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ABSTRACT

Rumor can be viewed as a collective transaction whose
component parts consist of cognitive and communicative activity; it
develogs as men caught together in an ambiguous situation attempt to
construct a meaningful interpretation of the situation by pooling
their intellactual resources. Of central importance in the
construction and acceptance of a rumor is a state of high tension
existing in the rumor's public during the time of its formation. The
widespread rumor that John F. Kennedy was still alive {(in a heavy
guarded hospital room in Dallas) is perhaps an example of a rumor
which formed during a time of low excitement, but which still
achieved public acceptance. Probable reasons for the acceptance of
the rumor are that 1) it formed a plausible explanation for the
incongruous behavior {with that of her previous White House image) of
Jacgueline Kennedy in marrying Onassis, 2) it did not require the
public to accept a large departure from where they last saw the
president or from his last known--before death--condition and 3) the
report was legitimized by naticnally or regionally known
nguthorities®" and purportedly by the mass media. {SH)




ED 061751

1 009 9,

U.S, DEPFARTMENT OF HEALTH,
EDUCATION & WELFARE
OFFICE OF EDUCATION

THIS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REFROD-
DUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM

INATING 1T. POINTS OF VIEW OR OPIN-
IONS STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY

REPRESENT JFFICIAL OFFICE OF EDU-
CATION POSITION OR FOLICY.

RUMOR. CONSTRUCTION: AN ANALYSIS

OF A CASE HISTORY

This document was processed for the
ERIC Document Reproduction Service

by ERIC at Stanford. We are auware

that some pages may not be readable
However, this is the best available
copy, and we feel that the documsnt
SQTS%S.“Gt be withheld on that basie

by
Reed ﬁg Blake
Dgéartmént of Sociology
Efigham Young Unive?sity

Provo, Utah 84601

International Communication Association

‘Phoenix, Arizonéf

A?fil:21w23’glgjlﬁ



Abstract

When a pasit First Lady changed her image, many pecpie who
comprised her publie ecould not changé.their image of her just
as suddenly. In this contradictory state many of these¢ people
found a plausible definition of the situation in a repcrt that
her 1ate husband was still alive==and her actions were a result
of her efforts to conceal his condition. Dn‘examinaticn, this
report mét thc‘rEquirements for rumor acceptance and disseminﬁticn.

Further, the study revealed a majorlfactor in the rumor:
the presence of a legitimizing element, The specific rature
of this legitimizing element permitﬁaé thé rumor a naticnal
égdience, for it utilizéd»(1§ an authority, and (2) a‘médiuﬁ

of mass communication, a source of verified news in a mass society.
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RUMOR CONSTRUCTION: AN ANALYSIS

OF A CASE HISTORY

The investigaticm of rumcr transmission has :sustomarily
been in an artificizl setting where the investigator planted a
rumor in séme system, such as a company or a department in a
bureaucra;y and then traced i;s dissemination. In thoese instances
vhen rumor has been studied in ifs natr=al setting, the rumors
in&estigated have ;armally been transmitted in times of high .
collective excitement, that is, under conditions of war, riots,
disasters and the like,

Recpntly a rumor of nationwide interest was disseminated
during times of 1§W collective exciteﬁent (day-to-day living).
The rumor, that the léfe president, John F. Kennedy, was still
alive, éffers the social scientist an appcftunity to study a
rﬁmor wiéh a large public,-ﬁndef,conditicns of:ﬁcrmal 1iving,
aﬁd in a natural setting.

