

allowed journalists to connect larger discourses that were 

situated outside o£ journalism with smaller developments 

taking place inside it. More important, narrative has 

implicitly £ocused on the people who generated it, the 

journalists. 

Journalists have worked these three threads together 

to produce patterns o£ what I call journalistic authority. 

Throughout the process they have embedded notions o£ 

technology and pro£essionalism that in£lect not only the 

contexts and memories associated with journalistic 

authority but the narratives - in £orm and content - too. 

In particular, invoking di££erent con£igurations o£ space 

and time has helped journalists determine the appropriate 

boundaries o£ their cultural authority. 

These pages have told the tale o£ how American 

journalists have established themselves as authorized 

spokespeople o£ the assassination story. They have shown 

;Ii~ . 
..• 
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how journalists have turned their retellings of the 

assassination tale into stories about themselves, making 

the narrative as much a story about American journalism as 

about America's 34th President. The workings of 

journalists" rhetorical legitimation, and their ability to 

promote themselves as an independent, interpretive 

community, is shown to have been forwarded by their 

narratives and their systematized ways of remembering 

them. Journalists have used a complex and intricate set of 

practices of narrative adjustment to turn the 

assassination story on angles crucial to their own self-

legitimation. 

This is not to suggest that all events covered by 

journalists are central to their establishment as cultural 

authorities. Rather, certain events function like critical 

incidents, which journalists use to display and negotiate 

the appropriate boundaries of their profession. Narratives 

about such events thereby embody ongoing concerns about 

journalists as a professional and authoritative 

interpretive community. For instance, many critical events 

took place during the sixties and embodied distinctive 

"sixties" perceptions·· about everyday life - its fusion 

with history and historical relevance, shifting boundaries 

of cultural authority, growing demands on professionalism, 

a spirit of reflexivity. Ongoing definitional activity 
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about the appropriate boundaries of ones professionalism 

was thus resolved in part by invoking such issues, in that 

journalists used their narratives about many events - the 

assassination, space exploration, Watergate or Vietnam-

to air their concerns about history, cultural authority, 

professionalism or reflexivity. Through narrative, they 

have upheld and maintained their authoritative presence 

within those parameters in many tales of the time. 

Nor does it suggest that the Kennedy assassination 

played a larger part in generating journalistic authority 

than did other contemporaneous events of similar stature. 

Watergate - the scandal which journalists uncovered 

displayed the appropriate boundaries of investigative 

journalism. Vietnam - the war which television brought 

into the American home - generated questions about the 

responsibilities and roles of journalists in conducting 

wartime coverage. Space exploration the voyage of 

discovery on which television brought American along 

highlighted the boundaries of tele-visually connecting 

American audiences with unknown frontiers. News-events 

have given journalists different opportunities to claim 

special roles through the stories they tell about them. 

From alternate time periods have emerged different 

critical incidents, such as the Teapot Dome Scandal or 

coverage of the Falklands War. At each point in time and 
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space, alternate critical incidents have highlighted 

different issues that are central to journalism at the 

time of the event's un£olding, issues that become 

refracted as the event is retold. Critical incidents of 

different kinds illuminate certain rules and conventions 

about journalistic practice and authority over others. 

They thus give journalists alternative ways in which to 

discuss, challenge and negotiate boundaries of appropriate 

journalistic practice. Their discussion through narrative 

has allowed journalists to set up collective notions about 

journalistic practice, and thereby uphold themselves as an 

interpretive community. 

In such a light, narratives about the Kennedy 

assassination constitute one stage among many on which 

journalists evaluate, challenge and renegotiate consensual 

notions about what it means to be a reporter. This study 

has thereby told a story of journalistic authority as it 

was crafted around one event. Journalists have used it as 

a way to address changing parameters of their own 

professionalism, their approaches to new technologies of 

newsgathering, their role in determining historical 

record, and, finally, the importance of their own memories 

in establishing and perpetuating their role as cultural 

authorities. In highlighting assassination tales over time 

and space, they have thus attended to a number of agendas, 
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many o£ which have little to do with the events o£ 

Kennedy's death. 

Implicit in the cra£t o£ journalistic authority were 

thus distinct di££erent notions about the appropriate 

shape o£ journalistic community, suggesting the degree to 

which journalistic authority, as a dimension o£ mediated 

discourse in everyday li£e, was relatively 

unproblematized. Journalists' stories ensured entry to 

certain types o£ journalists at the same time as it barred 

admittance to others. The speci£ic shape o£ community 

implied by their stories raises questions about the ef£ect 

of authority not on audiences but one members of the 

journalistic community, and the way that jockeying £or 

power among themselves has engendered certain pre£erred 

versions o£ real-li£e events. In retelling the 

assassination, the establishment o£ authority casts doubt 

on the valid canonization o£ a central moment in American 

history, largely at the behest o£ the organs o£ national 

broadcast journalism. 

