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BRUBECK:  Let me start, Jim, by asking you about probably the most controversial  
   thing you’ve ever written about John F. Kennedy, and which I suppose  
   was the ultimate commentary of your book. You said (you correct me if 
this is not a good way of stating it)—the basic question of reservation that one might have 
after examining him as a potential president (this was in your biography of 1959) was a 
question of what kind of emotional commitment he had, whether his heart was in the thing he 
was doing, or whether this was purely an intellectual, disciplined enterprise. Maybe you 
ought to expand on what in fact you did say before you go ahead to answer that. 
 

[-1-] 
 
BURNS:  Yes, I might say first of all that I wrote that memorandum of December  
   19, 1964, and after that left for a rather extended piece of travel, and I’m  
   now here with you in London not having seen the document I wrote on 
December 19, so there may not be a resemblance between what I say tonight and what I said 
in the document. On the point you mention—there was always a great deal of ambiguity 
about the remark of mine which I made at the end of my biography of Kennedy, you have 
expressed it well—the whole question of whether there was something beyond a policy or 
intellectual commitment. There was a great deal of ambiguity in my observation, and again 
and again people have come back to me in television interviews and in other ways as to 



whether I meant what I said and how did I feel now—now being during the Kennedy 
Administration or after Kennedy’s death. I may be at fault in that I never defined this concept 
very carefully, partly because by its very nature it was  
 

[-2-] 
 
somewhat indefinable. But I think the best way I could put it now is that I wondered when I 
was writing about Kennedy, and I still wondered during the presidency, as to whether his 
approach to policy and to great decisions was essentially a policy of calculation, a policy of 
very carefully measuring prudent aspects of what he was doing, very carefully weighing the 
impact of what he was proposing to do on a number of different publics and doing this well, 
of course, and doing all this in terms of rather short-run pragmatic criteria. The question was 
whether, if there should be some great moral issue that was beyond the possibilities of 
calculus, Kennedy would be willing to make a decision in terms of some overriding moral 
purpose very hard to define, hazy, inchoate, complex, instead of in terms of immediately 
calculable, political practical advantage and disadvantage. The kind of thing that I would 
compare this to historically would be a comparison between Lincoln [Abraham Lincoln] and 
Douglas [Stephen A. Douglas] in 
 

[-3-] 
 
the 1850’s. Douglas was an extremely astute calculator, and of course Lincoln was too. 
Douglas sized up almost every aspect of the political situation in the 1850’s, except the 
overriding moral issue which unloosed a series of events in the mid-1850’s that changed the 
nature and shape of American politics. One reason I raised this question about Kennedy was 
drawn from my discussions and conversations with him. Time and time again I was struck 
by how detached, objective, rational he was in dealing with matters that could have been 
approached from a rather ideological, perhaps rather wishful, wishy-washy, intellectual, 
utopian way. Of course, a great contrast between him and some of the more doctrinaire, 
ideological, intellectual liberals with whom he did not get along very well was developed in 
my book to some extent, and in some of the notes to the book. And it’s hard to think of many 
examples now, but one thing that comes to mind is when I was running for Congress 
 

[-4-] 
 
(I forget now whether this is in my document) in 1958 and he was running again for senator, 
he agreed to appear before a television camera for a television film that I could use at will in 
the first Congressional district in my own campaign, which was a very nice thing for him to 
do. So at his suggestion, I prepared a statement, a kind of dialogue between him and myself, 
and I gave this to him in Boston just before we were to be filmed, and I imagine my 
statement was rather general, perhaps even a bit sentimental, perhaps with a little bit of 
blarney for a Massachusetts audience. I remember particularly that there was a nice reference 
to Jackie Kennedy [Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy] at the beginning as a little way to get 
things started, perhaps a sentence or two. I remember his going through this and throwing out 



the Jackie reference without pause, and then cutting the rest of it down, perhaps partly for 
time considerations. But what one ended up with was a very rather pedestrian, useful,  
 

[-5-] 
 
but not very exciting exchange of comments. And when I asked him—as I think I recalled in 
the book—I asked him if he had ever been very heavily in love, traumatically in love—
although I don’t think I used that word, traumatic—he turned it aside, obviously not very 
interested in talking about that kind of thing. I feel still, I’d like to raise this as a possibility, 
that he grew up very sensitive to the impression that his grandfather, Honey Fitz [John 
Francis Fitzgerald], had created. Honey Fitz was a man who would break into song at parties 
at the slightest provocation, or with no provocation at all, and sing “Sweet Adeline.” Every-
body in Boston, of course, remembers this. He was such a picture of the clowning-type, 
sentimental-type, blarney-type Irishman. But I’ve often wondered whether Kennedy was very 
anxious because of his own circumstances, going to Harvard, trying, I think, to make out well 
with more sophisticated types, Protestant types, whether Kennedy was not reacting against  
 

[-6-] 
 
Fitzgerald’s sentimentalism and blarney. 
 
BRUBECK:  Well, he was actually a very sentimental man himself. 
 
BURNS:  Who? Fitzgerald? 
 
BRUBECK:  John Kennedy. 
 
BURNS:  That’s a great question. Was he a sentimental person? 
 
BRUBECK:  Well, in some respects he certainly was. He had that album of Irish songs  
   that he was very fond of that he played for his own personal pleasure. 
 
BURNS:  Do we know about this?  
 
BRUBECK:  What do you mean? 
 
BURNS:  Is this part of the press agentry?  
 
BRUBECK:  Oh no, I’ve seen the album.  
 
BURNS:  Where? 
 
BRUBECK:  In his office. 
 