Rumor defined,

Rumor is viewed as a collective transaction whose component

-parts conslst of cognitive and comaunicative activity; it

develops as men caught together in an ambiguous situavion attempt
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to construct & meaningful interpretation of the situction by
pooling their intellectual resources.l

Thus, from a sociological perspéctive, rumor is =z collective
rt to find a definition.?2

0
I
|’1‘|

Of central importance in the construction of a rumor is
the state of tension (collective excitement) existing in the .
rumor's public during the time of its formation; These
states of tension determine the demands that will be made of
the rumor, including its content, transmission, and nsture of
the camﬂunlcation channel 3

The Kennsdy Rumor,

By'January of 1969 there was a widespréad TUmoOr in tﬁe.
United States that the 1a£é John T. Kennedy Wés still alive,
A syﬁthesis of the several versions (see a?éendix for copy of

rumor) then beinz circulated included the féllowing elements:

lTomatru Shibutani, Improvised News: A Sociological
Approach to Runwor (New York* The Babbs-MErrlll Co., Inc., 1966),_
p. 66, : .

2Rurt Lang and Gladys Enﬂel Laﬂg, qulegtive Dyna sv
(New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1961), p. 52,

3See Reed H. Biake :"The Relatignship Between CollegtiVE
Excitement and Rumor ﬁanstructlen," The _Rocky Mountsdin Social .

Science Journal, Vol. 6, No, 2 (Octaber 1969), pp. 11“ 126
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1. The late president was alive and living as a vegetable
ia a sealed-off room in a Dallas hospital, which wias kept
under a 24-hour zuard,

2. Jacqueline Kennedy's marriage to Aristotle Ouassis was
a Fake, whicﬁ allowedlthe family friend an opportunity to assist
the widow by taking John Kennedy (in time) to his private island
where Kennedy could live. out h;s life in seclusion. : |

3. Hiding from the American people the fact that Kennedy
wag atill alive ?culd permit another Keﬁnedy to capitaliéébcn

public centiment in a future tid for the White House.

Rumox, Demands.

Each ievel of collective excitéﬁent makes certain,demandér
on rumor. For instance; in times of high collective axcitement,
rumor disseminatian'is :eétriéted.cnly'by physical barﬁiérs,'
since it passes through spontaneously fcrmed channels. However, in
times of low coilecti§é excitement thé_c@nsﬁfuctien cf rumor is

not only restricted by the formalizatian that sgfrgunds evéryday,'

.relatioﬁsHips but alsc must be causigtént vith cultural dEflﬂ‘thng.

ﬁ gasge in point he*e is prcv1ded by the lecshima 1nc1dent.

Shortly aﬁger,the dropping of thé bcmb, the:e began to fall
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lerge, hloated drops of rain, The rumor soon spread that the

rein was rezlly :2-coline, and that coon the wholz area would be

W

as a time of hizh collective excitement,
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on firz., Since
normal checks on "reality" were not invoked on the message. Soon
larze aunbers of poople wero preparing themselves for this
crontuality,

0o the other hend, the dennedy rumor was disseminated in

tiuze nf low ciusitcoment; hence, it must meet certzin demands
bofore it 1711l %e zeecpted., In short, it must be viewed as a
plausiblc Jdefindtion of the situation by the rumer public,
“That were the ways the Kennedy rumor achieved public
anccptance? Cr, o put it another way, what did the Kennedy
rumor inelude that kept it from being rejected? An investigation
of this rumor discloses the following: 7
First, this rumecr does not require its participants to
accept = iarge departure, physically, from where the American
publics last vieﬁed their president or a large departure from
 &15 last ﬁn@vnsﬁbefofe death itself--conditinn. The 1até

president is not seen walking (in jood health) down a packed

e - . 8

s ¢
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street in Honz Konz, nor was he sighted in a theatre in Europe.
Not at all; he is in a room in a Dallas hospital, living as a
vegetable, and rveceiving medical treatment.

Second, while many people were still dejected over the
assasination, znd the wideu was reported as disturbed that the
aurder had bheen committed by an unknown communist, rather than
death beins by the hand of some anti-civil rights element’,4 the

1

mass media has concerned itself with reports coming out of Hew

Orleans on the ceonspiracy chargec wade by Jim Garrison, on
the Yarren Report, =znd other such newes stories, 3But to the
kanowlzl e of tha investigator, wo news article hias reported
the content of the runor, except as & rumor, Cﬁnseéuently,
with zhis lowr level of unsatisficd demand for news regarding the
rumor content, the level of verified news then becomeshigh,

How did the Keuncdy rumor meet this demand?

