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CHAPTER 1. Introduction 

Postmodernity... 

Is it enough, to define postmodernity, to say that, during the twentieth century, something changed? 

Our working hypothesis is that the status of knowledge is altered as societies enter what is known as the postindustrial age and cultures enter what is known as the postmodern age.[1] 

The works of John Cage and LaMonte Young in music, Gödel in mathematics, Einstein and Heisenberg in physics, Artaud, Beckett, and Ionesco in theatre, Lacan in psychoanalysis, Derrida in philosophy, Surrealism, Dada, Situationism, Pop Art...these can be read as part of the discontinuous set of discontinuities marking the move into postmodernity. I prefer this word "postmodernity" to "postmodernism" or "the postmodern" since it refers only to a time period, not an aesthetic, a school of thought, or an artistic style, which would require some sort of ruling principle, teleology, or metanarrative. The loss of these things is exactly what constitutes a basic definition of postmodernity: "Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives."[2] 

This loss is often described as "the end of" or "the death of" various traditional metanarrative concepts, such as God, Man, Progress, Society, and History.[3] Jean Baudrillard is the master of this apocalyptic type of cultural theory, but even he backs away from proclaiming the death of history. 

History isn't over, it is in a state of simulation, like a body that's been kept in a state of hibernation. In this irreversible coma everything continues to function all the same, and eventually can even seem to amount to history.[4] 
I maintain that this "hibernation" of history is not an "irreversible coma," but a metamorphosis. Baudrillard's apocalypse is only the end of the world that he (we) can imagine; history will continue, society will continue, etc, but they will be so radically transformed that we cannot presently speak of them, except in the vaguest ways. 

...History... 

The word "history" has had several meanings for philosophers. In the most traditional sense, the "philosophy of history" is teleological, an attempt to describe and explain the causal forces underlying all great events. Examples of this sort of work are found in Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, and Marx. While this work is often brilliant, these are the metanarratives of evolution/progress/revolution/destiny which, under postmodernity, are called into question and this form of the philosophy of history is given much less credence. 

The second intersection of philosophy and history is the discipline of historiography, which is essentially the critique of texts produced by past historians. In essence, all postmodern history is historiography, since the past is only accessible via texts.[5] This contributes to the confusion of distinctions between history, fiction, and criticism/theory which is characteristic of postmodernism and conspiracy theory. 

Third, the philosophy of history often attempts to describe the conditions required for the possibility of knowledge of the past. In this situation, the philosophy of history blurs into epistemology. This is where this paper takes place, in the attempt to describe the conditions of historical knowledge under postmodernity. 

...and the Assassination of JFK 

The discourse of conspiracy theory surrounding the assassination of John F. Kennedy is the most fully developed example of a new organization of knowledge of past events. While conspiracy theory has been written as long as history, it was never before this detailed or popular. Since November 22, 1963, "our sense of a coherent reality" has been placed in serious doubt.[6] 

Why this event? First, Kennedy was, in several ways, the first postmodern president. He was the first president born in the twentieth century, the first sex symbol/movie star president, and the first to understand and exploit the power of television.[7] The televised debates between Kennedy and Nixon had a profound influence on the 1960 election, and mark the first time that candidates' telegenaity (or lack thereof) became significant. 

Second, television (and, to a much lesser extent other mass media) made Kennedy's death the prototype of a new form of spectacle. "It was a unique collective (and media, communicational) experience, which trained people to read such events in a new way."[8] "The power of television was used to its fullest, perhaps for the first time, as it pertained to a violent event."[9] 

The full-scale employment of new media affected the composition of the historical record in two ways. First, television news, unlike print, was able to immediately distribute all the information available. The process of editing and compiling a story was done live, "on the fly," so that the record is full of contradictory rumors and eyewitness accounts. Even in an emergency situation, print reporters organize their information into stories, while live television can present raw data, immediately (meaning both quicker and less mediated). The record is multivocal; "the press reported many more facts than there actually were."[10] All rumors and errors are "on the record;" there is no opportunity to "get the story straight." 

Second, information technologies such as amateur still and 8mm movie photography became crucial parts of the record for the first time. One can easily compare the significance of Abraham Zapruder's 8mm movie of the assassination to that of the recent amateur video of Los Angeles police brutality. In both cases, the private use of these technologies deprofessionalizes the construction of the historical record. Not only do they allow individuals to participate in the "writing" of history, but they also weaken the authority of official documents; the Zapruder film refutes the Warren Commission, the L.A.P.D. video makes fools of the jury that acquitted the accused policemen. 

The six to ten seconds on November 22, 1963 during which John Kennedy was struck by gunfire are "the most intensely studied few seconds in history."[11] There are 82 still and movie photographers known to have been in Dealey Plaza during the assassination.[12] Attempts have been made to identify every person appearing in each frame of film and their histories have been investigated by federal commissions, criminal and civil courts, the mass media, and, most significantly, by an assortment of private citizens who are not satisfied by the official accounts. 

The 82 photographers are only a small fraction of the vast record. There are the proceedings of the dozens of various commissions and trials mentioned above, each hundreds or thousands of pages, and, as of 1979, 4855 books, newspaper, and magazine articles.[13] This number has probably increased by several thousand in the thirteen years since, especially considering the amount of press coverage given Oliver Stone's film JFK, and the many works of conspiracy theory produced to capitalize on the film's notoriety. Don DeLillo's novel Libra features a character, Nicholas Branch, who is employed by the CIA to write the definitive account of the assassination. Branch's supervisor, known only as the Curator, provides him with total access to secret government and private materials, and Branch is shown in his office, surrounded by 125,000 pages of FBI assassination documents.[14] An accurate total page figure would be in the millions, figuring in the works of courts and commissions and the holdings of various other secret agencies, about which we can only fantasize. 

As Branch says, "it is impossible to stop assembling data."[15] The history of every witness, every suspect, every investigator, every document and piece of evidence, every person and agency that may have handled these items, and everyone who may have influenced each of these people, all must be written and examined for connections, forming "a maze that extends to infinity."[16] 

This endless labyrinth creates a panic state of knowledge; the more we know, the less we can be certain of knowing anything. "We are in a universe where there is more and more information, and less and less meaning."[17] "The less he knew, the more decisively he could function."[18] The historian under postmodernity must practice a selective ignorance, or to use a less negative phrase, a rigorous editorial policy, with respect to the archive. David Belin, one of the most prolific authors working to refute conspiracy theory, writes: 

Almost anyone who wants to concoct a theory can find one or two witnesses who might support his theory.[19] 

The key to understanding the facts about the assassination--the key to finding the truth about the assassination--is to recognize that there were hundreds of witnesses interviewed and that recollections do differ. And if one wants to pick and choose one witness here and one witness there and deliberately (and dishonestly) ignore witnesses with a differing view, you can pick and choose and come up with a remarkably logical conclusion, albeit a false one.[20] 
Omission of available evidence is the bestselling sin of all the assassination sensationalists' books.[21] 

Belin is completely right, only neglecting to mention that the government investigations which he is defending did their own share of picking and choosing. He acknowledges that the official inquiries were incomplete, but not that any sort of bias was present. Whether deliberate and dishonest or not, the editing process is never neutral. 