BURNS:  Well, we hear that he played Camelot, and I’ve recently seen Camelot here  



   and I was very moved by it, especially because of the Kennedy association  
   and the phrasing and so on, the brief shining moment and all the rest, but 
you  
 

[-7-] 
 
could play that kind of music without necessarily being a sentimentalist. In any event, even if 
he were a sentimentalist, it isn’t quite what I’m getting at, even though I’ve made the point 
about his being anti-sentimental. Perhaps because....  
 
BRUBECK:  No, I don’t think it necessarily goes go to your point, but I always think its  
   quite possible that this was a man who for other reasons wanted to keep  
   his sentiments under control and was embarrassed about showing his 
feelings in public but did have a lot of feelings. For example, he could never fire anybody, he 
was a very soft-hearted man. And he’s a man who even to the end of it was a little self-
conscious. There’s a funny spot in that movie USIA did about him this past year where with 
thousands of people screaming around him as he gets into a car in Ireland, he’s self-
consciously adjusting his necktie. Very interesting little gesture. 
 
BURNS:  Yes, I remember that. 
 

[-8-] 
 
BRUBECK:  But go ahead. I was just trying to add a little touch.... 
 
BURNS:  Well, I think this is all relevant. I too have heard the story that he was a  
   sentimentalist, and a man of deep emotional feeling. Of course, this gets  
   into some very difficult areas. Is a man a man of great emotional feeling 
who never shows it? I’m sure we’re going to have books in future years indicating that Cal 
Coolidge [Calvin Coolidge] was a man of great feeling. I’m sure that Cal Coolidge and 
Warren G. Harding [Warren Gamaliel Harding] will be raised in the pantheon of presidents 
by some iconoclastic historian or biographer. And I suppose psychologically and technically 
we’re all people of great feeling who show themselves in different ways. So this is a very 
difficult problem. Well, let me reduce it to what seems to me the crucial point politically and 
that is to what extent is a president willing to act on the basis of a great feeling of 
commitment which may not be very carefully based on rational considerations  
 

[-9-] 
 
because the facts are not known or are very hard to interpret. That is, to what extent will a 
president or a politician be able to take, be willing to take, a leap in the dark? Or parallel with 
that, the question of whether Kennedy would ever have been willing to follow or to emulate 
his own heroes in Profiles in Courage. This is fascinating because, of course, these were 
people who risked and often gave up their political career in pursuit of some great cause.  
 



BRUBECK:  Certainly not on rational calculation necessarily.  
 
BURNS:  Not necessarily on rational calculations, unless you interpret that phrase so  
   widely as to include all kinds of mental activity—you know, like the  
   woman who sacrifices her life for her child. You could say this is terribly 
emotional, irrational or you could say it is a not only irrational but a very egotistic act. But in 
the case of Kennedy, on the second point I don’t think this was a  
 

[-10-] 
 
man who would have gone down to defeat in behalf of some great moral issue. Incidentally, I 
might say that I don’t know that I think such a man would make a good president. The 
question of whether Kennedy was a man of heart and whether he should have been a man of 
heart is a whole issue in itself which has become somewhat ignored in this controversy such 
as it has been. In any event, I can’t think of any case where Kennedy would have really 
jeopardized his career as the Profiles in Courage heroes jeopardize theirs.  
 
BRUBECK:  What about his refusal to sign John McCormack’s [John William  
   McCormack] petition for Curley [James Michael Curley] in 1948—or  
   whatever it was? 
 
BURNS:  I think that was courageous. And also a political act in that he knew that  
   there was a whole other side of Massachusetts which he could appeal to.  
   After all there is the side of Massachusetts that Henry Cabot Lodge and 
Saltonstall [Leverett Saltonstall] and earlier people like Ely appealed to and I think he in part 
was  
 

[-11-] 
 
catering to them. He knew he would get some response from them for an act of courage of 
this sort. I don’t think this would be equivalent to a real threat to his re-election, such as was 
involved in the Profiles in Courage people. 
 
BRUBECK:  Well, you know, Ted Sorensen [Theodore C. Sorensen], and I think some  
   of the other people around Kennedy who very much resented your  
   comments on this subject on Kennedy, answer that you just didn’t know 
Kennedy well enough and that you are commenting as a professor from a distance, and so 
forth, and generally they just dismissed this. Do you want to say anything about that at all?  
 
BURNS:  Well, I think the question of knowing Kennedy is a straw man. Who really  
   knows another man? Who really knows himself? Being close to a person  
   isn’t necessarily knowing him, as we know from our relations with wives, 
children and others. Indeed, knowing a man is what biography is all about, and whether one 
knave a won or not is a very broad intellectual  
 



[-12-] 
 
question. So I don’t think that is particularly the issue. I think the issue is a much broader 
one. It is not one’s closeness or distance from a president physically or otherwise. It’s the 
question of how realistic are the criteria that one sets up, and what I would like to do is to say 
here that I have never been convinced that I set up fair or adequate or effective criteria for 
Kennedy. First of all. I myself felt that during his Administration he showed he was willing 
to make a political commitment. For example, the partial test ban treaty was a commitment, it 
seems to me, though not necessarily risky in a political sense. I think where he was 
intellectually convinced about something he was willing to pursue it despite political 
difficulties. So that intellectually and in terms of policy I think he was a committed president. 
So what I am left with is simply this final moral thing which I am afraid will have to be left 
in somewhat ambiguous form because unlike the  
 

[-13-] 
 
political and intellectual kinds of commitment this one is a leap-in-the-dark kind of thing. It 
is where you go beyond rational calculation as some great leaders have done. It is where you 
act on faith and not just on rationality.  
 
