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John F. Kennedy historiographical essay

President’s Kennedy’s assassination remains one of the most mysterious high profile murders in America’s history. The primary suspect in the assassination got arrested but was mysteriously killed before he could face justice. The government’s handling of the crisis continues to raise serious doubts about the details of the assassination including whether the gunman acted alone or if he was part of a larger organization including internal and external forces. A recent declassification of crucial files relating to the murder continues to fuel speculation on the circumstances surrounding Kennedy’s assassination. Meanwhile, more than fifty years after his shooting, President Kennedy remains as one of the most popular presidents in America’s history.  In addition to the several conspiracy theories surrounding Kennedy’s assassination, various historians offer insight on his high popularity despite holding the office for barely three years. 

    
Steven Gillon looks at the most historical events surrounding President Kennedy’s assassination and how public perception over the assassination has changed over time. The author traces the events after the murder and highlights the significance of the Warren Commission that suggested that a lone gunman Lee Harvey Oswald, fired the bullet that killed President Kennedy from (para, 2). At the time, the public believed the report including the assertion that Oswald’s death just two days later was an act of spontaneous revenge by a nightclub owner, Jack Ruby. The Warren Commission report got a warm reception despite an earlier Gallup poll indicating that a mere 29% of Americans believed Oswald had acted alone in the killing while a large proportion of the population at 52% thought there was a conspiracy in the assassination (para, 3). Interestingly, the Warren Commission Report had a significant role in changing the public perception on Kennedy’s assassination since another poll that in the few months after the release of the report showed that 87% of Americans believed that Oswald killed the President (para, 3). 

    
Gilon describes how a few years later in 1966 critics used the Commission’s evidence to turn public opinion against the report. Popular books including Mark Lane's Rush to Judgment, Life Magazine’s Zapruder film, and eyewitness reports on how the bullet hit and killed the President pointed to the possibility of there being a second shooter and contradicted the Warren Commission’s basis for its conclusion (para, 4). The unfolding details led to public skepticism leading to new investigations with the House Select Committee on Assassinations affirming Oswald’s involvement but highlighting a potential bigger conspiracy involving a second shooter. Following the Vietnam and Watergate scandals that exposed the government’s failure in telling the truth, the House Select Committee’s report in 1978 added cynicism about the Warren Commission report and led to the belief of a conspiracy involving high-ranking government officials to cover up Kennedy’s murder (para, 7). The conspiracy theories had now shifted from possible Russian or Cuban involvement to American involvement in the assassination. Meanwhile, polls also showed a sharp rise in disputing Warren Commission with 74% of Americans believing that more people and agencies took part in planning and executing the crime while only 11 % felt Oswald acted alone (para, 9).

    
The doubt in American minds on President Kennedy’s assassination led to the creation of the film JFK by Oliver Stone portraying an intricate web that involved Vice President Lyndon Johnson and security agencies including the FBI, the CIA, and the Pentagon in the murder plot (para, 10). The film also pushed a plea for the audience to ask Congress to declassify Kennedy assassination records which led to the passage of the President John F. Kennedy Assassination Records Collection Act in 1992. The critical piece of legislation loosened classification guidelines and led to the declassification of over five million documents with only 1% of the files on President Kennedy’s assassination remaining sealed to date (para, 12). However, the declassified reports have failed to challenge the conclusions of the Warren Commission on Lee Harvey Oswald acting alone or provide a convincing alternative explanation on the day of Kennedy’s assassination with digital recreations strengthening the Warren Commission conclusions. 