In the face of this information glut and the resultant epistemological/historical crisis, one path through the labyrinth is as good as another, whether it is drawn by a federally appointed panel or a private citizen. This empowers the uncredentialled revisionist historian, the conspiracy theorist. After the breakdown of metanarratives, history is composed of groups of "little," "popular," and "resistant" narratives.[22] 

Conspiracy theory is guerilla historiography. Although it is conducted outside the academy, without authorization from trained historians, it performs the three basic movements of historiography: the critique of existing accounts and evidence, the introduction of new evidence, and the writing of a new account.[23] 

Taking the Warren Report as the basic history of the assassination, these three movements roughly correspond to periods of conspiracy theory: criticism of the official text being the dominant mode until the late '60s, and new evidence being gathered up to the early '80s. Of course, this is oversimplified. The Warren Report is not the focal text for critics, each one attempts to deal with the work that has gone before; every new theory or bit of evidence generates its own layers of criticism and embellishment. 

Conspiracy theory is also a political, populist, and American version of poststructuralist reading. The conspiracy theorist, like the poststructuralist (or deconstructionist) critic, looks for a break, discontinuity, contradiction, or pattern of exclusion/marginalization in the object of study (the text) and writes a new narrative through the text from this point.[24] Any contradiction, anachronism, or incoherence in the archive becomes, for conspiracy theorists, a mark of forgery, simulation, or some other form of distortion. It is read as the sign of an attempted cover-up. 

Similarly, critics' treatment of the Warren Report is much like Roland Barthes' use of Balzac in S/Z;[25] the original text is broken and criticism forced into the cracks, until the critic has displaced the author. 

The following chapters read postmodern and conspiracy theory through each other in three different ways. Chapter 2, "The `Identity' of the Assassin" treats Lee Harvey Oswald as "embodying a postmodern notion of character in which the self isn't fixed."[26] Oswald's subjectivity is considered as both multiplied and divided, and the process by which his name, as signifier, is detached from a concrete referent is analyzed. 

Chapters 3 and 4, "Schizophrenic Evidence" and "Paranoiac Narratives," treat the process of reading described above. The procedure of breaking the established narrative by questioning the patterns of causality assumed in the treatment of items of evidence is theorized in chapter 3 using a model of schizophrenia drawn from the work of Fredric Jameson (which in this case is a gloss on that of Jacques Lacan), and Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. In chapter 4, the need for narrative writing despite this breakdown of causality is described using the theory of Hayden White, and considered within a concept of paranoia taken from the writing of Don DeLillo, Thomas Pynchon, and their critics. 

Schizophrenia and paranoia have been linked by many theorists; various taxonomies of psychoses have listed one as a form of the other.[27] Deleuze and Guattari describe them as poles, complimentary, yet contradictory desires, to segregate things, but also to transgress those boundaries.[28] This is the key to conspiracy and postmodern theory, the desire to criticize the fundamental assumptions of history/art/philosophy/music/etc while doing that which is being criticized. 

Since I am using psychoanalysis heavily in the remainder of this work, I feel a need to perform a disclaimer before I begin. I am not a psychoanalyst and my use of the words "schizophrenia" and "paranoia" has little, if any relation to actual mental illness. I feel that these are the most useful models to describe certain discursive/cognitive practices, but I also am not claiming that our world is "sick." One may certainly reach that conclusion, but that is not my project. Jameson puts it best when he introduces his version of Lacan's version of schizophrenia. 

I have found Lacan's account of schizophrenia useful here not because I have any way of knowing whether it has clinical accuracy but chiefly because--as description rather than diagnosis--it seems to me to offer a suggestive aesthetic model.[29] 

This non-clinical use of psychoanalytic terms is common in recent literary and cultural criticism. Jameson and Deleuze and Guattari are the sources I use most in this paper, but many authors have used the theories of Freud, Lacan, et al to model the processes of culture and signification, regardless of their therapeutic utility. This is my approach in the three following chapters, first to trace the disintegration of Oswald's subjectivity, and then to describe the double movement of conspiracy writing: a schizophrenic breaking of causality accompanied by the paranoiac restoration of narrativity by means of a fictional supplement. 

CHAPTER 2. The "Identity" of the Assassin 

"The individual must disappear."[30] 

"To merge with history is to escape the self."[31] 

Recent philosophy and critical theory has described the breakdown of subjectivity and theorized the ways in which the self is constructed by exterior forces and discourses. Accounts of the life of Lee Harvey Oswald show his identity dissolving in a number of ways, and this spreads to other people and objects swept up in conspiracy investigations. 

The brain has traditionally been regarded within Western culture as the seat of consciousness, the common signifier of the self,[32] and the posthumous careers of the brains of Kennedy and Oswald bear this out. It is standard procedure, in an autopsy, to remove the brain for examination and, usually, to replace it in the skull before burial. This procedure was performed on both the president and his alleged assassin. 

Kennedy's brain, however, was not returned to his body but preserved in the National Archives, probably so that it could be studied for information on the number of and paths of the bullets that struck it. The brain disappeared before the Warren Commission, or any other investigation, could examine it.[33] There is some speculation that Robert Kennedy stole his brother's brain to keep it from being publicly exhibited.[34] 

The story of Oswald's brain is less sensational, but more creepy. His corpse was exhumed in 1981 in order to counter the many accounts of Oswald impersonators and look-alikes that I will describe shortly. The body in the grave was found to be that of Oswald, but the doctors who had performed his autopsy were not consulted. When researchers tracked them down, they described the brain removal procedure that was performed. The skull of the body buried in Lee Harvey Oswald's grave is intact.[35] This is the first of what I call "productive contradictions." If Oswald both had his skull sawed open and did not, then there must have been two Oswalds. 

When the self as referential center embodied in the brain is dislodged, the name travels freely. "Names don't mean anything, they are empty, they are not essences, an indeterminate number of unpredictable descriptions can be attached to a given name."[36] 

"Lee Harvey Oswald" does not signify a person. It is not an identity in the traditional, logical sense of a thing equal to itself. Rather, "Oswald" is a set of contradictory texts: documents, reported actions, photographs, and personal effects (in both senses of the word). As one of the conspirators in DeLillo's Libra says: "We do the whole thing with paper. Passports, drivers' licenses, address books. . . . We script a person or persons out of ordinary pocket litter."[37] 

However, the historical record is not that simple. Since it is not the creation of a single author, whether a "real" Oswald or a team of conspirators, it is filled with productive contradictions that force a doubling effect, like the removal of Oswald's brain. Entering the conspiracy discourse, Oswald appears "doubled everywhere."[38] 

It would be possible to compile the Oswald archive into a computer program that would generate all the possible Oswalds. Each contradiction in the archive doubles the number of Oswalds that can be constructed; the more that is known, the less certain its knowability becomes. The following is a sample of some of the productive contradictions which comprise the Oswald-making system: 

A scar on Oswald's jaw noted on his Marine Corps physical was not mentioned in his autopsy report.[39] 

Oswald was left-handed according to his mother, right-handed according to his brother.[40] 

Oswald knew and did not know how to drive a car.[41] 

Oswald did and did not have homosexual relationships.[42] 

Oswald was "disheveled, unkempt and dirty" and "neat in appearance and dress."[43] 

Oswald briefly had a beard but also had too little facial hair to grow a beard.[44] 

Oswald gave public speeches both supporting and opposing the Soviet Union.[45] 

Oswald read, spoke, and wrote flawless English and Russian;[46] he suffered from dyslexia.[47] 

Oswald's eyes were grey, blue, and brown.[48] 

Oswald was 5'tall,[49] 5'3",[50] 5'7", 5'8_",[51] 5'9",[52] 5'10",[53] 5'11",[54] 6'1",[55] and 6'2".[56] 

To make an Oswald, select one from each entry, tracing a biographical, narrative line through the matrix. Even better, choose several and arrange them as a series of false identities, treating Oswald as "an actor in real life."[57] One of Oswald's favorite television programs was I Led Three Lives, about a FBI informant undercover as a Communist party member.[58] The assumption that Oswald participated in some sort of similar simulation helps to accommodate some of the contradictions in the record. "There was always this half-mocking attitude he took. You couldn't tell whether he was really serious or not."59 

[David Ferrie:] You seem to pretend. 