I

rt

s

[

nterzsting to note that in all the versions of the

L5

runor collected by the investigator, two major aspects were

&1illiam Mauchester, Daath of a fdgn1b(New York:
larper and Do, 1967 . 107, -
P , ] » P
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1. A nationally or regionally known "authority" was cited.
2. The report was said to have emanated from a medium of
mass communication--a source of verified news In a mass society,.
These two aspects played a critical role in the acceptance
of this rumor, In short, they legitimated the report. They
made it possible for otherwise discerning and/or uninterssted
people to accept the rumor as plausible.
The more frequently mentioned "authorities'" included F.
Lee Bailey, noted criminal lawyer; Howard Miller, the conservative
Chicago radio personality; Johnny Carson, host of NBC's Tonight

Show; and Truman Capote, author of In Cold Blood, and other books.

The more frequently reported media include the Chicago

Sun-Times; the National Informer; the Tonight Show; Radio WLS

(Chicago); Paradc magazine, the Sunday supplement; and the two

nevs mazazines, Newsweek and Time.

3/, common but interesting fact emerzed here., . Behavioral
~ientists are aware that few people outside of academe inquire
to what issue, what page, what station, etc,, a report came
om; simply the name of a magazine, newspaper, or brﬂadcast
-ation 1= enough.
The investigator discovered again the operatlon of this
phenomena. For instance, in a Mountain West bank, some employees
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Condition for Rumor Comstruction.

Rumor is viewed here as a zroup activity as people, caught
in an ambiguous situation, pool their intellectuai fesources
to define that situation, 'rhat, then, is the ambizuous situation
that spawned the Kennedy rumor? One point-of-view suggests that
the rumor grew out of the actions of the late president's wife.
In the late Sixties, a larze portion® of that vast public

who took an interest in what Jacqueline Kennedy did, found

werce enjoying en after-hours social to celebrate the bank's anni-
versary when the branch manager walked in and told the celebrants
in 2ll solemnity that John F. Kennedy was still alive, relating
the story much as it appears on the mimeographed sheets., (Soon
ﬁfter, with spirits dampened, the party disseclved.) At the
story's conclusion, the manager suggested that the employees
read about the situation in Time magazine. Of course, no one
asked for an issue date or page number. Nor could the manager
have told them, for earlier, when he received thes story, the
teller stated; and he accepted, "It's all in Time magazine,"
Then I questioned one of the bank employees later, she
reported to me, "If anyone had been skeptieal to that point
that Time verification was the eclincher.”

6T.-.Thile,there is no data available from which to construct

~an audienee profile, it is felt the Xennedy rumor public- is

contered for the most part, awmons the lower socio-economic groupings
of our society. Vith this in mind, an examination of the rumor -
content cazn be quite telling,  Note in the mimeographed copy of
thc runor such phrases as thc Following: . )
M"The term'Primary Belief'! seems to be somewhat confusing,"
which bezins the supposedly published Time article by Truman.
Capote. TFor people whese lives are far T removed from the social

sciéncés the whole’ cpenin% paraﬂraph has the ring of authority.



“ERIC

A 7o rovided by ERIC

o'}

themselves in & world of econtradictory elements when the former
first lady, so lonz looked upon as a cultural elite in fashion,
entertainment, =rt, ete,, suddenly stepped out of character and
announced she was zoing to marry a much older man, whose personal
1ife w2z incongrusnt with the morals of mainstream America. It
was at this point in time that the Kennedy rumor agpéared. To

the rumor publisz, it was a reasonable explanation as to why suech

e incomprohercibls thing could be happenihb.

g, it sounds just like another "fact article" from 2 woman's
ecetion, .