    
Meanwhile, Robert Dallek discusses why President Kennedy remains to date as one of the most popular Presidents despite his few domestic policy successes and his countable foreign policy achievements. On the domestic front, President Kennedy failed to enact Medicare, tax cuts, federal aid to education and civil rights issues that he had envisioned (para, 1). However, Kennedy’s resolution of the Cuban missile crisis remains one of the most remarkable achievements of American foreign policy. Still, the failure of the Bay of Pigs invasion and his handling of Vietnam taints President Kennedy’s record. However, more than four decades later, President Kennedy’s approval rating of 85% put him above nine Presidents that took office after him (para, 2). According to Dallek, President Kennedy popularity remains high more than 50 after his assassination due to television images and pictures on the fateful day of his murder. Arguably, the photos of the President from the fateful day are still frozen in the minds of the public as they try to imagine what would have happened and how he would look if he had lived.  The images and videos of a young, charismatic, intelligent and charming forty-six-year-old President bring back the excitement of the 1960’s when Americans had a President that was loved so much by the public (para, 5).

    
Additionally, Dallek affirms that President Kennedy was a beacon of hope who held out a promise for the country to have a prosperous future.  His achievements such as space exploration further reminds Americans of the loss following President Kennedy’s assassination.  Dallek also notes that President Kennedy was inspirational and provides some of his most significant quotes on patriotism as well as speeches on civil rights and peaceful coexistence to show how the country misses Kennedy’s presidency (para, 6). Additionally, the failure of Kennedy’s successors makes him stand out as one of the greatest Presidents. Kennedy’s legacy does not compare to Lyndon Johnson who faced credibility challenges, Nixon’s Watergate scandals, or Clinton’s affair (para, 8). Consequently, when Americans want to think about hope, they quickly turn to Kennedy. 

    
The Mary Ferrell Foundation seeks to answer the question on who killed Kennedy by posing questions of a possible government conspiracy, the possibility of new evidence from previously concealed files and providing relevance for the murder in the 21st Century. Some of the ongoing events in the period of Kennedy’s assassination included the civil rights movement which was gathering momentum, an unprecedented war on organized crime by the attorney general, America’s attempt to overthrow Castro and the war in (Vietnam para, 2). The foundation speculates that these policy issues divided the country and the Kennedy administration and could explain the motive to murder the President. One of the questions that abound since the assassination is why after his death, the President’s body was moved back to Washington against the wishes of Texas authorities (para, 5). Meanwhile, Harvey Oswald arrest at the Texas Theatre followed a murder charge on a police officer and President Kennedy.

     
In the meantime, Oswald's Marxist sympathies made national headlines, but no recordings and transcripts of his interrogation were made public. Barely, 24 hours later, the primary suspect in the President’s assassination was shot and killed before a transfer to county facilities. However, within hours of the murder, federal authorities including FBI moved to close the case hence begging the question of a possible cover-up. Meanwhile, the Warren commission working with lawyers but lacking field investigators relied on the FBI, CIA, State Dept. and other agencies in their investigations (para, 9). The approach led to gaps with the commission's failure to investigate Oswald’s FBI links, a failure to interview crucial witnesses including Dealey Plaza witnesses, the President's physician, and the failure to include Jack Ruby’s testimony (para, 9). The FBI and CIA also withheld valuable information such as CIA plots to assassinate Castro.

    
Moreover, the Mary Ferrell Foundation reveals how several volumes of testimony and evidence contradicted the Warren Commission report with some of the stories left out when compiling the final report. For instance, the common did not adequately address questions on the different witness accounts on the sound of gunfire, evidence tampering, and misidentification of the rifle. Later, the Schweiker-Hart report dismissed the process through which intelligence agencies made their conclusion on President Kennedy’s assassination because the evidence used in the investigation was deficient (para, 26). Meanwhile, the House Select Committee on Assassinations findings further strengthened the conspiracy theories in President Kennedy’s murder.  With President Kennedy’s assassination remaining unsolved despite the declassification of documents relating to the incident, questions still arise about the government’s involvement. The revelations of President Kennedy’s existing plan to withdraw from Vietnam, his engagement with peace feelers with the Cuban leader further add to the speculations on the real cause of his assassination. 