The process o£ adjusting the £it (between what 
actually happened and received narratives about 
the past) is an ongoing one, subject to 
continual debate and exchanges in which memory 
and history may play shifting, alternately more 
or less contentious roles in setting the record 
straight" '" 
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The establishment and perpetuation of journalists as 

authorized spokespeople for the story of John F. Kennedy's 

assassination was no small feat. The original laundering 

of the assassination tale - by which it was recast as a 

story of professional triumph rather than mishap was 

only the first order of reconstructive work that 

journalists employed in relaying their story. Journalists' 

reliance on reconstructions of their presence, 

participation and memories as part of the preferred mode 

of retelling was a task that required careful attention 

over the 27 years since Kennedy died. The transformations 

by which journalists' narratives and memories were 

adjusted 

cultural 

in accordance 

authority were 

with larger discourses about 

systematic, constant and 

inventive. Problematic dimensions of original coverage of 

Kennedy's death were erased as larger collective questions 

about professionalism, technology, memory and authority 

came into play. Narrative retellings of the assassination 

thus took place in face of other developments that 

assisted journalists in their establishment as cultural 

authorities. 

Realizing the craft of journalistic authority 

depended first on the reasoned and simultaneous workings 

of narrative in a number of different domains. In 

retellings, the narrative craft of establishing and 
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perpetuating authority was accomplished both through the 

form and content o£ journalists' narratives. Form 

referenced the storytelling practices that journalists 

use, content the types of stories those practices embody. 

Form and content in turn displayed features that were 

internal - within the narrative itself - and features that 

were external - existing beyond the narrative. Portrayed 

graphically, the craft of journalistic authority might 

look as follows: 

INTERNAL 
TO EACH 
NARRATIVE 

EXTERNAL 
TO EACH 
NARRATIVE 

THE CRAFT OF JOURNALISTIC AUTHORITY 

FORM 
(PRACTICES OF) 

synecdoche 
rearrangement 
personalization 

commemoration 
recycling 
reprinting 
re-using 
retrospectives 

CONTENT 
(STORIES ABOUT) 

being the first 
being the best 
being the only 

journalistic 
professionalism 

TV technology 
documentary failure 
pro£essional memory 

Journalists systematically and strategically incorporated 

references to their authoritative presence within their 

tales across all domains. Narrative strategies of 

synecdoche, personalization and rearrangement helped them 

adjust the internal workings of their tales in ways that 

efficiently referenced their presence within them. 
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Strategies o£ recycling, re-using, commemoration~ 

reprinting and retrospectives cued journalists and news 

organizations into the most e££ective ways o£ gaining 

mileage £or their tales beyond the tale's internal rhythm. 

Similarly, internal issues o£ content guided journalists 

in developing stories about being the £irst, best and 

only, at the same time as external discourses keyed them 

into issues about journalistic pro£essionalism as a mode 

o£ cultural authority, the impact o£ television 

technology, documentary £ailure or the importance o£ 

memory. In other words, journalists were able to uphold 

their authoritative presence within their tales on each 

dimension o£ narrative they employed, leaving little doubt 

about their positioning as authoritative spokespeople. 

At the same time, journalists needed to uphold their 

authoritative presence as their tales were disseminated 

across time and space. They did so by credentialling 

themselves across varying time and space con£igurations. 

These roles - o£ eyewitness, representative, investigator 

and interpreter - ensured that regardless o£ their own 

positioning vis a vis the assassination tale, journalists 

were able to speak authoritatively about it. Fastening 

journalists in authoritative roles across time and space 

was £urther upheld by repairing to memory systems. Indeed, 

the appeal to memory systems within retellings o£ the 
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assassination tale signalled journalists' awareness o£ the 

importance o£ perpetuating themselves across time and 

space. Memory systems o££ered journalists alternate ways 

o£ perpetuating their tales within meaning£ul systems o£ 

recollection. T.he £act that di££erent memory systems have 

allowed journalists to perpetuate di££erent dimensions o£ 

their retellings in itsel£ displays the di££erent 

dimensions o£ journalistic community: Celebrity tales have 

upheld the stature o£ individual journalists, pro£essional 

tales the stature o£ news organizations and institutions, 

historical tales the structure o£ the pro£ession and the 

role o£ journalism and journalistic record in chronicling 

the nation's impulses. Each has bred its own practices £or 

upholding certain codes o£ knowledge over others, yet each 

dimension has emerged as important £or establishing 

journalists as an interporetive community. This displays 

the circular workings o£ journalistic authority: Memory is 

codi£ied, zed back to its codi£iers, who codi£y it yet 

again. Journalists have thereby perpetuated a tightly-knit 

cycle o£ sel£-legitimation through narrative, suggesting 

the central role o£ discourse in determining the 

boundaries o£ community. 