[Oswald:] But I'm not pretending. 
[Ferrie:] But you are pretending.[60] 

Instead of conceptualizing Lee Harvey Oswald as an identity, his being can be described in terms of agency.[61] Oswald is the empty center of a set of attributed or attributable actions, a constructed agent capable of doing things.[62] The self is a simulation and the question of whether this simulation is performed by the real Oswald or an exterior force is irrelevant, since the real Oswald has been erased. Oswald's agency is created by agencies: the CIA, the KGB, Castro, his supporters, his opponents, the FBI, Naval Intelligence, the Mafia, the Secret Service, and any number of private plots which may or may not intersect these official ones. 

The clearest crack in Oswald's autonomy comes if it is accepted that he was employed as an agent-provocateur by some covert group.[63] Once this is given, every act attributed to him can be seen as ordered by the group, done because Oswald thought it would please the group, or staged by the group to create a certain record of Oswald. Introducing a second covert group, or imagining Oswald as a less than totally cooperative actor makes it possible to account for the layers of false identities. When these layers suggest that Oswald was (or imagined himself) a double or triple agent, the theory enters the world of intelligence and counter-intelligence, a regime of total simulation and indeterminacy. The use of false identities, cover organizations, and the practice of plausible deniability combine to make it impossible to ascertain anything once the possibility of intelligence involvement is admitted. 

"American spies must live difficult lives. The most honest of them, and even their superiors, don't always know whom they're working for."--Vladimir Y. Semichastny, head of the KGB.[64] 

[Jim Garrison:] Often individuals are working for the CIA and don't know it. For example, a man can think he's working for, let's say, "Arabs for World Peace," and it's actually financed by the CIA and controlled by the CIA, and he can be motivated-- 
Question: Without ever knowing what the ultimate and real objectives of his actions were? 

Garrison: Yes.[65] 

Ultimately, the "real" becomes not only unknowable, but its existence becomes questionable. The idea of an original being behind the masks is harder and harder to defend. 

Realistically, it is fairly hopeless to try to sort out for whom Oswald was working or even what he was supposed to be doing. A strong case can be made that, in the later stages, even Oswald did not know.[66] 

An agent is trained to deny his agent identity by asserting his cover story. So why not use psychic ju-jitsu and go along with him? Suggest that his cover story is his identity and that he has no other. His agent identity becomes unconscious, that is, out of his control.[67] 
It becomes necessary however, for Oswald to become not only divided, contradictory, and subject to (and subject because of) exterior forces, but also multiple, when there are records of his presence in two places at the same time. These records appear throughout the assassination literature[68] and function as productive contradictions, but produce physical beings across which the name and characteristics of Oswald pass. "The proper name is the instantaneous apprehension of a multiplicity,"[69] meaning both that one apprehends the multiple through the name (in the sense both of seeing it and capturing it), and that one is apprehensive, in a panic state, when confronted with a breakdown of the individual. 

Oswald becomes multiple through both the necessity of his physical duplication and the confusion of his name. He either employed several aliases or evidence to that effect has been created. 

The Names 

When Lee Harvey Oswald was in the Marines, he had the nicknames Shitbird, Ozzie Rabbit,[70] and Oswaldskovich,[71] also spelled Oswaldkovitch,[72] Oswaldskowich,[73] and Oswaldovich.[74] Later in life, he either used or was described by the names Harvey Lee Oswald,[75] Harvey Lee,[76] Lee Harvey,[77] Lee Henry Oswald,[78] Harvey Oswald Lee,[79] Harvey Oswald,[80] Leon Oswald (who may have been "anti-Castro activist" William Seymour impersonating Oswald),[81] O.H. Lee,[82] H.O. Lee,[83] Leslie Oswald, Aleksei Oswald,[84] Alik,[85] Hidell, A. Hidell, A.J. Hidell, Alek J. Hidell, Robert Hidell,[86] Alek James Hidell, and Dr. A.J. Hideel.[87] One of Oswald's Marine colleagues was John Rene Heindel, who was known as Hidell.[88] Other names used or attributed to Oswald were D.F. Drictal,[89] Lee Odum,[90] and Osborne.[91] This last one has been read as implicating CIA agent John "Jack" Bowen, who used the aliases Howard Bowen, Albert Alexander Osborne, and Howard Osborne.[92] 

The name "Lee Harvey Oswald" itself was only used after the man known to that time mostly as "Lee Oswald" had been accused of his crime. It too is an alias, constructed by the agencies of the law and the press. 

Whenever they took him down, he heard his name on the radios and TVs. Lee Harvey Oswald. It sounded extremely strange. He didn't recognize himself in the full intonation of the name. The only time he used the middle name was to write it on a form that had a space for that purpose. No one called him by that name. Now it was everywhere. He heard it coming from the walls. Reporters called it out. Lee Harvey Oswald. Lee Harvey Oswald. It sounded odd and dumb and made up. They were talking about somebody else.[93] 

There is a man in a photograph taken outside the Soviet embassy in Mexico city by the CIA, identified by them as Lee Henry Oswald.[94] He has also been named Carlos Rigel,[95] Saul,[96] and T.J. Mackey.[97] However, these three are fictional characters or pseudonyms given by the author to protect his sources or his life. The other names given this man are Jim Hicks[98] and Jack Ruby,[99] who had changed his name from Jacob Rubenstein.[100] 

Suspected Oswald impersonators include Kerry Thornley,[101] William Gemelo,[102] Carlo,[103] and Thomas Eli Davis,[104] also known as Tommy and T.E.[105] Larry Cranfard,[106] Robert Allen Surrey,[107] Roy Milton Jones (known as Milton),[108] Billy Lovelady,[109] Kerry Thornley,[110] James Lewallen (also known as Lou, Lee, and Leon),[111] and a car salesman at Dallas' Downtown Lincoln-Mercury[112] all strongly resembled Oswald and were each mistaken for him at least once. 

Finally, Oswald's burial plot was purchased under the name William Bobo, to avoid publicity.[113] "Bobo" was Oswald's last alias, and his last doubling. 

The power of the law and press created "Lee Harvey Oswald" in an attempt to stop the flow of identities and construct an actor responsible for the assassination. To oppose that constructed account, conspiracy theory must break the name and retheorize it. 

