Analysis of Media Texts: Analyse and evaluate two media texts that cover the same topic. Compare and contrast these texts as effective tools of communication, offering suggestions for improvements. Justify your method of analysis and back-up your arguments with reference to recent communication theory and research.


On November the 22nd 2003 it was the 40th anniversary of the assassination of John F. Kennedy. Since then there has been continuous debate about whether the official version or a cover-up explains events. The official version is that a lone gunman Lee Harvey Oswald shot the president and then was subsequently shot by Jack Ruby. Both men acted alone and neither was aided by an outside force. The opposing version is that there was a government cover-up and any one of multiple theories could explain events.


The two texts that I have chosen are a BBC/ABC documentary ‘The Kennedy Assassination: Beyond Conspiracy’ screened on the evening of Sunday the 22nd of November and a Web site ‘www.jfkennedy.8m.com’. Recent polls reveal that only 19% of Americans believe that the assassination was carried out by one man [9], the official view. In this essay I will attempt to briefly describe each text then analyse how these text communicate their message and compare how effectively they accomplish their task.


The BBC advertised this program as a documentary which would finally unravel the mystery of the murder of JFK. The program supported the official view and adopted a very level tone and avoided sensationalism. The pace of the programme was unhurried giving the viewer the impression that the subject matter was meticulously researched and understood. A major feature of the documentary was the use of a 3D animation by Dale Myers. Myers had spent 10 years constructing a virtual model of the incident from camera footage of the actual event particularly home movies that record the moment of the assassination. Using this model it was possible to examine the scene from any viewpoint. This was particularly effective when demonstrating that all three shots came from the same location. Entry and exit wounds on the victims were plotted and a line traced through them, back to the sixth floor of the Texas book depository, confirming the official version. The use of this model makes a very strong point by making the explanation as close as possible to first person view requiring very little interpretation by the viewer. Together with interspersing this animation with actual film footage it served to anchor the animation firmly with reality.


Analysisng the way this point was communicated there was a high element of redundancy in that the same footage was shown again and again in order to emphasise the point. This could be a factor of the medium used in that broadcast television is continuous and the viewer is not able to examine incidents at will. Redundancy is often seen as means of improving communication [2], the point may have already been made but by repetition is serves to highlight its prominence. The opposite of redundancy is entropy or high in information. Often the media limits the level of entropy as a message constructed too highly in information may not get through in a broadcast media, but in written media where the reader has the ability to review at will it may be more applicable.


The documentary proceeds to examine each of the main characters involved in depth and offer evidence to support that their characters were consistent with their actions. The final section consisted of an examination of the movie JFK by Oliver Stone and the part it had to play in opinions of the public.


The second text chosen was a Web site that supports the belief in a conspiracy. It is composed of an opening page constructed from images and text. The written text concentrates on building an argument based on three areas of attack. The first is that a lone shooter is not capable of the assassination. The second argument concentrates on the admission of guilt from people involved and the third is evidence of a government cover-up giving reasons why people went to such lengths to hide the truth.


The site provides several sub-pages or links to further information. If offers the ability to contribute opinions on the subject, review others comments, a summary of conspiracy theories, links to similar sites and a facility to join the JFK conspiracy club. The site also carries advertisement and promotes products for sale so the purpose of this site is not only to communicate its opinion but also to earn revenue. Being aware of this motivation raises questions on how objective the author’s opinions can be baring in mind that they have a financial interest in the continued existence of a conspiracy.


When beginning to compare and contrast these two techniques it may be useful to employ some of the eight constraints on Grounding proposed by Resnick, Levine & Teasly [5]. Grounding is concerned with the means by which we can work out if the message sent has been understood. This is important to communicators in order that they could evaluate how well their opinions have been received. Although Grounding Theory is mainly concerned with two way communication and is not so suitable for broadcasting and Web sites, the constraints of Reviewability and Revisability do apply.