BRUBECK:  It’s some kind of conviction that transcends rational force. 
 
BURNS:  Exactly. Something that comes from the heart is a matter of deep feeling,  
   deep emotion, deep commitment and I’m not sure that I want a president  
   of that type. It depends a lot on the nature of the issues. Now we can say 
about FDR [Franklin Delano Roosevelt] that in 1940 he was deeply enough committed to 
stopping Nazi aggression or deeply enough committed to helping the British that he was 
willing to take pretty risky action in the summer of 1940, in the Destroyer Deal, with an 
election coming up in the fall. Also he was a man who could utter some very compromising 
statements in his campaign. But the interesting thing there is that Roosevelt’s  
 

[-14-] 
 
deeds were very courageous even though he made some very weasel-like statements during 
his campaign. And whether Kennedy had that kind of ultimate moral commitment is 
something that I still don’t know. Remember I was asking this as a question always—
whether he had this, time would show.  
 
BRUBECK:  In all the time that you spent discussing with him—and with Ted Sorensen  
   and anybody else you may have discussed with that you think was really  
   speaking for him directly—your book before publication when they were 
unhappy about its possible effects on his campaign, did he ever address himself to this 
particular point?  
 
BURNS:  I don’t think Kennedy did. I am trying to think back to the documents, to  



   the critique of the book that he did, the President, John F. Kennedy, then  
   Senator did, and Ted Sorensen did. There were two separate....  
 
BRUBECK:  In writing? 
 
BURNS:  ....written in critiques. Yes.  
 
BRUBECK:  Where are they now? 
 

[-15-] 
 
BURNS:  I have them. And the one from Ted Sorensen was a very severe, somewhat  
   emotional document in which he did comment on this and in a rather pro  
   forma way in a paragraph or two said, how can you question the 
commitment of a man who has done such and such. I think he may have mentioned the 
McCormack petition incident. I don’t think that John Kennedy’s critique related to that issue. 
The kind of thing he got very concerned about were references to his father [Joseph P. 
Kennedy, Sr.], to his family, to specific issues like McCarthyism [Joseph R. McCarthy] and 
so on. Incidentally, I would mention McCarthyism as an example of the kind of thing I am 
concerned about here where Kennedy did not like McCarthy, did not agree with his position, 
was critical of him in many ways, but did not feel.... 
 
BRUBECK:  Even his taste was probably offended by McCarthy. 
 
BURNS:  Yes, basically. Here was McCarthy, the other type of Irishman that  
   Kennedy tried so hard to disassociate himself with. But I don’t  
 

[-16-] 
 
   think Kennedy was ever terribly upset by McCarthy as a moral issue. I 
think this is a pretty good item in defense of my position because it’s McCarthyism as a 
moral issue that will live in history. People will have forgotten a lot of the individual things 
he did. It’s the image of McCarthy, the whole brutal, bullying disregard for civil liberties and 
for people that will seem as a great moral issue and I think to a great extent Kennedy missed 
the moral issue of McCarthy. 
 
BRUBECK:  As far as you recall it, he never addressed himself specifically to this issue  
   with you?  
 
BURNS:  No.  
 
BRUBECK:  Apart from concern as to whether you had said something critical of his  
   father and things of this sort that didn’t directly affect but simply were  
   possibly the clan protective feeling, what were the things that seemed to 
bother him most about the book, Jim? 



 
BURNS:  Well the—I think the issue of liberalism; perhaps it is related to what we  
   have been talking about. 
 

[-17-] 
 
BRUBECK:  It’s probably a practical political concern, wasn’t it? That he just didn’t  
   want to have you casting doubts on his liberalism when you were a man of  
   liberal credentials and this was the eve of a campaign when he badly 
needed to convince the liberals in the Democratic party in order to get the nomination? 
 
BURNS:  I think it was partly this, but it was partly the other—and that is I think he  
   had the feeling from the way I wrote the book, for example, my making so  
   much of the McCarthy issue and other such issues earlier, I think I 
appeared to him as a somewhat emotional type of liberal and in my book—or in the footnotes 
to the book—there is a reference to the kind of liberal that Kennedy disliked. I beg your 
pardon, I think this also was in their critique of the book where Kennedy does defend himself 
on the issue of liberalism and he says in his comments (which were addressed to Ted 
Sorensen and Ted Sorensen passed on to me, I presume with Kennedy’s OK): 
 

[-18-] 
 
“Now there are some emotional types of liberals that you and I don’t like” and he mentioned 
a woman, I believe a CIO political action type in Michigan, and I know exactly the type that 
Kennedy was referring to because these people get me riled up too. I read about them 
regarding Viet Nam and they are the type of people that boo Harriman [William Averell 
Harriman] off a platform at Cornell, I gather; rigid, doctrinaire, emotional, sometimes 
neurotic, and even psychotic. You know, these are the people who are always seeing con-
spiracies and so on. I feel there is a difference between this dogmatic and intolerant type of 
liberal and the passionately involved liberal of the type I was talking about earlier. In any 
event, Kennedy was perfectly willing to recognize and perfectly willing to accept and be 
proud of the difference between himself and that kind of emotional liberal. He felt he was a 
practical liberal who, of course, would make much more progress through his operationalism 
than the emotional liberals  
 

[-19-] 
 
ever would make. And, of course, he probably was right about that. So that this, I think, was 
the great issue in the book to Kennedy—that I was taking that kind of liberal stand as against 
a person who was innately and fundamentally a liberal and was not getting enough credit for 
that in the book. Because the book, for example, made so much of something like 
McCarthyism, which to Kennedy would not seem nearly so important as something like 
education, or civil rights, or the like. 
 