The process of dissolution which is seen in Oswald eventually strikes every person and thing swept up in the discourse of conspiracy theory. Clay Shaw and Guy Bannister, two alleged conspirators, were often mistaken for each other and now, when theorists encounter an act attributed to one of them, they cannot ignore the possibility that the other one was the actual perpetrator.[114] The specificity of the name can no longer be certain; names pass over individuals. Individuals operate under various names, as if the names were names of businesses. 

Similarly, Watergate "plumbers" and suspected assassination conspirators E. Howard Hunt and Frank Sturgis are both known to have used the alias Edward Hamilton.[115] Having already lost the logical property of identity (a=a, Oswald is Oswald), the transitive property (a=b, b=c, therefore a=c) is also slipping away. Hunt is Hamilton, Hamilton is Sturgis, but Hunt is not Sturgis. 

The date of the assassination is itself two doubles: 11/22,[116] but perhaps the most spectacular becoming-multiple of an inanimate object is that of the garbage left from a lunch, consisting of fried chicken, corn chips, and a Coke which Oswald may, or may not, have eaten before the assassination. The ontological, epistemological, and just plain logical crises of this handful of trash duplicate in miniature those of the Kennedy assassination. 

Four of the nine witnesses, then, remembered seeing the chicken remains at the southeast corner window on top of the barrier of cartons. One of the four remembered chicken on the floor there, as well. One witness saw the chicken remains at the second pair of windows from the east wall; and four of them saw them with the soda bottle at the third pair of windows. But none of them saw chicken remains except at the place he specified; and no one admitted having moved the chicken . . . 

All the witnesses remember seeing the chicken leg or bones unwrapped, except Studebaker--who insisted that the bones were inside the paper bag.[117] 

How much chicken was there? Was there any chicken at all? Did it move? Did witnesses lie? Why? Has this testimony been altered? If so, by whom and to what end? Like Oswald, the chicken's identity/true being/verifiable, unique existence is gone. The individual has disappeared. 

This difficulty in speaking of specific, consistent beings, whether people, chickens, or, as will be shown in the next chapter, rifles and bullets, problematizes assumptions about cause and effect. The next chapter addresses this breakdown of causality. 

CHAPTER 3. Schizophrenic Evidence 

The psychoanalytic concept of schizophrenia is useful for describing aspects of the condition of knowledge under postmodernity not, as one might guess from certain elements of the last chapter, as a way of treating multiple identities/personalities, but as a model of a crisis of causality. As stated in my first chapter, I find Fredric Jameson's version of schizophrenia to be the most useful for this purpose. Basically, drawing on Lacan's structuralist version of Freud, Jameson describes meaning as produced by "the relationship of signifiers among themselves," not existing in any way outside of language. Schizophrenia is the breakdown of these relationships, of the "signifying chain" formed by experience/common sense. The schizophrenic experiences "a rubble of distinct and unrelated signifiers," things themselves without connective explanations.[118] 

Most of my examples of a schizophrenic discourse in conspiracy theory will be objects of evidence. The use of these items for proof rests on common-sense causality, for example, Oswald had the rifle, the bullet was found to have been fired from the rifle, therefore Oswald fired the bullet. For the schizophrenic however, the objects are not continuous from moment to moment; in each account of an object, it partakes of "pure thisness."[119] This can be more clearly explained by reference to a classic problem of the epistemology of history. 

If we look out over the sea and perceive a ship, and five minutes later look again and perceive it in a different place, we find ourselves obliged to imagine it as having occupied intermediate positions when we were not looking.[120] 

The schizophrenic feels no such obligation and has seen two ships. Schizoanalysis is generally used by conspiracy theorists to break the narrative of authority, but it even appears in anti-conspiracy writing such as the following: 

[Conspiracy theorists'] dissent comes from nothing more substantial than a vague feeling of dissatisfaction, and takes on substance by reference to the old saw: "Where there's smoke, there's fire." Like most old saws, this one constitutes a good general rule, but it can be misleading in any specific case. All that one is really entitled to say with certainty is that where there is smoke, there is smoke.[121] 

Since last chapter was concerned mostly with names, the first sort of schizophrenic evidence considered here is the signature, in various forms. Jacques Derrida describes the signature as a type of mark which is itself singular and inconsistent but which implies the existence of a constant yet absent signer.[122] In other words, each time I sign my name it is different but, in order for the signature to, as read, signify me and my intention in signing, I must exist, elsewhere, identical to myself at the time of signing. Signatures, to be meaningful, must assume the sort of consistency of individual being that was put in question in the last chapter. 

The issue of the reliability of signatures first appears in the shadow presence of the CIA. Many individuals invoked in conspiracy theory are alleged to have worked for the CIA, but this is unprovable, since the CIA, of course, does not keep public employment records. 

Q: Mr. Miler, can you prove to me now that you worked for the CIA? 

A: What do you mean by proof?[123] 
Mr. James Smith will be here. He is not with intelligence. Actually, Smith is not his real name and he works for the CIA.[124] 

[Frank Sturgis:] I would never sign a contract because if I am going to spy for the CIA, I am going to sign nothing.[125] 
Of course, there must be some sort of record, but it must conform to the idea of plausible deniability: that if the operation is exposed, the government can claim to have had no knowledge of it.[126] Enter the hieroglyphic, a sign of carefully limited legibility. The mark can be made public since only the conspirators know its meaning. In The Crying of Lot 49, a classic novel of conspiracy, the main character Oedipa Maas first sees the muted post-horn symbol of the conspiracy in the bathroom of a bar and, perplexed, exclaims "God, hieroglyphics."[127] In Libra, Oswald tells himself "You can tell when they want you to do something on behalf of the struggle. They run a message buried in the text."[128] However, hieroglyphics do not appear only in fiction. I first encountered the term, and found its relevance to CIA employment records in the following discussion between Warren Commission members Representative Hale Boggs and former CIA director Allen Dulles: 

Boggs: Did you have agents about whom you had no record whatsoever? 

Dulles: The record might not be on paper. But on paper would have hieroglyphics that only two people knew what they meant, and nobody outside of the Agency would know and you could say this meant the agent and someone else could say it meant another agent.[129] 
It is implicit in the use of writing that words are used with their commonly known meanings to communicate clearly. When this is put in question, all texts are suspect and ultimately illegible. Of course, the hieroglyphic does not need to be a word. It is standard law enforcement procedure for each person who handles a material piece of evidence to put a tiny, personal mark on it, a kind of signature, so that it is certain that the same object found by investigators is the one introduced in court. This form of signifying chain (a signing chain in two ways) is called a "chain of evidence." Naturally, in the course of conspiracy theorizing, breaks are found in the chain that admit the possibility of substitutions and forgery. Here is Officer Poe of the Dallas police on some shells he found allegedly fired by Oswald: 

There is a mark. I believe I put it on them, but I couldn't swear to it. I couldn't make them out anymore.[130] 

Another illegible but suggestive hieroglyphic was found in the address book of accused conspirator Clay Shaw. 