Reviewability relates to the ability of a receivor to review the received message. For the TV broadcast this is not an option and so the producers have to concern themselves with selecting and structuring the information very carefully so that it fits the allotted time span. There is a fine balance between the correct amount of information and overload, which would result in the effectiveness of the overall message. From the authors perspective I believe that this was achieved successfully. The documentary had a clear and solid structure and the pace unhurried. Each major point was covered comprehensively and often repetition was used to cement their case. The broadcasters did announce that the program would be repeated on BBC3 making maximum effort to have its message understood.


A Web site however is at the other end of the Reviewability spectrum. The message is persistent and once published a site is viewable (assuming no technical problems) continually. This gives the author the option of presenting large volumes of information in a way that the user can explore at their own pace. In this case the emphasis on selecting what information to use may shift to organising the information in its most accessible form. On the site under discussion more effort could have been made with the home page, which basically launches into a discussion of conspiracy. A 
Web site has a perfect opportunity to convey how organised its message is by giving the user a generalised map of the information it contains, an opportunity in this case which I feel was missed.


The second constraint is Revisability and this refers to the ability of a sender to review and change before transmission. A television programme is recorded and reviewed before it is transmitted. During that review it is possible to gain opinions on how well the message was conveyed and to make use of these opinions to inform edits to the final version. Web sites too can be trailed with test users and amendments made before publishing. The difference between the two is that once a broadcast has taken place it is irretrievable. A Web site has the advantage that it is persistent allowing it to be updated repeatedly to reflect current events. The Web site under review takes advantage of this by extending its library of conspiracy theories as they evolve.


The concept of Feedback is one that does not feature in the basic models of Communication as proposed by Shannon & Weaver [6], but appears in later models with a Cybernetic bias. It is defined by Fiske [2] as “The transmission of the reservoirs reaction back to the sender”. For a broadcaster immediate feedback is not available. In the case of the BBC it has organised channels to receive feedback but these were not readily promoted and thus the communicators lost a valuable opportunity to collect information on how successful their communication was. A possible improvement would be to invite viewers to vote their opinion by phone, text message or via the BBC’s own Web site. The Web site in contrast promotes this feature by providing a facility to submit and review users comments as well as the opportunity to correspond directly with the authors. This should help the authors refine their message to take account of users responses.


Another area to compare texts is on the effect of Trust that a medium can have. A definition of trust is if an action “Increases ones vulnerability to another whose behaviour is not under control”[10]. In this case both texts are presentations of opinions with which they want the viewer to believe. How much Trust the reader has in the sender will affect how well their opinion is received. The highest levels of trust comes from situations where both sender and receiver are face to face [4], but for both texts involved here this is not possible. It is then important to consider how each text encourages Trust in other ways.


With television it has an initial advantage in that it is a well established and accepted channel of communication. It is closely linked with community and government opinion and it is central to most people’s ability to inform themselves about the world. The broadcasters were the BBC which has a reputation of independence and high professionalism which all go to help pre inform the user with a high degree of Trust. The Internet in comparison is a relatively new form of communication. Television is watched in groups and is the centre of many conversations whereas the Internet is primarily used alone and because of the vastness of information available possible dilutes available audiences. The perception of the Internet is one of a vast collection of information over which no single body has control. Anyone anywhere can publish on the Internet with relative anonymity and these views are present in the users mind as they use it. The Internet also features regularly in news articles discussing its problems and the dangers and is a much more unofficial source of information positioning it lower on the Trust scale for many people[7].


Moore et al. (1999)[4] found that increased levels of Trust are achieved between sender and reader where they are separated if some background information is made available beforehand. For a broadcaster this is not conventional and would upset the flow of the programme but Web site has the option of making this information available. Although the Web site concerned does make contact with the author’s possible it does not go any further. With thousand and thousands of sites dedicated to this subject (a Google search returned 45,400 hits when searching for ‘JFK Conspiracy Theory’) any attempt to make itself less anonymous may benefit it in the Trust stakes.