These pages have suggested that the e££ective 

circulation o£ discourse about the Kennedy assassination 
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depended on refracting the event through lenses of 

journalistic professionalism and technology. Boundaries of 

journalistic practice were considered within larger 

concerns about amateurism, professionalism and technology. 

The role of technology, in particular, offered journalists 

alternate ways of repairing to professionalism, by helping 

them to classify activities realized by loosely-defined 

improvisory standards as professional, at the same time as 

it gave reporters a way to establish custodianship over 

memories .. Mastering the technology became almost as 

important as mastering the coverage, linking cultural 

authority with successful technological mastery. 

This in part reflected a reordering of the functions 

through which journalists have admitted the importance of 

technology. Technology allowed journalists to perpetuate 

old, or familiar, journalistic practices in their usage of 

old media. It also allowed them to use old practices on 

new media, and to develop new practices ~~. In other words, 

the introduction of new technoiogies allowed them to 

experiment with new modes of social and professional 

interchange when using new media as well as old. 

In retelling the assassination, technologies were 

referenced for their function of transmission, such as 

conveying in£ormation; documentation, as in providing new 

means for testing evidence; and storage, as in holding 

, -~ 
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onto assassination tales so that they could eventually be 

retold. In order to establish their own mastery over the 

tales they told, journalists often reordered these 

technological functions, enmeshing them with each other. 

For ex:ample~ journalists upheld their mastery over 

technology by highlighting their creative usage of it, as 

in Walter Cronkite's usage of new technology for re-

testing evidence on Nov~. This prevented assassination 

tales from falling within the domain of tales about "great 

machines" that were faceless and unmanned. Jburnalists 

turned tales of unpeopled technologies into stories about 

how they strategically used technology to accomplish 

professional and social aims in new and improvisory ways 

The fact that journalists worked the story of the 

ascent of television to their favor was testament to their 

persistent efforts to remain active players within the 

assassination tale. 

This point has been adopted in the retellings of 

other events too, such as the Challenger incident, where 

journalists reordered television~s functions of 

documentation, storage and transmission via its recording 

of events. Similarly, journalistic retellings of Vietnam 

have consistently focused on the technological 

sophistication by which journalists were able to record 

more intrusive (and potentially more damaging) dimensions 
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of the war. Journalists' tales of covering that story were 

thus determined in large part by their relationship with 

the technology of newsgathering G 

All of this suggests that tales of technological 

mastery are crucial for what they continue to suggest 

about journalists: Reporters are portrayed as masters of 

presence within their tales of the "real world," willing 

and able to manipulate the technology-at-hand in the name 

of professionalism. Embedded within each story of 

technology is the tale of a journalist who makes it work, 

a point upholding technology's role in creating and 

maintaining journalists as cultural authorities. While 

certain technologies have produced more effective and 

plausible stories, and have given journalists an enhanced 

capacity for story-telling, tales of technological mastery 

by journalists subordinate the tale to the technology by 

which it is told, dislodging news from its proportional 

critical import as information of the "real world," 

Technology is also important for what it has given 

journalists over time. In retelling the assassination, 

technology has helped journalists create archives of 

memory, giving them a base and a set of indices through 

which to reference their presence within their original 

tales. This suggests that it has become necessary to 

reference the technology in order to reference the memory. 
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As Natalie Zemon Davis and Randolph Starn have suggested, 

UWhenever memory is invoked, we should be asking 

ourselves: by whom, where, in what context and about what" 

This has led to tales which document the way in which 

events are originally captured, producing not only a 

discourse about Kennedy's death but a discourse about the 

technologies which shaped its collective memories. Such a 

discourse - about the record of the record - has generated 

changes in commonplace understandings of history and 

memory. Replaying markers in collective memory about the 

assassination directly references the technologies by 

which they were recorded. Through narrative, journalists 

have defrosted the frozen moments of memory and made their 

transmission meaningful. Their strategic and creative use 

of technology has established them as active masters in 

their relationship to it, allowing them to use technology 

to create archives of memory in a way that consolidates 

them as the assassination story's authoritative 

interpreters. This pattern is also repeated in other 

events, with journalists, for example, becoming a primary 

repository of memories of the Vietnam war S. Journalists 

thereby use transmission as a way of fleshing out the 

signif'icance of storage, or memory. Technology thus 

becomes important because it successfully stores 
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in£ormation, making the memory, or storage, function of 

technology equally important to its transmission function. 