With but one exception, Shaw's entire address book consisted of addresses and phone numbers. That one exception appeared on one of the otherwise unused pages. There, inscribed in Shaw's handwriting, were the words "Oct" and "Nov"--which would appear to mean October and November. Then, after an indecipherable scribble--there was scrawled simply: "Dallas."[131] 

The author, Jim Garrison, is careful not to assert that "Oct" and "Nov" stand for what they usually do, but implies that the "indecipherable scribble" hieroglyphically represents an intent to conspire to kill the president. 

Garrison's case against Shaw, the only criminal prosecution ever brought in the assassination and the basis of Oliver Stone's movie JFK, hinged on a signature. Basically, Garrison claimed that a person known as Clay Bertrand (with the inevitable variants: Clem Bertrum, Clay Bertrum, Clem Bertrand,[132] Clyde Bertrum, and Alton Bernard[133]) had met with Oswald, David Ferrie, and anti-Castro Cubans to plot the assassination. On November 22, 1963, Bertram/Bertrand/Bernard called New Orleans lawyer Dean Andrews and asked him to represent Oswald.[134] 

Garrison believed that Shaw was Bertrand and based his case almost totally on this point.[135] He was however, unable to obtain admissible testimony to this effect. "No one would authorize the use of his name or even sign a statement to be kept confidential."[136] 

A statement without a signature is not credible, but of course, neither are all signatures. Garrison had the fingerprint card taken when Shaw was arrested and signed by him at that time, which listed Clay Bertrand in the space provided for aliases, but was not allowed by the presiding judge to enter it into evidence. The judge simply did not believe the arresting officer's account, while not doubting the authenticity of Shaw's signature on the card.[137] This places the signature in a paradoxical state and moves towards a collapse of its function. 

Dean Andrews' testimony, the best that Garrison could get, put the name Clay Bertrand into the same kind of flux as that of Oswald in my first chapter. The name slides from person to person and threatens to vanish. 

Andrews first said that he was unable to state whether Shaw was Bertrand or not, then he announced that Clay Bertrand did not exist at all, and finally that Bertrand was Eugene C. Davis. He "foisted upon the world" the name Clay Bertrand.[138] 

Another sort of signature is the serial number of the Mannlicher-Carcano rifle allegedly used by Oswald. While serial numbers are supposed to be unique marks, individualizing the items to which they are affixed, the one on the rifle was not. The Mannlicher-Carcano was an Italian rifle from World War Two and was produced by many companies to meet the military's demand. Because of this, J. Edgar Hoover told the Warren Commission that: "Since many concerns were manufacturing the same weapon, the same serial number appears on weapons manufactured by more than one concern."[139] In other words, the signature is no longer necessarily the mark on an individual, but becomes multiple. 

One more signature-like mark associated with Oswald's rifle is his palm print found on the stock after the assassination. The very existence of this sign is suspect, since the act of reading it, by "lifting" it with tape, erased it.[140] Furthermore, assuming that the print was actually on the rifle, there is no way to be certain how it got there. After Oswald's arrest, the Dallas chief of police announced at a press conference "We have the rifle. If we can put Oswald's prints on it--that's the case."[141] By "put," the man obviously meant "find," or maybe not. A hand print cannot have a chain of evidence, since it cannot be marked. It is highly possible that the print was planted to clinch the case against Oswald[142] and this may have been done by taking the rifle to the Dallas morgue and pressing the hand of Oswald's corpse to it.[143] 

The hand print is a clear example of the schizophrenic break: a normal causal explanation--Oswald's hand print is on the rifle, therefore he touched it and fired it--is no more, and likely less, credible than any other. The object is apprehended in its "pure thisness" and cannot be connected to events. The print, as a signature, should signify Oswald's presence and intent, much as a signature on a contract does, but it does not. In fact, its dubious existence functions as an opening from which a counter-narrative (the conspirators had influence on the Dallas police and, wanting to incriminate Oswald, had the rifle taken to the morgue or had the print forged in some other manner) can issue. This kind of rewriting is the main topic of the next chapter. 

Probably the most incredible piece of evidence in the Kennedy assassination is the "magic bullet," from here on referred to as CE (Warren Commission Exhibit) 399. This projectile allegedly caused seven wounds to JFK and Texas Governor John Connally and changed direction four times, yet was in virtually intact condition when found, making it one of the most extraordinary objects in the history of gunfire.[144] However, these spectacular feats are not relevant to this project, but CE 399's chain of evidence and what it can be read as proving/not proving are. 

A bullet was found by Darrell Tomlinson on a stretcher at Parkland hospital, where both Kennedy and Connally were taken. He gave this bullet to O.P. Wright, the hospital's security director. Neither Tomlinson nor Wright ever identified CE 399 as the bullet they handled.145 In fact, Wright said CE 399 "was definitely not the one handed him by Tomlinson" and that the bullet he found resembled a pointed .30, not a blunt 6.5mm like CE 399.[146] Even if it is the bullet found at Parkland, CE 399 was most likely found on the stretcher of "two-year-old Ronald Fuller, who entered the Parkland emergency room at 12:54 P.M. with a bad cut on the chin."[147] 

Now, assuming that CE 399 is the bullet found at Parkland, and that it got there in the most obvious common-sense way (which will be questioned shortly), having been fired from Oswald's rifle through the body of Kennedy and into that of Connally, there is still no reason at all why it was on Ronald Fuller's stretcher. The chain of evidence has too many breaks; it is impossible to maintain. 

One thing that no critic disputes about CE 399: it was fired from Oswald's rifle. The marks placed on a bullet by a particular firearm are, so far, an indisputable signature. However, nothing else can be said for sure about this object. There is no proof at all that it was fired on November 22, 1963,[148] that it was fired at Kennedy and Connally,[149] that it struck either of them (or any object), or that Oswald himself shot it. 

Even the phrase "Oswald's rifle," which I have been carelessly using, has several schizophrenic openings. 

Another piece of evidence trumpeted by the [Warren] commission is a photograph of Oswald with a rifle in his hand. The authenticity of this photo has been questioned by many commission critics. Regardless of whether the photograph is genuine, it is, in fact, totally irrelevant to the question of his ownership of the weapon. FBI photographic experts testified that they could not determine whether the rifle Oswald is holding is the sixth-floor Mannlicher-Carcano. Furthermore, the photograph was taken on 31 March 1963. Even if it were genuine, it hardly proves that Oswald possessed the rifle the following November.[150] 

The photo [of Oswald holding the rifle and a pistol, which he may or may not have used to kill Dallas policeman Tippit] merely indicates possession of the weapons at the time the photo was taken; someone may have stolen the rifle and used it, or the rifle in the photo may not be the rifle in the hands of the police.[151] 

Again, as with the palm print, these breaks in the chain of evidence become starting points for "lines of flight," narratives that question established power's appeal to common-sense. For example, if the possibility that Oswald had disposed of his rifle between March and November is admitted, then many new stories can be written. All sorts of new plots can be imagined involving identical rifles and attempts to frame Oswald. 