BRUBECK:  Let me switch from that. I think the topic that you probably were most  



   interested in after he became President when you talked to him and the  
   one you tried hardest to interest him in was the issue of party reform—
trying to make the Democratic Party a more effective and disciplined organization for 
serving presidential purpose, trying to make the President more clearly and structurally the 
leader of the Democratic Party and the things one might do to do so. I have the impression 
 

[-20-] 
 
you talked to him on several occasions about it. 
 
BURNS:   That’s right. 
 
BRUBECK:  But I don’t have the impression you ever got him very interested in it, did  
   you? 
 
BURNS:  That’s right. 
 
BRUBECK:  Why not? Was he more interested in it, you think, before he became  
   president than later?  
 
BURNS:  I don’t think he was ever very interested. I think the remarks he made  
   about it before he became president were a part of the papers and  
   proposals that were fed into him as part of the general liberal ideology. 
And I think he obviously would have liked a more disciplined party. Obviously he wanted 
that. The question of it was what concession, what price would he pay and he felt, I think, 
that this item was pretty low in the order of priorities. But he taught me something about this 
too, and this, by the way, will emerge in a book that I’ve written and presumably will be 
published late this year or early next called Presidential  
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Government, in which I have what I call a personal preface. I mention some of these  
discussions with Kennedy on the issue of the presidency and how I may never have 
influenced him much or interested him much in party responsibility. But I think he gave me 
and all of us a demonstration of presidential leadership. And actually this has always been 
my main interest too. I have been interested in party discipline almost exclusively in terms of 
to what extent it would support leadership. My central belief, in terms of Democratic 
machinery, can be sunned up in two words—Democratic leadership. And the reason I like the 
British system is not because of the system of discipline, which I myself would find 
intolerable, but because it permits leadership. It means a prime minister can go ahead and do 
what he thinks has to be done during a four or five year period and he knows he will have the 
support in Parliament to back him up. And this I think is a great  
 

[-22-] 
 



lesson of Kennedy’s Administration—that instead of having an agreed on group of 
supporters, as the prime minister ordinarily finds in his country, Kennedy was often able to 
piece together a temporary coalition. I feel that a great price was paid often for this and that 
in the long run it might not have been very effective. But I just want to be sure that the nature 
of the issue, of the main issue, is clear—that it is a question of what produces the most 
effective leadership. And I think that Kennedy demonstrated that there are other ways besides 
party discipline of finding the basis for leadership. I still am doubtful about the method he 
found—the method of, as I say, of piecing together temporary alliances and coalitions. 
Picking up support, moving across party lines, appealing to Republicans, sometimes blurring 
national issues because you are dealing with the Dirksens [Everett M. Dirksen] or even the 
Hallecks [Charles A. Halleck] and the Harry Byrds [Harry F. Byrd], and the like. I think this  
 

[-23-] 
 
question really connects up with the first question you raised. That is, the more one goes in 
for this kind of operationalism, piecing together alliances across party lines, across 
ideological lines, doing things in terms of personal relationships, immediate specific deals, 
working through the less ideological types, like the Larry O’Briens [Lawrence F. O’Brien], 
and so on—the more you do this, the more you may blur the great national issues and thus 
obscure the great national debating grounds. That is, the more you detract from the 
possibility of going to the country in an election, which would be a bit emotional with good 
guys and bad guys, the more you bargain and deal with the “bad guys,” the more you blur the 
ideological and broader policy issues, and the more you confuse the people (because to the 
average man it is the party that differentiates between sets of candidates). The voter may not 
know much about personalities, but Democratic and Republican mean something  
 

[-24-] 
 
to him, and we have a lot of evidence on this from the Michigan Survey Research Center. 
The result is to enhance deals, bargains, operationalism in politics and to divest it of moral 
commitment. 
 
BRUBECK:  You know, it’s rather interesting, the Kennedys were credited, I think  
   rightly, with probably being as organizationally skillful and operationally  
   skillful in their politics as anybody who has come along. They did 
organize their campaign very methodically; they held their card files; their organization at the 
convention was supposed to have been one of the most systematic and overwhelming 
technically that had ever been achieved. So he had some interest in political organization all 
right but he wasn’t prepared to sacrifice any immediate short-term objectives like getting 
support for a bill in Congress to the long-term objectives of a more effective party 
organization, party leadership. Even leaving that aside, however, his interest in the machinery 
and the organization of  
 

[-25-] 
 



politics didn’t seem to extend beyond putting together a personal machine in a very short run 
tactical sense that could control the situation with it. 
 
BURNS:  That’s right. And I think that illustrates a point. His personal political  
   machine was, I think—I’ll go out on a limb here—I think it was the most  
   effective, most efficient, most imaginative, most skillful personal political 
machine in the history of American politics. And I would be willing to document that if we 
had time. But it was a Kennedy organization, not a party organization, not a Democratic 
Party organization, not a liberal organization as such. And again there is a lot to say for it 
depending on how one analyzes American politics, and this again relates to my study of 
presidential government. Because once you make a commitment to party, you link your 
personal organization and your personal activities with the great tradition in history and 
standing of a major political party. This  
 

[-26-] 
 
is where sometimes you have to subordinate your own immediate personal organization and 
objectives to the tradition and broader purpose of the party. Well, Kennedy didn’t have to 
meet that test very much but I would argue that if he ever had had to meet a clean cut choice 
between going down for what seemed the most effective in terms of his personal organization 
and what seemed appropriate in terms of what the Democratic Party had cone to stand for, he 
would have forsaken ideology and party for practical, pragmatic, personal organization 
politics. And again there is a lot to be said for that kind of activity. 
 