This in itself is a function of ultimate importance for 

interpretive communities, in that it has embedded direct 

re£erences to journalists within collective memory, 

upholding their stature as general archivists. 

The fact that it has become easier for subsequent 

'" retellers to reference archives than original documents 

has turned the archives of memory, as created by 

journalists and news organizations, into a mode of 

documentation preferred to original documents. lis 

Halbwachs maintained, "the reality of the past (was) no 

longer in the past" "'. Rather, it it in a present occupied 

by American journalists, most of whom are eager to tell 

their versions of the events of Kennedy's death. 

Within all of these developments, journalists emerge 

as the authorized spokespeople of the events whose stories 

they tell. Because their ultimate organization of 

narratives takes place on the archival level, making 

information about the past itself archival .0 and turning 

public memory into what Mary Douglas called "the storage 

system for the social order" :1. :I. , their placement as 

cultural authorities for a wide range of events is 

ensured. Through their discussions of critical incident, 

journalists are turned into archivists, or custodians,of 
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social memory. Technology has not only upheld them as 

professionals in their retellings of tales, but it has 

fostered a tightly-constructed view of their activities 

that turns away other competitive presences. In other 

words, through intricately linking pro£essionalism~ 

technology ~nd social memory, journalists have established 

themselves not only as cultural authorities for retelling 

the story of John F. Kennedy's death, but for a host of 

other public events, such as retellings of Watergate or 

Vietnam. 

THE SHAPE OF JOURNALISTIC CQMMUNITY 

The question thus remains what kind of journalistic 

community is implied by assassination retellings. It is 

firstly made evident by those segments of the community 

that have been filtered out of retellings. Gone are most 

radio journalists, who played a part in the original 

coverage of Kennedy's death. Gone too are many local 

reporters who assisted their national counterparts in 

covering the story. Gone are those less-renowned reporters 

no longer around to tell their tales. The journalists who 

remain are national reporters, with an emphasis on those 

employed by television. More important, those who remain 

are journalists who have retained their access to the 

media and who continue to possess the kind of 

organizational and institutional support necessary for 
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perpetuating their tales. ~e shape of journalistic 

community is thus to a large degree shaped by access, 

technology and medium, individual stature, and one's 

position within a news organization. Journalistic 

community accedes to the powerful and vocal members among 

its constituents, and it shapes stories which uphold such 

boundaries. The well-known nationally-employed journalist 

has been forwarded as the vanguard and prototype of the 

journalistic community, led by those employed by national 

television. 

Equally important, journalists have used alternate 

memory systems to allow for the similar shaping of 

journalistic community, generating parallel categories of 

who is "allowed" in and who is shunted aside. The fact 

that a similar sense of community is genrated across 

different memory systems - celebrity, professional lore, 

and history - attests to the centrality of the three 

levels of motivation with regard to retelling. These 

the dimensions of the individual journalist, 

organization and institution, and the structure of the 

profession - figure prominently within retellings. While 

they are not always compatible, those retellings which 

have been given the most play over time by journalists are 

constructed as upholding issues about journalistic 

community that attend to all three dimensions. For 
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example, 

personal 

tales about Dan Rather not only attend to his 

career (the level o:f the individual journalist) 

but also to his news organization (the 

organizational/institutional level) and to the legitimacy 

o:f television news in general (the level o:f the structure 

o:f the pro:fession). It is thus no surprise that they are 

found across all three memory systems. On the other hand, 

tales which only attend to the level of the individual 

exemplary journalist such as stories about the 

investigative reporting of Penn Jones may not have 

persisted because they attend to neither the dimension of 

the organization nor basic issues central to the 

profession. 

negotiation 

Each dimension is thereby configured in 

with the others. This suggests that 

journalists have used their discourse to address what they 

see as relevant to their constitution as an authoritative 

interpretive community issues ranging £rom personal 

careers, to the prestige of specific news organizations, 

to the structure of the profession as a whole. 

For journalists invested in such an aim, levels of 

the individual, organization/institution, and pro£ession 

have proven a more fruitful way of retelling than stories 

which emphasize the differences between press and 

televi~ion reporters, or between different reportorial 

roles. This is because in their stories, journalists have 
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stressed how they have regularly and consistently crossed 

lines across media, news organization and journalistic 

£unction. Journalists have not only assumed roles across 

media - writing books and appearing on talk shows - but 

they have £unctioned as anchorpeople instead o£ reporters, 

as columnists instead o£ on-the-spot chroniclers, taking 

on roles that have little to do with their original 

£unction in the story. They have told their tales across 

media and news organization, promoting the recirculation 

o£ narratives in media that are di££erent £rom the medium 

where they originally worked. And £inally, their own 

narratives have been £illed with re£erences to the 

accounts o£ reporters in other media and other news 

organizations. 