Mistakes, Textuality, and Experimental Writing 

"`Mistake' is the operative word in all the cover-ups"[152] 

As I said in chapter 1, every effort to make sense of the paradoxical, illogical, and schizophrenic archive of the JFK killing requires an editing process. One term of each contradiction must be privileged, taken as the original and the real, so the other must be dismissed as an error. This is more common in anti-conspiracy writing, which seeks to simplify the story than in conspiracy theory, which usually accepts contradictions as breaks where some sort of simulation must have taken place (for example, the palm print on the rifle and the photo of Oswald with "his" guns). Examples have already been shown from the work of David Belin and Stephen White, but the following is more striking since it attempts to come from outside the assassination discourse. This is Harrison E. Salisbury, a newspaper editor, arguing, in an interdisciplinary collection of articles on communication and the JFK assassination, the opposite of my theory of "productive contradictions," that "errors" in the record can and must be found and dismissed in order that it may be made coherent. His project, as editor of The New York Times, the "newspaper of record," is to create a reliable archive for future historians. The complex status of information in postmodernity poses too great a threat to this project for him to acknowledge it at all. 

As time went on, hypotheses were constructed based on supposed discrepancies in reports about the actual shooting--conflicts in the number of bullets, conflicts in police officers' statements about fingerprints and palm prints, conflicts in the angles of the shots, in the time required to fire the gun, etc. Each of these conflicts was examined. None proved consequential. Most of them arose from hasty or inexact statements made in the early hours after the assassination.[153] 

Many of the anachronisms that would later be cited as examples of conflicts in testimony, or as evidence that officials were seeking to frame Oswald or cover up some kind of conspiracy, were to stem from minor errors and inaccuracies that in reality were the mere fruit of haste by overworked, excited reporters or by minor officials suddenly cast into the national spotlight and inadequately prepared by temperament or training to present a sober and unprejudiced record. 
In retrospect the errors do not seem large. In an ordinary case they would not have mattered. But this was no ordinary case. The death of a President of the United States under dramatic and mysterious circumstances was involved. The record would be scrutinized time and time again. Even typographical errors would ultimately loom as potent clues.[154] 

Obviously, the errors have "proved consequential." Typographical errors are highly significant, because they reveal the constant mediating presence of language. They problematize any concept of absolute reality and force a confrontation with the possibility that everything is discourse/a text/a language game. In The Crying of Lot 49, the first sign that the world is not what it seems, that some sort of plot might exist, is a postmark reading "Report All Obscene Mail To Your Potsmaster."[155] 

(For what it's worth, the spelling checking feature of the word processing program I am using to write this, Microsoft Word 5.5 for the IBM-PC, does not recognize the word "postmodern" and requests that I change it to "postmaster." I think Pynchon would really enjoy this coincidence.) 

History is only accessible through texts[156] and Salisbury cannot conceive of a textual form beyond classic, mythically transparent journalism. In fact, the form best suited to the Kennedy assassination may be the experimental novel. Pynchon, DeLillo, and Burroughs have already appeared in this work, and Joyce is referred to several times by DeLillo: "Branch thinks this [the assassination archive] is the megaton novel James Joyce would have written if he'd moved to Iowa City and lived to be a hundred."[157] 

Derek Pell is the most self-consciously experimental writer to treat JFK's death directly; his Assassination Rhapsody subjects the text of the Warren Report to a variety of manipulations. For example, what follows is the first line of each section of his chapter "The Magic Bullet: A Lipogram." 

the magic bullet 

(-a) the voodoo bullet 
(-a,b) the voodoo missile 

(-a,b,c) the voodoo missile 

(-a,b,c,d) the ghostly missile 

(-a,b,c,d,e) this ghostly thing 

(-a,b,c,d,e,f,g) this spooky thing 

(-a,b,c,d,e,f,g,h) it's spooky[158] 

While a close reading of Pell's work is out of place here, it is appropriate to point out that, in this chapter, each section repeats the same lines, each time replacing the words that begin with the listed letters with synonyms or paraphrase (this is the lipogrammatic technique). This models the process of rumor and hearsay, history as a game of "telephone." 

Besides Pell's book, there are two passages from Libra which support the idea that Kennedy assassination discourse transgresses Salisbury's concept of textual transparency and archival reality. The first refers to Oswald's dyslexia, but also fits a poststructuralist image of reading and shows the schizophrenic breakdown of words as signs. 

He could not see clearly the picture that is called a word. A word is also a picture of a word. He saw spaces, incomplete features, and tried to guess the rest.[159] 

The second describes the work entitled The Historic Diary of Lee Harvey Oswald (which, of course, may or may not have been written by him). This is not DeLillo's invention; it is reproduced in the long version of the Warren Report. Certainly, it sounds like a text in which some very serious games are being played with writing, something in which Salisbury is uninterested. 

The lines, mainly in block letters, wander and slant across the page. The page is crowded with words, top to bottom, out to either edge, crossed-out words, smudged words, words that run together, attempted corrections and additions, lapses into script, a sense of breathlessness, with odd calm fragments.[160] 

Finally, one can get a sense of the consequentiality of the errors in the original news reporting from Dallas by looking at the language used to summarize them. It consistently speaks of being. It is very rarely that the formula "someone said this, someone else said something else..." is used. There are not conflicting accounts of the head wounds, instead, they are described as moving and vanishing.[161] A list of news reports of the rifle found in the Texas School Book Depository begins by talking about journalism, but quickly switches to the chameleon-like property of the weapon. 

The first broadcasts about the assassination said that the police had found a British .303 rifle. . . . The rifle rapidly changed to a Mauser, then to the Mannlicher-Carcano.[162] 

Naturally, the bullets fired from this gun undergo a similar metamorphosis.[163] 

Conspiracy theory uses schizoanalysis (or exploits the schizophrenic tendencies of postmodern systems of information) to locate and expand cracks in the official narrative. If it can be reasonably suggested that Oswald was not always acting of his own volition, that Oswald was not always the same person, or that evidence was faked, distorted, modified, etc, then every piece of information produced by authorities comes to represent the opposite of what it was meant to: a rifle with Oswald's palm print means that someone attempted to frame him. "Opposite" is not the best word to describe this, in fact, many possible stories emerge from each break: maybe Oswald did touch the rifle, but there is no way to determine when. 

It is not possible to become totally schizophrenic and still write. There must be at least some continuity of objects and persons through time for a story to be told. However, this continuity must be asserted against all the breaks that have previously been shown. The logic by which narrative is revived is described in the next chapter. 

CHAPTER 4. Paranoiac Narratives 

After the schizophrenic break in causality, how can the archive be ordered? There is no narrative without causality, but with common-sense ideas about cause and effect dismissed, relations between events become totally relativized. In other words, there cannot be no relationship between events, but there is no way to select amongst the infinite number of relationships that can be imagined. How then, is history to be written? 