BRUBECK:  Let me ask you, if I may, just a couple of specifics that I don’t think are  
   altogether covered in the material you have given me. One is that you  
   mentioned at some point that when he was working on Profiles, I think 
down in Florida when he was convalescing from his operation, and beginning to work on the 
book, you had some correspondence, I guess some  
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relation with him. He was asking your opinion on some things, or asking you for some 
material. Could you elaborate on that a little bit? 
 
BURNS:  Yes, a little. There is not too much of a story there. It was my first real  
   contact with Kennedy. He wrote me and I assume other academic people  
   in Massachusetts and perhaps outside. First, as I recall, asking for 
suggestions for the pantheon of courageous people. Probably spelling out a bit what his 
criteria were, and I responded to that letter. I had some help; I turned to the historians at 
Williams and got some ideas from them and wrote him a letter and he acknowledged this in a 
preface to the book. I don’t really feel I contributed very much. I acted perhaps mainly as a 
middle man. I had some ideas of my own. So that that’s about all I can say about my own 
role. I should add that I had the impression at the time that somebody was helping him on 
this. Obviously, he was not well yet and had to have help. I had the  
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impression at the time that somebody, perhaps Ted Sorensen, was taking a good deal of 
initiative in rounding up academic help. And I think still there is some question as to how 
completely Kennedy deserves credit for that book. I am just speculating here. Let me say that 
I satisfied myself in writing my own book, that Kennedy had done a significant or a 
substantial amount of work on that book. 
 
BRUBECK:  You mean from the evidence you found in manuscript form? 
 
BURNS:  The evidence I found in manuscript form, the actual manuscript that I  
   looked at, which was in Kennedy’s handwriting. Not a whole manuscript,  
   but a rather extensive one. Then from talking with associates and from 
seeing a very interesting exchange between Kennedy and a Democratic Senator—I believe it 
was Senator Neuberger [Richard L. Neuberger] of Oregon—in which Kennedy had indicated 
he was somewhat upset by rumors that he had not written the book and he not only invited 
but more or less urged  
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Neuberger to stop in at his office sometime and look at the manuscript so that there would be 
someone who himself was a literary man who could testify that Kennedy had written the 
book. So I am sure that Kennedy did most of the book. As I wrote in my own book, I think 
Sorensen, or whoever was helping him, presumably Sorensen, gave him more help on the 
book than you or I could hope to get if we were doing one.  
 
BRUBECK:  I heard somewhere along the line that the most serious strain in  
   relationships between Kennedy and Sorensen came over this question. The  
   inference being that he began to think that maybe Sorensen was 
encouraging it or was responsible to some degree for the gossip that it was really Sorensen’s 
book and that this came close to creating a serious issue between them. Do you know 
anything about that? 
 
BURNS:  No. I don’t. But there was one episode that I might report here, and this  
   I’ll have to ask that it be part of the restricted part of this, although, I am  
   afraid, it is not very definitive. 
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BRUBECK:  What you are about to say you would not want to be used without your  
   permission, I take it?  
 
BURNS:  That’s right. In the period after the book was written—this was a period  
   when Kennedy, of course, was still Senator and Sorensen was making  



   frequent visits to academic centers in New England. I know he came out to 
Williams two or three times and I hosted him there to some extent. And I remember during 
this time quite vividly having lunch with Sorensen at the Student Union, where he had 
spoken with students—he often would talk to  students and try to interest them in public 
affairs, ostensibly—I think he was also, of course, selling Kennedy, fortunately. On the way 
out from the Student Union, outside, in a rather flippant way, I said to Sorensen something 
like, “That was a very good book, Profiles in Courage. Who really wrote it?” And I, at the 
time, understood him to say, “I did.” And I have often thought about this. This was a clear 
impression I had. But it was  
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outside, it was windy and “he” and “I” are two words that can easily be confused and it is 
rather ironic that there should be any question about it now because he said one or the other 
very definitely and at the time I thought he said, “I did.” It is something he never would have 
said later on, no matter who had done it. If he had said either “I did it” or “he did it” at the 
time, he would have said it with some emphasis. It was a very brief rejoinder; there was no 
elaborate discussion of this. So, all I can do at this time is to record that my impression at the 
time was that he said “I did it,” meaning Sorensen did it. But, of course, he might have said 
that and that might have still been an exaggeration, and I stick to my view that Kennedy 
substantially wrote that book. And one reason that I stick to this view is later history. At one 
time we might have wondered about Kennedy as a man of talent. I don’t think now we would 
raise the question. 
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BRUBECK:  No, there are too many things where he has taken a text, even a Sorensen  
   text, in type script, and made personal emendations, which turned out to  
   be the best thing in the script. So that even though he may have had a hand 
in the type script, it’s indisputable that some of the really good language is language that he 
wrote in without any shadow of a doubt.  
 
BURNS:  That’s right. 
 
BRUBECK:  While we are still within this restricted caveat of yours, I was looking back  
   through your notes here on this really, for you, I guess quite painful  
   episode of arguing with the Senator and with Sorensen about the book, 
when, in effect, they were trying to get you to change the manuscript. You haven’t written 
much about it in this memoir, or at least what you have said is fairly discreet. Do you want to 
say anything more on this restricted basis about that experience with them? 
 