Thus central to all patterns o£ cross-breeding have 

been motivations o£ the individual, the 

organization/institution and the pro£ession. Their 

salience in retold tales has largely subordinated 

distinctions generally made about di££erent kinds o£ 

journalistic practice to larger issues pertaining to 

journalistic community. Distinctions between di££erent 

kinds o£ reporters such as generalists versus 

specialists, or anchorpersons versus print columnists 

have emerged as secondary to the making o£ journalists as 

an interpretive community that £avors the power£ul and 

J . I 



462 

vocal among them. This suggests that journalists' desire 

to be associated with the assassination story has 

generated concerns directly relevant to the making o£ 

communi t.y. In so doing, journalists have eschewed 

commonly-held boundaries about reportorial tasks, and have 

displayed their ability to involve themselves regardless 

o£ predetermined tasks, de£initional roles or 

demarcations. While this has blurred distinctions between 

di££erent kinds o£ reporters in retellings, it has 

succeeded in outlining the communal parameters o£ the 

American journalistic community. Separate motivations - o£ 

the individual, the organization/institution, and the 

pro£ession - have provided £ruit£ul illustrations o£ the 

workings o£ journalism as an authoritative interpretive 

community. This does not suggest that the columnist 

£unctions with the same authority as the anchorperson or 

beat reporter. But that distinction has emerged in 

journalists' tales as secondary to the unpacking o£ 

similarities which as a group they see themselves sharing 

with each other. 

All o£ this heralds back to the role o£ discourse in 

serving a ritual £unction £or journalists. It provides a 

locus by which journalists can come together as a 

community but in ways not necessarily heralded by 

£ormalized pro£essional codes. While not the only event to 
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do so, the assassination tale has given journalists 

reason, cause and means through which to realize and 

articulate the shi£ting boundaries o£ their community. 

Discourse serves as an antidote to problems and issues o£ 

concern to members o£ the pro£ession. 

There is reason to assume that a similar pattern 

exists with other groups o£ speakers involved in public 

discourse. The shape o£ journalistic community was shown 

here to have emerged through discourse that extended 

beyond the journalistic community, displaying its 

similarities to other groups that validate themselves 

through their rhetoric. This suggests that the shape o£ 

journalistic community is in part determined through its 

resemblances to other groups o£ public speakers, many o£ 

them non-pro£essional. For larger questions o£ cultural 

authority, it is thus in the inter£aces across social and 

cultural groups that the signi£icance o£ authority 

ultimately rests. 

Such a point bring this discussion back to the 

£unction o£ narrative. These pages have £orwarded the view 

that journalists use narrative to uphold their position 

and stature as an authoritative, interpretive community. 

Two alternate points comprise this notion: One is that 
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journalists £unction as an interpretive community, 

The second authenticating itsel£ through its narratives. 

is that authority has ritual dimensions, designed to 

consolidate journalists into a cohesive group. Both points 

hint at how public speakers might use narrative to 

establish collective understandings o£ themselves as 

cultural authorities. Authority not only helps speakers 

consolidate themselves into an independent interpretive 

community, but it helps them remember events in a way that 

enhances their collective dignity as pro£essionals 

Was the tale o£ covering the body o£ John F. Kennedy 

a unique event £or American journalists? On one level, it 

appears to have been both extreme and unpredictable: Its 

circumstances o£ coverage 

unpredictability, novelty 

were 

and 

characterized 

unexpectedness. 

by 

It 

constituted an archetypal example o£ what Tuchman called 

""what a story."' Journalists were £orced to employ 

practices!' such as improvisation or relying on instinct, 

in ways which allowed them to re-assert their control over 

the event's unpredictability. 

Yet beyond actual coverage, the patterns o£ retelling 

the event over time and space suggest that the 

assassination tale was not as unique an event as 

journalists have ascribed it to be. Through narrative, 

"covering the body" o£ John F. Kennedy has been turned 
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into a manageable occurrence. While the mere presence or 

patterns or narrative retelling and memory suggest that 

journalists were not strangers to events or its type, 

journalists~ narratives have in errect reinstated their 

control over the assassination story. This suggests that 

even ir journalists were ·set back by 

circumstances of the assassination coverage, 

the unique 

they used 

ramiliar and agreed-upon practices to construct the story 

as a routine news tale. Such a construction was necessary 

ror them to establish their own presence as cultural 

authorities in its retelling. More important, narratives 

about the assassination have helped journalists make sense 

or themselves as a proressional interpretive community. 