Once conspiracy theory defines a break in the official pattern of events, it is able to write an oppositional narrative from this point, a "line of flight." The fragmentation of schizophrenia cannot support theory of any kind, so some form of continuity must be assumed "to translate a coexistence of becomings into a succession" and construct a history.[164] This assumption of continuity is a supplement; it is essential to the conspiracy discourse, yet alien to it, and contradictory to the schizophrenic break, which is also essential. The "leap of faith" required to make narrative in this situation is paranoiac.[165] One must believe that there is a plot, in order to write a plot. An act of paranoid imagination creates a center and enables the narrative. "Fiction rescues history from its confusions."[166] 

The narrative figurates the body of events that serves as its primary referent and transforms these events into intimations of patterns of meaning that any literal representation of them as facts could never produce.[167] 

This value attached to narrativity in the representation of real events arises from a desire to have real events display the coherence, integrity, fullness, and closure of an image of life that is and can only be imaginary.[168] 

The postmodern archive is what Deleuze and Guattari call a rhizome, a network in which every point is potentially connectible to every other point and there are no permanent connections.[169] How is this infinite, and infinitely flexible network different from anarchy? "If everything is connected, at once and without fixed center, how do you choose and order the parts?"[170] "Nothing is as terrifying as a labyrinth without a center."[171] 

After the consideration of the experimental novel in the last chapter, it seems that some new form of story-telling would be appropriate in this situation. Deleuze and Guattari support this when they write that the rhizome must be described by "a map, not a tracing,"[172] in other words, a work that is multi-directional like that which it describes, not an attempt to find a single narrative path. 

Sylvia Meagher's Subject Index to the Warren Report and Hearings and Exhibits is the most important act of mapping in the assassination discourse.[173] Meagher is a real-life version of one of Jorge Luis Borges's librarian heroes;[174] her tedious work compiling the Index made possible all the theory which followed. 

Scrutiny of the Hearings and Exhibits, it must be acknowledged, is a monumental undertaking, involving the mastering of 26 thick volumes consisting of some 20,000 pages and more than ten million words. Few people have the time or fortitude for such a task. There are imposing obstacles even to the study of one or two distinct elements of the evidence in their entirety, to determine whether there is fidelity between the raw data and the account given in the Report. Such clearly delimited study would not require exorbitant time or effort if the Commission had included a subject index to make possible the tracing of the relevant testimony and documents to any single item of evidence. The sheer mass of unclassified, unexplored data is enough to discourage an attempt to take inventory. It would be tantamount to a search for information in the Encyclopedia Britannica if the contents were untitled, unalphabetized, and in random sequence.[175] 

In 1964, she began her long, intensive research into the findings of the Warren Commission. Then, in March 1966, she quietly published a 150-page Subject Index to the Warren Report and Hearings and Exhibits, an absolutely indispensable guide which the Commission's staff had conveniently omitted. There was no commentary, no "debate" of any kind, not even an argumentative foreword, just an "Explanatory Note" giving some technical information. Sylvia Meagher's Index has, nevertheless, become a major weapon in the arsenal of the Commission's critics. For, as the author had hoped and as the Commission seems to have feared, it has enabled people "to test the assertions and conclusions in the Warren Report against their independent judgment, on the basis of fidelity to the source data and impartiality of selection by the authors of the Report."[176] 
The Index, as a map, enables navigation through the network of data, but does not determine a destination. It subverts the Warren Report in the same way that a map makes a set of directions irrelevant; it shows that there are other ways to reach a given destination and that there are many other places just as interesting as that destination. 

A similar project was apparently attempted, but never published. 

A California resident, Mrs. Marjorie Field, has succeeded in reconstructing the real Warren Commission Report by putting the twenty-six volumes of evidence, the testimony of the witnesses and the times into logical order. This implacable demonstration, entitled The Evidence, is also being kept from the American people.[177] 

While I would certainly like to see Fields' bricolage, it succumbs to the desire for narrative and is only a tracing, one of an infinite number of paths through the 26 volumes of the Warren Report. The Evidence is an attempt either to restore singularity and temporal linearity to the archive, or to totally collapse it by making plain its paradoxes. 

An interesting balance between narrative and mapping, and between finding and destroying coherence, is struck by Barthes in S/Z. After he has broken his text (Balzac's "Sarrasine") into fragments and wrapped each in commentary and theory, he re-presents the text as a whole and then provides several maps for other arrangements: by motif, by his theoretical interpolations, and by the headings he has given each fragment.[178] The original narrative and its theme are not gone, but are only one of many paths and one of many destinations. 

Another balance is that of the list. Bernard Fensterwald's Coincidence or Conspiracy? attempts to avoid presenting a plot of its own by simply providing biographical sketches of various individuals involved in conspiracy discourse, whether as researchers, officials, victims, or suspects. Fensterwald does not try to resolve contradictions in these accounts, but does point out possible connections. The Warren Report itself is a similar construction: the narrative report is a single volume, with twenty-five accompanying books of testimony and pictures in the order which the material was introduced into evidence by the commission. These twenty-five volumes form a narrative of investigation, which will be discussed as a form later on, but function principally as a list. 

The list form would seem to avoid the problems of causality implicit in narrative but, according to Hayden White, lists rely on a presumption of chronology, just as narrative does. Any list invokes a conception of time, for example, an inventory lists the things one posesses simultaneously and marks the time when these posessions change. White's examples of the story-telling power of lists are Joyce and Rabelais, raising again the parallels between Ulysses and the JFK assassination discourse.[179] 

Like Ulysses, the Kennedy assassination is "the story of one single day, on the edge of one lone city,"[180] and, like Ulysses, it expands to include every sort of object and fact that has any bearing upon the events of the day. The Warren Commission exhibits include such things as: 

microphotographs of Oswald's limb and pubic hairs, a dental chart revealing the condition of Jack Ruby's mother's teeth in 1938, a detailed analysis of Marina Oswald's pregnancy, cheesecake photographs of strippers from Jack Ruby's nightclub, traffic tickets incurred by Ruby in the 1950s, Oswald's vaccination certificates, and personal letters from Marina to her girlfriends.[181] 

DeLillo calls the conspiracy discourse "the Joycean book of America . . . the novel in which nothing is left out,"[182] but something must always be left out. Ulysses has, at most, several dozen characters and is clearly focused on three of them. Conspiracy discourse, on the other hand, involves hundreds of people. Over 200 capsule biographies appear in Fensterwald's book, and many more names have entered the archive since its 1977 publication. 

It is significant that the section of Ulysses where the list form is most dominant is at a point where the narrative voice is in crisis. The "Ithaca" section, which consists wholly of questions and exorbitantly detailed responses, is next to last. Before it are "Circe," in the form of a hallucinogenic play, and "Eumaeus," which is told all in cliches. In these two chapters the narrator is increasingly distanced from the events of the story; the language is taking over. The final section, "Penelope," is totally in the voice of Molly Bloom; the narrator has been banished.[183] The fanatical lists and descriptions of "Ithaca" are a panic narrative; the authorial voice can no longer speak credibly about its subjects and attempts to drown them in semi-relevant facts. This is what appears in Fensterwald and the Warren Report. 

A subtle way of writing narrative without writing the narrative of the assassination is to write an account of one's investigation. 

This is not just another of the many books analyzing the dry evidence in the assassination of President Kennedy. It is, instead, a chronicle of the experiences of one man who tried to get the truth about the murder and prosecute those responsible for it.[184] 

Garrison, quoted above, is the most qualified to use this technique, since his is the only investigation to have resulted in a criminal prosecution, but it is also employed by Joesten, Meagher (in Accessories After the Fact), Lane, and Stephen White. James and Wardlaw, Brener, and Flammonde all use Garrison's investigation as the framework for their own research. Even the Warren Report, as previously noted, organizes its evidence around a narrative of investigation. The investigation functions as the supplement, the defining force from outside. 