Nthers vould include, "...the fact that the Kennedy coffin
renzined unopened'"; ",..because the content of the letter would
have an ertremely detrimental affect"; "Assuming the Mrs. JFK
actually visited"; cte. ' ’
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Hu
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g reagonable, in fact, became. the rumor that, unlike
nost *Uﬁﬁf“, the report was disseninated via nimeographed copies,

. YThen one of thece copies fell into the hands of Howard Miller,

a conservative radio persoaalitv in Chicago (Radio WLS), he read
the report over the zir, His sclosure cause so much: excitement
ir the Midwest that heretofore ﬂilent agenc;es were forced inta
action:

Truman Capote s,edltOt at Rgndoﬁ_House 1saued a dlsclaimer
o the report. .

Time stated thz article never appeared in the‘maﬁazine
and the nature of the qubject h&S not been given editorial

,cn";iu_rn+1a1.

7 CAlvert I, Jenﬁer, Je., gcﬁ'cr'counsel fcrfthé-Warfen.
Conmisz ioa made & public denouncement of the rumor. o

A zn Capote appeared on the Toninht Show and
itten the story. : :

10




Columnist Wzlter Scott explained this apparent raversal in
the wmidou'e character when he wrote in Parade that whén Jaequeline
Lennedy occupied the TThite House she was given 2n all-American
image by her press agents not strictly in accord with her true

o
character, -

8wrote Scott: "By background and prediliction, Mrs.
Onassis...is an international jetsetter. 3he is interested in
herself, clothes, jewelry, antiques, social functions, style, and
the high 1life with the Beautiful People. When she occupied the
White House she was given an all-American image not strictly in
accord with her true characrer.

She was never shown smoking although she is an inveterate
smoker, She was never shown c¢lothes-shopping although: she spends
anywhere from $25,000 to $50,000 per year on her wardrobe and
jewelry. : -
At 40 Jacikie Onassis is a woman of breathy charm, superficial
knowledge, and carefully cultivated beauty who meets all the
requirements of the Continental hostess. In Aristotle Onassis...
she has found her near perfect mate, Truth to tell, her second
marriage is in many ways a far better match for her than was her

first. The late John F. Kennedy was so thoroughly American that

he liked to play touch football. On balance,... Mrs. Onassis is
not the paragon that the White House press agents made her out to
be." See Walter Scott, "Personality Parade' Parade, August 3, 1969,
pe 2 ' v - ,

,?j;Li
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While many people could accept a new jet-set image ef
Jacqueline Kennedy, many others could not. As a result, the rumor
of a still-living president found widespread acceptance among them
because it left the widow in her original character. She was not
dishonoring her late husband's memory, as some were claiming;
rather, she was preparing a place for her husbendlwhere he could
live out the remainder of his years in seclusion.’ Still in
character, she was not really married to the older Onassis, just
pretending to be--and for very noble reasons.?

Another explanation for the rumor comes from folklorists at
Indiana University, who view the rumor as a 1egend in the making.
The feeling among some at IU is that the report ”i ncorporates
the older motif that a certain hero, recently 'dead' is in fact
alive," althcugﬁ reduced to a state of dependency (and, hence,
hidden away). They polnt out that thle was tcld of PreSLdent ‘ .

Franklin D. Roosevelt and of matcinee idol,Jamesteen, "both of

*The strenath of the deflnltlon-—at the time--was
emphasizea . fter. the investlgeter had given a discussion on. rumor
construction to a ladies club, in which the Kennedy rumor had .
been-used as an exaﬁple, and three of. the mémbers came up fellewing

_ the meeting and in essence said, ‘'How else can you expleln why she

did it, if Kennady isn't still ‘alive?"
I wouldn't 'explain ic, ' and the three cluh members, I'm

“ire went ofi suil: vonvinced the report was true. - ' ;
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whom were said to be in sanitariums in the South.'l0

This hero-still-alive theme is a universal one. For instance,
many in America as well as in Europe still hold to the belief that
Adolph: Hitler is still alive and living in South America. Every
c&untfy; every era has produced these kinds of storiea. Yet this
theory does not explain why the rumor starts--only that it tends
to emerge upon the death of some heros and not othéfé;

The cognicive approach, it is felt, offers a more logical
explanation of the rumor's formation and dissemination.