This suggestion that journalistic authority is 

maintained by instating control through narrative that 

journalists lose through coverage - is disturbing, largely 

because journalists' narrative strategies have been 

studiously avoided in models or journalistic proressional 

practice. The ract that journalists use narrative to make 

sense or the one type or incident least explained by media 

researchers 

suggests 

rolkloric 

- the event Tuchman called "what a story" -

that journalists have generated their own 

ways or interpreting their boundaries as 

proressionals. They have chosen to make sense or 

insurriciently-addressed codes or practice, knowledge and 
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memory through discourse. This suggests the existence of a 

viable community involved in constant interpretive 

activity about its own boundaries of action. It also 

underscores the failure of formalized standards of 

professional practice to sufficiently address all kinds of 

journalistic practice, a failure which has generated 

certain events as critical incidents for journalism 

professionals. 

This highlights the communal, collective dimensions 

of journalistic retellings. Journalists use their 

narratives to address dimensions of performance that have 

been overlooked by more formal socializing agents, 

underscoring their need to address such issues through 

discourse. In so doing, they function as interpretive 

communities, relying as much on their tales for group 

authentication as on the more formal features that define 

boundaries of appropriate practice. Discourse about 

critical incidents thus address a lack in the formal 

conventions by which journalists are coached into the 

pro£ession, allowing them to air professional concerns by 

strategically revitalizing certain events through tailored 

stories. The formal features of their constitution as an 

interpretive group is thereby bolstered through informal 

discursive practice. Narratives give journalists stages 

where they can rethink the hows and whys of the profession 
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at a number o£ points in time and space, according to 

their own agendas about what is important. 

Thus in answer to the original question that 

motivated this study what makes journalists better 

equipped than others to o:f:fer a "pre:ferred" version o:f 

events? the response rests within journalists' own 

activit.ies. Journalists themselves perpetuate the sense 

that their version o:f reality is a pre:ferred one. By 

codi:fying their versions o:f li:fe in repetitive and 

systematized mediated narratives, they place themselves 

ahead o:f other potential retellers. They turn contests :for 

the construction o:f reality into a one-horse race, by 

narratively attending to critical events that uphold their 

authority. This retains journalists as ultimate masters o:f 

their destiny as pro:fessionals and public speakers, 

allowing them to attend through narrative to those 

incidents which they :feel mast e:f:fectively reveal the 

parameters o:f appropriate practice. 

This does not suggest that transmission is irrelevant 

to the larger picture o:f establishing cultural authority. 

Authority, ultimately, is realized through transmission. 

But :for speakers seeking to establish themselves as the 

authoritative spokespeople o:f the events they report, the 

implication o:f transmitting in:formation o:ften becomes 

secondary to the way that in:formation is turned back on 
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the group which generates it. In retelling the 

assassination, journalists have used transmission of the 

assassination story as much for what it means to audiences 

as for how it has been shared by journalists. This 

suggests the extent to which the function of community is 

critically embedded within the routinized relay of news 
<l 
narrative. It also highlights how individuals and groups 

can master and manipulate the technology they use when 

communicating, to address aims that bear little relevance 

to the efficacy of their transmissions. 

The embedding of "narrati ves of ritual"' wi thin "acts 

of transmission" thereby highlights the real workings of 

cultural authority in discourse. Through narrative, 

speakers set up an extensive self-referential discourse 

through which they address, air, challenge, negotiate and 

alter the parameters of their practice as speakers. 

Authority is used as a marker of collective practice, 

delineating for other members of the group the parameters 

of what is appropriate and preferred. Within such 

boundaries, speakers find their place for retelling a 

variety of events. 

This suggests a view of authority as a construct 

anchored within community, generating "a self portrait 

that unfolds through time ... and allows the group to 

recognize itself through the total succession of images" 
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which it generates Authority thus not only plays a 

central part in authorizing acts o£ transmission but in 

legitimating narratives o£ ritual. It constitutes a tool 

by which collectives o£ speakers uphold themselves as 

viable and authoritative interpretive groups. 

FH~LQRICAL LEGITIMATION_~~D CU~TURAL AUTHORITY 

The establishment and perpetuation o£ authority 

through narrative as an implicit dimension o£ maintaining 

community recalls the theoretical importance attributed to 

rhetorical legitimation earlier in this study. The 

reconstructive work by which speakers shape their 

retellings o£ the events o£ the "real world" in certain 

ways and not others constitutes an important dimension o£ 

how it works. The ability to shape collective visions o£ 

onesel£ as an independent interpretive community through 

narrative recalls claims by Habermas, Weber and others, 

that underscore the legitimating £unction with which 

speakers embellish their communicative messages. In this 

study, journalists have been shown to emerge as one group 

among many, which use narrative as an act o£ rhetorical 

legitimation. 