    
Meanwhile, Arthur Schlesinger's book provides an analysis of one of President Kennedy’s memoirs as an insider who worked with the President. Schlesinger portrays Kennedy as a hero due to their closeness. Schlesinger biography describes some of his positive attributes that included coolness, restraint, and self-control which led to his distaste for emotional display. Consequently, President Kennedy feared to make an unnecessary spectacle of himself, to seem to be dramatic or cony and disapproved engaging in knock-down and drag-out fights that he could not win. The autobiography provides some President Kennedy’s quotes such as “There is no sense in raising hell, and then not being successful” (para, 16). For this reason, President Kennedy did not see sense in putting his office on the line on issues only to suffer defeat and would instead compromise and win a bill than lose and gain a heightened moral concern. The President’s character is useful in explaining how he handled major crisis including the Cuban missile crisis. 

    
Additionally, according to Schlesinger Kennedy regarded crowds as irrational and did not want to play on a mob's emotions, as some of his predecessors such as Franklin Roosevelt (para, 17). President Kennedy was initially fearful of the proposed civil rights forces march on Capitol Hill but got delighted when the rally around the Lincoln Memorial marked a positive change in the nation’s history. President Kennedy avoided using popular emotion as a tool in politics because of his intellectual and political commitment that made him sensitive on such issues. As a result, his handling of the civil rights issue in the 1950's before his ascension to the presidency was devoid of emotional identification. However, as the President, Kennedy used his executive powers slowly and prudently to address the semi revolution rise of African Americans in the 1960’s. Conversely, President Kennedy did not use his authority to command the nation's mood and conscience as Franklin Roosevelt had done to cope with protests over depression (para, 19).

     
Schlesinger biography notes that despite the protests by civil rights activists such as Martin Luther King on the revolutionary force, the President only took his place in the revolution after the crises in Oxford, Jackson and other Southern towns. However, there is still debate on the Presidents Kennedy timing and actions on the civil rights issue with some African American leaders suggesting that he should have moved earlier and boldly to set the moral tone for supporting their perspective and in turn strengthen his position. Still, the author defends President Kennedy’s timing as he could act after issue got full attention from the public. Finally, the autobiography gives room for readers to understand President Kennedy’s actions by making interrelations between Presidential deeds, the nation’s mood and the political process (para, 20). 

    
Meanwhile, Kaiser disputes the claims about CIA’s involvement in President’s Kennedy’s assassination and instead blames the United States strategy of fighting organized crime and America’s quest to eliminate Castro for the murder. Additionally, Kaiser affirms that the killing was a not random event and that Oswald was not operating alone. According to Kaiser, Eisenhower administration was responsible for recruiting mobsters to carry out the plots to assassinate the Cuban leader but instead the CIA created an environment for illicit networks to thrive (pg. 5). The CIA agent's links with these Mafia continued during Kennedy’s era and with the President continued his efforts to overthrow Castro. Meanwhile, Cuban exiles working with conservative businessmen, the mob and other anti-Communists established ties in America with the intent of taking out the Cuban leader. The conspiracy to kill President Kennedy was in response to his brother’s relentless attacks on organized crime which often went against standard law enforcement practices. Consequently, Kaiser portends that the mob leaders took to the networks already in place and used Lee Harvey Oswald to enact their revenge against the Kennedys hence the President's assassination (pg. 5). 

    
Finally, CNN’s historian Tim Naftali points out the government’s inefficiencies in investigating President Kennedy’s assassination and federal bungling in the investigations. For instance, he cites Hoover’s rejection of an independent inquiry into Oswald’s Ruby's killing of Oswald and Oswald's murder of the president (CNN Politics). Additional information such as Ruby being gay which is the declassified documents also raise grave questions in the cover-up, government inefficiency and FBI bungling in investigating President Kennedy’s assassination (CNN Politics). Meanwhile, the failure to provide all the documents relating to the case also shows that the federal agencies are still hiding crucial information from the public.   
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