Conclusioans,

In conclusion, we can say th;t the Kennedys had their publics,
people concerred gnd inﬁclved iﬁ the consequences of the Kennedys'
behavior. When the image‘cf the former first lady suddenly
changed, chevdeiinitiqnsrgf méﬁy in these publics céuldrngt change
Just as suddenly. 1In this contradictory state séme fgund a’
plau51blg definition of the situation in-a report that the Ere51dent
was not really dead and that‘the First Lady was c;rry?ﬁg on a

zuise to protect her husband from the public glare (and/ar to

1C¥.. A. de“ara and Ell;att L. Orlng (eds 3, 'UFK Is AllVE
A hdern Le en\, ‘ Thp Folklcre Forum (Blaomlnaton': Ind;ana :
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pave the way for a second Kennedy to occupy the White House).

On examinatiot, the rumor met the rgquiTEments for acceptance

and dissemination. Yet, over time, additional rEparés supporting
the new image of Jacqueline Kennedy began to pile up, and new
collective definitions replaced old ones., Thus the rumor peaked
and waned. It is no longer adeqﬁate to the situation.

One aspect of the Kennedy rumor deserves additional attention:
the presence of the legitimizing element., The specific nature of
this legitimizing element permitted the rumor a natiopal audience,
for it utilized (1) the so-called authorities, aﬁd_(z) the medium
of mass céﬁmunication{ | - |

This may have some implications for the futuxe stﬁdy of ;uﬁgf;
pargicularaly as the'wcfld moves more and more toWard industriéli!
zation, and henée, t@rargfeéteffpartiéipaéidﬁ'byhtﬁé-masé media in
the lives of eveiyéne; - o

At this point, then, some. questions present themselves.

Despite the féét that thé fumériﬁaS'ardefiﬁiﬁiﬁn'6£vfhe'siﬁuatiéh,‘

could it have enjcyed as large an audience, or been- transmitted .

over as leungtiy a period of time, if the two legitimizing aspects

nacd been absent?

Aruitoxt provided by Eic
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What mizht have been the course of the rumor if it had had
only one legitimizing aspect~--only a supposed authér, or only a
supposed mass medium by which it was disseminated?

Wasz it tue faet that it was a "reprint' that madg the
mimepgraphed copies so popular?

And, finally; has the rumor really peaked and waned? Or
will the Kennedy rumor take its place in the storehouse of American
folklore? Legend, after all, is but a solidified rumor, which is.
passed on from generation to generation. Reinforced by its usage,
it Eeaomes part af the cultural hgritgge.' Just‘as fhe traﬁsmitter
of-a rﬁmar is not held aceountaﬁle for the veracify of his message,
the teller of tales is not held for the truthfulnésszéf his legend;
Récher,v;he legend's pépularity is derived,ftam ité.entgrtainmént
~value. Cgﬁsequ2n§1§;NWheh thértimésVéfe éﬁnduéiie;,éhg ﬁenhedy
rumor méy weil.bevrevived. iLikerﬁény a ruma:-éurﬁeéélegegd, will

- the Kennedy rumor be resurrected again and again?
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APPENDIX

That follows is a2 copy of what I have come to call the

rreetern version' of the widely circulated mimeographed copy of

the Heanedy rumor., It differs frow the "eastern version" in

]
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crush’ abour the Xennedys, -vhizli hestened the Onassis marriag

and the hpax war to prepare the way for Robert (and in later

versions, Zduard) to run for the presidency.

~-COPY -

DEAD OR ALIVE
From TIME Magazine by Truman Capote

The term "Primary Belief" seems to be somewhat confusing.

A VPrimary Belief" could mean individuallstagdards'onrlife, suck

as a moral code, a religions‘belief; or a éafticﬁlar outlook on

life in general. Thefmeépihg'of'vPrimary Belief"_¢pu1dJalsa be.