But legitimation is not a one-an-one exercise between 

a speaker, and his or her tale. Rather, it involves the 

invocation o£ an intricate network o£ patterns o£ 

collective memory. Narratives about one incident rein£orce 
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each other; narratives about different incidents uphold 

narratives about other incidents, with speakers applying 

the authority accrued from retelling one event to stories 

of another. This application of Giddens' notion of 

structuration, and the circular recycling of information 

it implies, suggests that the creation of a collective 

lore through codified knowledge depends on the positioning 

of agreed-upon discursive stages through which to air 

concerns about practice. Rhetorical legitimation, as a 

strategy, is thus shown to be circular in nature, leaning 

back on the community which originally sets it in motion. 

Rhetorical legitimation is used by speakers to make larger 

questions about authority in discourse explicit, clear-cut 

and manageable. This is made possible not only by the 

internal adjustments within each and every tale of 

critical incidents, but by the positing of adjustment as a 

legitimate mode of constructing reality. In other words, 

rhetorical legitimation underscores basic assumptions 

about the latitude allowed speakers in all kinds of public 

discourse. 

ON CULTURAL A~THORITY~ __ MEMORY ANP COMMVNITY 

This study has suggested that cultural authority 

emerges through a circular system of practices which 

codify knowledge across time and space. Such a 

perspective, welding the perspectives of Durkheim, Giddens 
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and Halbwachs, has been examined through one practice-

that of narrative. While "the function of narrativity in 

the production of the historical text" '.',. bears its own 

impulses,. this analysis suggests that it constitutes a 

viable and effective way for speakers to position and 

uphold themselves as authorities in culture. 

The workings of authority in discourse across time 

and space results from an unequal concentration of power 

in the hands of those with routinized media access. This 

study has shown that particularly in the workings of 

public discourse, authority is tied in with media 

practices. Both the establishment of individuals and 

groups as authorities and the perpetuation of that status 

are directly dependent on media access, particularly as it 

plays across time and space. Media provide speakers with 

effective mechanisms on which to display their authority -

both to themselves and others. This has most directly 

benefitted journalists, by helping them recycle among 

themselves collective codes of knowledge about what makes 

them an authoritative interpretive community. 

Clifford Geertz long ago forwarded a notion of 

knowledge that held it to be firmly situated within 

practice. He said,. "If you want to understand what a 

science is, you should look at what the practitioners of 

it do" "~. Geertz's comments are enlightening here because 
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they underscore the importance o£ practice in determining 

the boundaries o£ cultural authority. This study's 

emphasis on the real £lesh-and-blood people behind what 

Christopher Lasch has termed the "assassination mythology" 

;L(.':;' suggests that an extensive network o£ strategic 

practices has put the mythology into place. Yet in so 

doing;> those £lesh-and-blood people have not only given 

li£e to the assassination tale. They have given li£e to 

their own authority to act as spokespeople £01' Kennedy's 

death. More important, they have given li£e to their 

authority £or new generations o£ onlookers, who will adopt 

their versions o£ both the tales they tell and the 

appropriate parameters o£ journalistic practice and 

authority which such tales embody. 

The implications o£ this analysis - o£ culture and 

cultural authority as an "acted document" :1.7 raise 

questions about the legitimate workings o£ cultural 

authority in all kinds o£ public mediated discourse. They 

generate questions about the mechanisms by which other 

public speakers legitimate themselves through their 

stories. Why certain individuals and groups are 

legitimated as spokespeople £01' events over others depends 

on an intricate network o£ strategic practices by which 

they codi£y knowledge and use it to realize collective 

gains. This suggests that speakers o£ all sorts 
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systematically and routinely borrow from the codes of 

other groups in legitimating themselves. In a sense, then, 

authority is realized by mechanisms for recycling 

knowledge not only across members of a group but across 

members of many groups. 

This does not suggest an elimination of the construct 

of professionalism for examing the American journalistic 

community. But it does underscore a number of similarities 

shared by journalists and other communities of public 

speakers, not necessarily professional ones. It also 

emphasizes yet an additional force among speakers who 

legitimate themselves through their rhetoric - community. 

Speakers consolidate themselves as independent 

authoritative communities because their discourse keeps 

them together. Acting as an interpretive community, 

speakers authenticate themselves through the interplay of 

narrative, memory and authority which make their stories 

credible, repeatable and memorable. A drive to keep their 

community intact motivates them to look within themselves 

for the legitimacy by which they can authenticate their 

actions, practices and values. 