Another form of narrative supplement is the "Likely Scenario."[185] After authors rigorously critique all previous evidence and explanations, they cannot resist presenting their own hypotheses. The author admits that the new hypothesis cannot stand up to the scrutiny just used on all others, but has made the "leap of faith" that this story makes sense. 

The most stunning example of this is in Henry Hurt's Reasonable Doubt. In his chapter "The Confession of Robert Easterling,"[186] Hurt presents the story of a man who claims to have been involved in the conspiracy to kill JFK and backed out at the last minute. Hurt admits that "it is not possible to verify Easterling's story in traditional fashion"[187] but is inclined to accept it anyway. Hurt is not only also willing to gloss over Easterling's alcoholism and confinement in a mental institution but to edit out the parts of his story that are totally incompatible with the record, such as the assassin's escape from the Texas School Book Depository by rope ladder. Enough of Easterling's story does fit the record that it is credible to Hurt, and it cannot be totally dismissed. 

Novels about the assassination are subject to a similar standard of credibility, if the reader is to suspend his/her disbelief. DeLillo's Libra, while clearly labeled as a novel and accompanied by the usual disclaimer, reflects thorough research, much of which appears in his non-fiction piece "American Blood," so I have treated it only slightly differently than ostensibly non-fiction works of conspiracy theory. On the other hand, Richard Condon's popular Winter Kills, while obviously based on the JFK assassination, establishes on its first page that it uses it only as inspiration, and does not presume to discuss it seriously. The hero, Nick Thirkield, is introduced, working for his family's oil business on a tanker in the South China Sea. He has retreated there after the traumatic assassination of his older brother, President Tim Thirkield.[188] Condon has chosen not to include a Bobby Kennedy figure, and it is hilarious to imagine Teddy working on an oil rig. 

Robert Morrow's Betrayal, while claiming to be non-fiction, similarly violates the bounds of the "likely story." Alleged conspirator David Ferrie is described as "tall," "handsome," and having a bald spot.[189] All other records of Ferrie show him to have been short and quite unattractive, since he suffered from a disease that made him totally hairless and wore a wig and penciled-on eyebrows to compensate. A man with a wig would not have a bald spot. 

Finally, like the productive contradictions in Oswald's biography and the metamorphic rifle of news accounts, the paranoiac narrative is a creative act, in both senses of "creative." Consider that both the conspirator and the conspiracy theorist are authors of a plot. The "leap of faith" connects events, and there is no way to escape from textuality. Once a path has been drawn through the rhizome, it is as real as anything else. 

DeLillo prefers "plot" to "story" or "narrative" as well[190] and shows both conspirators and theorists discovering things they have written becoming real. As his conspirators create a scapegoat "out of pocket litter," they meet Oswald. The historian Nicholas Branch "feels the path changing as he writes."[191] 

Similarly, Umberto Eco's great novel of conspiracy Foucault's Pendulum is the story of three scholars: Belbo, Casaubon, and Diotallevi, who work for a publisher of occult books and decide to write the ultimate conspiracy theory. As they create what they call "The Plan," it comes into existence and destroys them.[192] 

CHAPTER 5. Total Simulation

"The way we fake our own files, who knows for sure?"[193] 

September 2038, the last sealed files of the Warren Commission will be opened.[194] Absolutely nothing will be revealed. Whatever information is there will be no more believable than that already in circulation. 

So what? What has this paper accomplished, other than to bring together two fashionable and counter-intuitive bodies of theory? And why can't there be a "smoking gun" hidden somewhere? 

Consider the following points, basic assumptions of the discourse of conspiracy theory. These are the main points from the previous chapters and, listed together, describe the condition of total simulation. 

The archive is infinite. Everything is potentially relevant and any editing of this information glut is totally arbitrary. This editing also greatly weakens the argument since the first thing a skeptic/ deconstructionist/paranoid will look for is what has been played down or left out. 

People, signs, and objects are not consistent or continuous in time. Evidence of consistency/continuity is probably fake, especially fingerprints, signatures, and serial numbers. 

Logic is not reliable; a thing is not always equal to itself, and two things equal to the same thing may not be equal to each other. 

Any readily apparent explanation for an event is false; the evidence leading to the explanation has probably been forged and/or planted to conceal the real plot. 

There is no way to prove who works for secret agencies. Ever. 

Any text may have a secret meaning only intelligible to the conspirators. 

What appear to be mistakes may be important clues; attempts to explain them away are very suspicious. 

Any possible instance of one of the above can be used as the start for a new story. This is the leap of faith that separates paranoids from cynics, the belief that not only is everything false, but that a flaw can be found in the forgery and the plot exposed. 

This exposition of the conspiracy is what I have called a "likely story" and a "paranoiac narrative:" "likely" because it is usually self-consciously hypothetical, but "paranoiac" since it assumes that there is a plot. Of course, paranoia also includes the distrust of obvious explanations mentioned above, so any theory that is too widely accepted must be a cover encouraged by the real conspirators, while criticism and scorn are taken as proof. 

The rule of conspiracy discourse that is most relevant to the events of September 2038 is so basic that I have not overtly stated it up to this point. The archive is totally permeable and malleable. If "they" could kill the President, certainly "they" can infiltrate the National Archives etc. Even more insidious, it is not necessary for "them" to have ever altered or forged evidence. It is simply required that people believe that "they" could have and then every document and event is suspect.. 

Once it is permitted that a conspiracy exists, it need only be permitted to increase in size and complexity to serve as a complete explanation for anything that ever has happened, is happening, or will happen.[195] 

The records that do exist of documents being destroyed or "revised" serve to verify this regime of simulation.[196] Note also that one of Oswald's favorite books was 1984.[197] 

[Warren Commission discussion] 

Boggs: I don't even like to see this being taken down. 
Dulles: Yes, I think this record should be destroyed.[198] 

So what happens? More importantly, in light of the recent claim that George Bush met with Oswald after the assassination representing the CIA,[199] what is to be done? 

Despite the crises of knowledge under postmodernity, it still exists. Assassination research continues, arguments over various theories continue, and there is a bill pending in Congress that calls for immediate release of all relevant government documents. 

So what is to be done? And who killed JFK? 

Whenever I told people I was writing about the Kennedy assassination, they would ask me who I thought did it. The more postmodernist theory I read, the more certain I became that it could never be known. At the same time, the conspiracy theory I read was pushing me towards a conclusion, the answer that I knew was impossible. I feel that certain solutions are more just than others, but I will not, cannot, argue that they are more true. 

This is in line with what I see as the main function of conspiracy theory: not to provide truth, but to expose lies. The "likely scenarios" cancel each other out, but the official narrative stays broken. 

While this task of perpetual deconstruction may appear unsatisfying, one should consider the strength many gain from conspiracy discourse. (This also points to a broader application of some of my work; it is not exclusive to the JFK assassination.) Focusing as it does on making the incredible seem likely, conspiracy theory is a valuable tool for political extremists of all sorts. Both anarchist-hippie author Robert Anton Wilson and Adolf Hitler were fascinated by the Illuminati, a mysterious Medieval group. 

An even broader use would be to look at conspiracy theory in cultural criticism; critics as disparate as Theodor Adorno, Louis Farrakhan, and Dan Quayle have found it useful to postulate some group with a covert agenda manipulating popular culture. 
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