BURNS:  Let me say, first of all, that I still have the two sets of critiques and those  
   someday  
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   will go to the Kennedy Library. There is a problem—if there is a problem 
of a politician’s discretion I think there has to be also a recognition of a biographer’s 
discretion. This was a painful period for me. I don’t want to exaggerate that, because I never 
felt overly pressed in doing the biography. It was absolutely crucial to me in doing that 
biography that I retain my professional integrity, if I might sound—what’s the right word for 
a statement like that—banal or smug or pious—but this is the fact of the case. Once word got 
out that I was working on that biography, a lot of people, a lot of the academic people whom 
I respect and whose respect I want to have, made critical comment that this was to be a puff 
or campaign biography and all the rest. That probably helped to put me on my mettle, but it is 
very interesting psychologically that my main constituency was the academic constituency. I 
did not want to lose face with them. But even aside from that there was a certain  
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obligation imposed on me as a biographer. And even aside from that, as I used to say to 
Kennedy, it was no good to him to have some puff come out. He was above all of that. So I 
was very definite in my approach. 
 
BRUBECK:  He had never suggested to you that this book should be a puff anyhow,  
   had he? 
 
BURNS:  No indication of that at all. And I don’t think really in his own mind he  
   thought it should be. The problem is to define what is a puff and what is  
   not. 
 
BRUBECK:  But when you first talked to him he talked—he took it on its merit that this  
   was a serious attempt at biography. 
 
BURNS:  All this was agreed. This was laid out definitively in our correspondence.  
   There was no question about it. 
 
BRUBECK:  He obviously thought also it was going to serve some useful campaign  
   purposes for him. 
 
BURNS:  Of course, because he felt that an honest statement of his life, as any of us  
   might feel, would be an asset to him. The question  
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   is what is an honest assessment of his life? Do you play up the McCarthy 
thing, or do you play up his role on bread and butter liberalism? So that’s the kind of basic 
issue that was involved. In any event, I have the two critiques and someday I’ll give them to 
the Kennedy Library. I should mention at this point that shortly before I left for Europe early 



in February 1965, I had a letter from Sorensen asking that he might see the two critiques, 
because he had misplaced his copy, if, indeed, he had a copy. 
 
BRUBECK:  February ‘65 this is? 
 
BURNS:  February of ‘65. Right. In perhaps typical Sorensen fashion I had had  
   feelers from Harper and Row, for whom he is writing the book, along this  
   line earlier, but I had not responded to them because I indicated that if he 
had wanted that he should ask for it himself. He wrote me a very nice letter asking for this 
and after a good deal of counsel with myself I sent him the two critiques. So that these are  
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now possibly to be reflected in some minor way perhaps in his biography. In any event, to 
get back to your question. I’m sorry I’ve forgot now—you asked about the critiques, but 
what was your question about the critiques?  
 
BRUBECK:  All I asked you is if you wanted, on a restricted basis, to comment at more  
   length on your quarrel—that’s overstating it—but your discussion with  
   Kennedy when he was expressing unhappiness with the biography and 
putting some pressure on you to change it. In other words, is there anything about that 
episode that you haven’t said on a non-restricted basis that you can say within this restriction 
that you have imposed on this part of the manuscript? 
 
BURNS:  Right. No, I don’t know that there is much more. I believe I covered it to  
   some degree in this commentary.  
 
BRUBECK:  You never had a face-to-face argument with John F. Kennedy about this  
   book, did you? 
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BURNS:  No. As I may have mentioned in the document. (And I might say here that  
   when I use the word “document” I am referring to my statement of  
   December 19, 1964.) I think in the document I described this generally. 
There was not any further story as I recall what I said in the document. During our discussion 
in the hotel in New York, this four or five hour discussion that I had with Sorensen, on 
several occasions Sorensen mentioned that Kennedy was upstairs and asked me whether I 
wanted to speak with Kennedy. Well, I had no interest in speaking with Kennedy, because I 
felt I had a good statement of his views at hand through Sorensen. But evidently he was 
perfectly willing to take a hand if Sorensen had thought it was desirable. 
 
BRUBECK:  He knew Sorensen was there and, in effect, had planned this little gambit  
   with Sorensen and was sitting up there presumably waiting for a report  
   from Sorensen as to how you had reacted. 
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BURNS:  Exactly. Kennedy took this very seriously. He felt this was a very  
   important book, from his standpoint. And I think he felt strongly, perhaps  
   too strongly, about its possible impact on his candidacy. I think I mention 
in the document that when Sorensen called me and said that they thought this could have a 
critical effect. I doubt it, but one never knows. But I can say without question that they were 
very aroused about the book and that Kennedy’s comments to Sorensen were, I think, the 
sharpest comments on the part of Kennedy that I have ever seen of his in relation to any 
issue. 
 
BRUBECK:  Shall we go off this restricted basis and back on unrestricted? 
 
BURNS:  OK.  
 
BRUBECK:  You said to me at some point that you had not been able to find anything  
   of real interest or significance in his period at the London School of  
   Economics when you were working on Kennedy’s biography. Is there 
anything you want to say about that? 
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BURNS:  Yes, simply this. After I wrote the biography I was told by somebody in  
   England who said that he or she had talked to the registrar of the London  
   School of Economics or some official in the Administrative Office of the 
London School of Economics. This person said that there was absolutely no record at LSE of 
John Kennedy ever having any kind of formal connection with the London School of 
Economics. I pass this on for what it is worth. It may not be worth very much. Except that 
people tend to play up Kennedy’s connection with LSE. Especially his conservative critics 
like to make something of his having been under the influence of Laski [Harold Laski]. It is 
perfectly possible that he went to the School, attended lectures, which are usually perfectly 
open, met Laski and had some intellectual communion with the School without ever having 
bothered to have any kind of formal connection. It is also very possible that Kennedy or his 
supporters found it a good device with liberal intellectuals to play up  
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the fact that he had been at the London School and if someone exaggerated this, my guess 
would be (and I say this with the hope that someone will investigate this for what it is worth) 
that he never had any kind of significant formal relation, that he never spent very much time 
at the London School, that he never really absorbed the atmosphere of the London School, 
but that he had some contact, that he met Laski, that he was drawn into the orbit of the 
School enough to know whether or not he wanted it, and didn’t particularly want it. And 



aside from all of that, of course, he was busy, he was ill part of the time and probably just 
didn’t have too much time for that kind of thing at best. 
 