This study has thereby shown that the rhetorical 

legitimation of journalists has generated its own origin 

narratives about American journalism. Retelling the 

incidents that are critical to the American journalistic 
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community constitutes an exemplary case of the circular 

codi£ication o£ knowledge, by which speakers have 

strategically authenticated themselves as cultural 

authoritities. This suggests that group consolidation 

through discourse does not only £unction as a ritual o£ 

community and commonality. Rather, discourse also 

£unctions as a ritual o£ continuity, guiding and directing 

speakers into their own £uture as members o£ groups 

constantly engaged in authoritative interpretation o£ 

events o£ the "real world." 
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APPENDIX A 

METHODOLOGICAL APPENDIX 

This study has posited journalistic authority as an 

"ideal-type", a perspective common to certain kinds of 

sociological studies". By examining different stages or 

arenas which together give a fuller sense of the patterns 

through which notions of journalistic authority were 

expected to emerge, it suggested a theoretically unified 

perspective that was empirically eclectic. Other work has 

been done in a similar fashion: Eviatar Zerubavel's work 

on time adopted a similar approach, as did Erving 

Goffman's on forms of talk ~ Both have utilized what 

Glaser and Strauss call "strategically-chosen examples" to 

illuminate theoretical concepts Although this 

methodology does not aim to provide an all-inclusive or 

conclusive picture of the theoretical construct being 

examined, it has provided a clearer picture of the major 

patterns by which it can be expected to emerge. Therefore, 

by examining the establishment of journalistic authority 

via different kinds of public published discourse - both 

professional and mediated across time, the study 

provides a clearer picture of some of the central patterns 

by which journalistic authority emerges and is 

perpetuated. 
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This study has employed diachronic textual analysis 

in order to elicit both tacit and explicit notions o£ 

journalistic authority. Narratives were examined in two 

main arenas: 

1) Mediated discourse about journalism (or, how 

journalists talk with the general public about their 

coverage o£ the assassination). This includes mass 

mediated accounts through which both the original coverage 

o£ the assassination as well as discussions about the role 

o£ journalists in covering it were £ound. It also includes 

accounts o£ the assassination and media criticism o£ how 

those accounts were handled. This discourse was £ound in 

press and television accounts, sequel led memoirs in 

magazines, and biographies. The analytical £ocus rests 

with how journalists discussed their own role o£ media 

coverage. 

2) Pro£essional discourse about journalism (or, how 

journalists talk to other journalists about journalistic 

coverage o£ the Kennedy assassination). This discourse, in 

which journalists talk to themselves about themselves, was 

£ound in the trade press, published speeches, pro£essional 

journalism reviews and the proceedings o£ various 

pro£essional meetings or conventions in which the Kennedy 

assassination was discussed. The concern here was with the 

ways in which journalists talked to their peers about 



478 

their role or the role of others in covering the 

assassination story. 

Yet a third area which comprises a less central focus 

than originally intended is instructional discourse. This 

area whose discourse is found in textbooks, how-to 

manuals and other published guidelines for new journalists 

was generally discarded from the study due to the 

voluminous quantity of material in the other two areas. 

However it was used when references to the assassination 

story were particularly salient. 

These arenas o£ discourse were spanned over a period 

of 27 years, from 1963 to 1990. Such a time-span extended 

from the Kennedy assassination itself (November 22, 1963) 

to two years after the 25th anniversary of Kennedy's 

death. Public discourse about the role of journalists in 

covering the assassination story was explored via 

contemporaneous citations about journalistic practice and 

ethics, which were found in a number of public affairs 

indices. 

The public affairs indices and which were scanned 

between 1963 and 1990 for this study included: 

- New York Times Index 
- Washington Post Index 
- Current Guide to Periodical Literature 
- Vanderbilt Archives 
- CBS Archives 
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- NBC Archives 

The trade press was scanned through the following 

periodicals: 

- Columbia Journalism Review 
- Washington Journalism Review 
- Editor and Publisher 
- Broadcasting 
- The Quill 

The proceedings of various professional associations were 

also surveyed, including: 

- Sigma Delta Chi 
- NANE (National Association of Newspaper Editors) 
- NAB (National Association of Broadcasters) 

Other institutions which lent support in the collecting of 

documentary materials included: 

- John F. Kennedy Memorial Library 
- Sherman Grinburg Library 
- Journal Graphics, Inc. 
- ABC News Transcripts 
- Investigative News Group 

• See Max Weber, ~~~.~; Select!2n§ in~~~~~~ti£n 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978) or George 
Simmel, I.!:l_'i!L SocioJd';>.9Y-2.f. . ...§eorge J2.immel (New York: The Free 
Press, 1950). 
"Eo See Eviatar Zerubavel' s !:!igg~B.!lY.th,!!'§' (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1981). Also see Erving 
Goffman, fo~_f Ta_~~ (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1981). 
:~ Barney Glaser and A. Strauss, I.J:>.§!_.Di'!£.';?Y,g...Y......Q.:(_£.'F_9..lJn<;led 
T_he,ory (New York: Aldine, 1967). 
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