Positioning theory can be used as an analytical tool to understand how each text presents its viewpoint or storyline. Positioning Theory is defined as “… the name given to recent attempts to articulate an alternate way of reading and understanding the dynamic of human relationships within a social constructivist paradigm”[3]. The key focal point to both texts is the existence or not of a conspiracy. In each side of the story there are main characters and each text portrays them in different ways and prominence. The main characters involved are Oswald, Ruby and the Government and the way they are described and used by the author’s gives a significant insight into their beliefs.


The documentary presents the case by describing the assassination event and then focusing on the main players to see if their actions are believable. If Oswald acted alone and Ruby likewise then the official account of events is true and there is no need for a government cover-up. Oswald’s life is examined in detail and a large amount of evidence is given to support the view that he was an unstable attention seeker who already had attempted to assassinate a local politician. The documentary positions Oswald as a very capable marksman who was desperate to make an impact on politics, all characteristics that would support the lone gunman theory. In contrast the Web site does not even mention Oswald by name, relegating his importance and prefers to see him as some pawn being manipulated by higher authorities.


Similarly Ruby who shot Oswald live on television is examined by the documentary to see if his character is consistent with his actions. He was often linked with the Mafia but interviews with acquaintances describe him as ‘Not playing with a full deck.’ and susceptible to impulsive and violent behaviour. Again the Web site glosses over his role preferring to minimise his importance and yet another piece in the conspiracy jigsaw.


The role of the Government is treated differently by both texts. The documentary portrays it as methodical and unbiased. The percentage of time dedicated to it is not significant. The Web site, in contrast dedicates most of its attention to the Government story. It outlines Kennedy’s involvement in an assassination attempt on Fidel Castro providing motive for a foreign powers involvement. They also introduce the fears of the authorities of public panic if this knowledge becomes known and pressurise them into retaliation, possibly leading to a nuclear war. Other motives are explained and all are aimed at building the case for a conspiracy by a powerful outside source making the lone gunman theory less plausible.


In positioning these characters the role of Rhetoric is very important. A dictionary definition of rhetoric is “Using language effectively to please or persuade”, but is also associated with “hot air”, “empty words” and often used to manipulate opinion [8]. The receiver in communication is bombarded with information in a short space of time and it is not possible to validate that every sentence is accurate and truthful. Often examining texts dubious opinions may be attributed to rhetoric but different mediums allow different levels of examination. For broadcasting it is difficult as it is not immediately reviewable and many statements may be received and accepted without challenge. On a Web site however it is much more open to review and each time it is spotted will have an effect on trust levels. The opening sentence of the Web site informs us, “After 40 years it is now safe to say that president Kennedy was murdered as the result of a conspiracy”. This is portraying an opinion as fact but without any supporting evidence, how and who determined this? A further example is the use of statistics, “…96% certain that two shooters fired a total of four shots…”. This implies that science has confirmed this as fact but there is no reference to where this data was obtained. If this use of language is obvious the immediate reviewability aspect of a Web site can prove detrimental to its overall goal of conveying its message. This is particularly important when the reader is open to conversion and allows those who oppose their views to dismiss them as invalid and frivolous. Being aware of this possible weakness should encourage Web site authors to be careful how they phrase their message and try to eliminate obvious rhetoric.


A very good example of how powerful rhetoric can be in the broadcast media is the movie JFK. A recent article in the Guardian (24.11.03) Referred to this film as “Peddler-in-chief of conspiracy theories, the mythomanic film maker Oliver Stone did more than anyone to validate this rubbish – and now his JFK is almost the standard text on the subject”. Even though an official inquiry was undertaken by the Warren Commission, the accessible nature of a movie has replaced its version of events in the minds of the general public. This despite the admission by the director that artistic licence was liberally used in order to produce a good story.


In conclusion the two texts reviewed present opposing argument via different channels with differing degrees of success. It should be borne in mind that the budget and resources available to each would have been significantly different and one would expect the documentary which was produced by ‘professional communicators’ to be of a much higher standard. Given that though the producers of a Web site should be aware of the advantages and disadvantages of their medium and use these effectively to convey their message as best their resources dictate.
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