BRUBECK:  I think we have covered about everything we intended to. I’ll just offer  
   you one more opportunity to comment on him in general terms, if you  
   want to. If you had to evaluate him now, five years after the book, with an 
awful lot of history having intervened, what would  
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you say about him now differently than you said or more than you said in your book?  
 
BURNS:  I think it is very possible that the book greatly or at least somewhat  
   underestimated John Kennedy. It’s very possible that in trying to be  
   judicious and objective and all the rest, that I myself was not much of a 
profile in courage. It may be that I should have had greater intuition about this man. Actually, 
I think, any relatively neutral person reading the book would feel this is a fairly strong pro-
Kennedy book. But it, perhaps, should have been a stronger pro-Kennedy book. I don’t think 
I really realized the greatness of this man, and I think this was a great man by many tests of 
greatness. So that’s one thing I would like to add in any further comment on him and the 
book. 
 
BRUBECK:  You see a lot of students, since you are a teacher. You think this was a  
   terribly intelligent man, or was he simply a man (a) of a lot of charm, (b)  
   of a lot of self- 
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discipline, (c) of an erudition who had used very well what he had had. Was he a very bright 
man as a student thinker, you think? 
 
BURNS:  I think he was a terribly bright man as a politician, policy maker, decision  
   maker, President. He—in my conversations with him, and it seems to be  
   true of so many people—was right up with me and often, I am sure, ahead 
of me. I have no question about that, really. You know, so often you meet great men and you 
wonder why are these people great, how have they got where they are, they seem fumbling, 
slow. And sometimes this impression is wrong. They look slow, but there is a lot going on 
behind and there is a certain wisdom that has accumulated over the years that’s hard to define 
or appreciate. But even so, Kennedy never struck me that way. And you saw a lot of him, 
Bill, I don’t think he struck you that way, but you can speak for yourself. No, I would say 
there was a great mind there, a fine mind, just a beautiful  
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mechanism there. Whether there was a great mind in the Churchillian [Winston Churchill] 
kind of greatness, you know, who sticks to an issue through bad years and good, who has 
almost a whole philosophical style, or the kind of anguish and philosophical reflectiveness 
that you find in Abe Lincoln, I think that is another question, but in the terms you put, I have 
nothing but admiration for Kennedy’s mind. Thinking of your original final question, there is 
so much one would like to say, especially on the evening when we have both witnessed a 
very stirring ceremony (and I think that ought to be recorded in this interview). 
 
BRUBECK:  We are talking under the spell of Runnymede tonight. 
 
BURNS:  We are talking under the spell of Runnymede, of a magnificent series of  
   tributes by men who know how to speak in the best parliamentary  
   tradition. And a day of unusually good English weather, which always 
makes one tend toward the happy view of people and events. I think  
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maybe I’ll stop the machine and just have a chance to....  
 I don’t have much more to offer except that I feel that our dialogue on the whole 
question of emotional commitment is still very open-ended. As I said my own thoughts are 
rather inchoate and I’m not sure how much passion and unreason I want in a president. But if 
you wanted to press me at all a bit further on that I would be glad to be pressed. I deal with 
this problem, I might say, in this book, because I’m very interested in the whole question of 
presidential personality, naturally. The extent to which a man is just a calculating machine—
what did Bevan [Aneurin Bevan] call Gaitskell [Hugh Gaitskell]—a desiccated calculating 
machine? We obviously want more, and we had more in Kennedy. The ceremony today is 
part of that continuing Kennedy splendor. But my question there would be to what extent was 
the seemingly emotional Kennedy the sentimental Kennedy, the Kennedy who played those 
records, and to what extent was 
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that a bit contrived? And the real Kennedy was calculating even that contrivance? 
 
BRUBECK:  Well, I think maybe he was a multiple personality with several layers to  
   him. And I think it is possible to say he was a sentimental, and in some  
   ways an emotional man, in a certain aspect of his personal life as a person, 
and with his children [Caroline Bouvier Kennedy; John F. Kennedy, Jr.] certainly, as well as 
some of these other things. Even in his feeling about Ireland maybe a little bit. But that this 
didn’t carry over into his public life. Now when he was doing business he was a very 
consciously and explicitly rational person. Certainly the meetings I sat with him in on had the 
feeling he was making an enormous effort to conquer the problem by reason. Not by passion 
or by moral intuition or anything, but by reason. And he always found it rather difficult, I 
think, to come to the decision at the end because rarely was it possible for the weight of 
reason to be overwhelming and therefore the decision was hard because he  
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didn’t have moral impulse or some overwhelming conviction to carry the day for him. He 
was trying to depend on reason and reason was never overwhelming in support of a decision 
one way or another. It seems to me that what you are talking about to a certain extent is his 
moral passion, or something. Something that Lyndon Johnson [Lyndon Baines Johnson] has. 
Somewhere or other he gets convictions that are very strong and intense on him and then he 
is like a hurricane in carrying them out. The intensity with which he pursues them is almost 
frightening sometimes. There was none of this in John Kennedy that I know of. When he had 
to sustain a conviction over time, do something over time, as in the Cuban crisis. This was a 
very difficult agonizing effort for him to sustain it. Because it was being sustained by rational 
conviction and not by emotional or what I would suspect is more probably moral conviction 
hers. I am doing the talking now, but let me throw that back at you. 
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BURNS:  Well, I wanted you to. I think this helps pose the issue. Let me cite two  
   examples of the problem. One would be Kennedy and civil rights. Now  
   Kennedy very carefully calculated civil rights during the first couple of 
years. He figured, as I see it, that if he pushed civil rights too far he was likely to get the rest 
of his important bills bogged down in civil rights—that civil rights would carry them down to 
defeat. So he calculated this rather carefully and I would say there he didn’t calculate very 
well because a lot of those bills went down anyway, but of course one could argue they 
would have failed even worse if he had aroused the Southerners even more against him. At 
least as long as he held back from civil rights he had a trading relationship with them. But 
that is a case where perhaps the moral issue would have been more effective. That is, if he 
really believed strongly about civil rights that this was the a great overriding domestic issue 
of tremendous  
 

[-48-] 
 
moral implications—as we now, I think most of us feel it is and has been—then you just 
don’t calculate. Or you try to keep in mind in calculating that even though maybe it will carry 
it down, carry the rest of the program down, it might work the other way—that it might carry 
the rest of the program through. Or whether or not it worked either way, something was so 
important in itself, it was so important on entering office to take sweeping and radical 
position on civil rights—as indeed Kennedy himself later did, calling for the civil rights 
bill—that you just do it because it is the right thing to do. Now, there would be the agony of 
decision, of knowing all the facts. There would be so many imponderables. It was difficult 
for him with so many imponderables. But this leads me to my second example. That would 
be Winston Churchill. Here is Churchill, a man who had a kind of ideology of national 
security, power, politics, the Germans being bad guys, or at  
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least taking a kind of power politics view toward other nations, a kind of old-fashioned 
national security approach. Here comes a wholly new man in a sense—Adolph Hitler. A man 
about whom there is a great deal of doubt as to his own makeup. Is he really a man who 
ultimately will be reasonable or not? And about the nature of the Nazi system—is it a system 
that has to expand? There were arguments on both sides of this. There were arguments that 
once Germany got some of its land back and overcame the Versailles Treaty and so on that 
things would go better. You know, you could get a rational calculus on either side. I don’t 
think Churchill ever sat down and studied Hitler’s personality, or studied anything else. I 
think this man simply had a gut feeling (a) that historically nations fight, so you have got to 
be on your guard, and (b) that Hitler was a bastard, worse than that he was a cruel and 
aggressive man because to a man like Churchill, this is what a Hitler would  
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seem to be, a gutter snipe type of person, and so on. And he just acted on the basis not of 
calculation. It was Chamberlain [Neville Chamberlain], I think, who was calculating, and the 
civil servants type with him. And this is the kind of argument I would advance for some role 
for passion, intuition, insight, history, ideology, philosophy as against operationalism. 
 
BRUBECK:  I just keep thinking of the quotation, I guess its Shakespeare’s [William  
   Shakespeare] “Sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought.” That’s what  
   you are talking about. 
 
BURNS:  That’s right. 
 
BRUBECK:  It saps the kind of boldness that it takes to do an awful lot of great things  
   as Churchill did. Churchill could never have found rational fuel to fuel  
   that great engine of decision and resolution that he ran. It had to be fueled 
by passion. Because it would be just too great a strain on a man to do all of these things on 
rational certitude.  
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BURNS:  But this does lead me to this point, and I will make this the concluding  
   point about Kennedy. Here was a man who I feel lacked that kind of  
   passion. That kind of passion, even though he had his own kind of passion 
and much else. Yet here was a man who, in less than three years, had the kind of impact on 
the world, the psychological impact on the world, which the speakers today referred to. And I 
have had a very vivid lesson at this because again and again in the back streets of Calcutta, 
New Delhi, and other cities of India, and this is March 1965, I would run across stalls where 
there had been posted pictures, horrible pictures, artistically, of Ghandi [Mahatma Ghandi], 
Nehru [Jawaharlal Nehru], and of gods. And almost invariably along with those pictures was 
a picture of John F. Kennedy. Right along with Nehru, and Ghandi and the gods. And I was 



walking up above Naples a few weeks ago and ran across a little—what would you call it up 
on the wall of a house—a little  
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shrine, a nativity scene set in the wall, a little modeled nativity scene—a record to Maria 
Firanni, or somebody like that, and in the corner down there is a picture of John F. Kennedy 
in Navy uniform. And wherever you go, you get on the subject of Kennedy, and people are 
just bursting to tell you about what they were doing when they heard the news, or how the 
news affected them on November 22. There must have been something that goes beyond 
rational calculus and perhaps beyond passion that this man had because his actual tangible 
material impact on history was not enough to justify this. After all, he was not a Churchill, he 
was not a Roosevelt. He didn’t have a chance to be these people. I think the thing I would 
like to end with is the question: why did he have this kind of impact on the world? Was it a 
fabrication? Was it that he was handsome, and his wife and his kids?—one statesman who 
had cute little kids. You don’t find many. Was it civil rights? But he can’t  
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claim credit for civil rights. Was it the partial nuclear ban? He himself admitted it was but the 
first of many steps. It was something that transcends all of this. And it was something that in 
its own way may be the passionate commitment or reflect the passionate commitment that 
was not very easy to see during his Administration.  
 
BRUBECK:  Thank you. That’s all.  
 
BURNS:  Why don’t you just for the record say that concludes—that then concludes  
   the interview between William H. Brubeck and James K. Burns, May 14,  
   1965 in London. 
 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 
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