;totaiiy unreiated to personal 1i£e.'7V?riméry Béiiéfﬁ could'méan'

a particular way of looking at a particular problem or national

avent, It iz within this second ara2a that this paper shall -
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concern itself, The personal primary belief to be discussed is
the death of John F, Kennedy. The particular point of view is
that John 7. Heunnedy is not dead,

Cuch 2 beli=Z must have adequate reasoning to support it.
-

Tur aechod of reasgoning

to be used in this paper is the establish-
ment of & relationship between several minor, almost unknown events
thich oeccurred from Nov, 22, 1953 to the present time. The rela-
tiouship of some events are almast horrifyingz.

First is the fact that sinee Nov. 22, 1963, it has been
reported that there is a room in Dallas Hospital which has been
kept undexr afmed guard. The only people ever enterin. or leaving
that room have béen doctors. 1ith the existence of Such a room,
one can 1egi£imately ask himself, Who or what is in the room and
why is the room kepﬁ unéer consfantrguard?

The second facetor which seems to have some relevance té *he

case lies in the fact that Kennedy's coffin remained unopened

throuzhout the fuzneral, - The reason given was that. the President

had been shot beyond fecngﬁition. Thcugh this'may'bé~true,rahd

since no formal zutopsy was e#er pericrmeértc verify .the story,

ceould thers be no body in his coffin? -



Hext are 211 the questions and cvonts concerned with the
Yarren Commission report and the letisr of President Johnson.

I remember well the day of disclosure of the Warren Commission

report and Earl Warren's admittance over national television that,
"The full truth of the assassinatien of President Kenﬁedy will be
brought into lisht only after many years." A day latér, Warren
- retracted his statement. Again the question may be raised, "Just
exactly vhat did Jarren mean by his origiﬁal statement and why
did he retract it?" As for the Johnson letter, it also leads to
skepticism of what has been labeled the "truth.'" Shortly aftér
the WVarren report was issued, Johnson wrote a paper, sealed it,
and gave orders not to have it opened for 75 years because the
content of the letter would have an extremely detrimental affecfA
on the American‘geéple. | |
The last and most critiéalbarea'af the Xennedy question lies
in Mrs., J.TF.K., aow Mrs. Onassis. Tirst a report in fegent Time

tated that Mrs, J,F.K, has visited the grave of her slain

&
5
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Hi»
]
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[44]

husband only five times since Hov, 22, 1963, Vhen asked about the

report, Mrs. J.F,.K, had no comment. ‘Assuming that Mrs. J;F;K.

Aruntoxt provided by Eic:
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actually visited the Dallas Hospital over 340 times, why mot a com-
ment, why so often, and vhy so silent?

Another strauge factor concerning Mrs., Kennedy is her marrilage

to Cnagric, £ uoeeont Heuwsweel article states that there has long
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nd the Kennedy family,
weling e, Xenoedy obviously no stranger to Onassis,

However, several questions remained unanswered about the
nature of this relationship. Why would a middle-aged woman marry
2 man 62 years old who is destined to die within a few years?
Why would she risk being excommunicated from the Catholic Church
to marry him? Thy would an American Poman Catholic Cardinal
strive to prevent her cxcommunication on the basis of a letter
fr=om her, the contenﬁs of which were?burneﬁ and sworn'ﬁo'secrécy?
All of this has happéned wiﬁhin thé_cou:se of arféw ﬁéeké.' |

Admittedly much of the evidence is 11£tl,e more than a rumor.

The nevs media has feouled up from time to time, but I cannot keep

‘from wondering vhother John F. Kennedy is alive or not. The logic

behind this evidence stands strong. My theory is as follows:
John F. Kennedy was shot on Nov. 22, 1963, Though. Kennedy

was inecpacitated, he did nét,die."The’Kgnnedy family chose to

13
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allow the citizensz of the world to believe that he was dead and teo
i1f¢ fz aowwal fashlon. There waé perhaps a selfish
motive here, iu meking a martyr out of John., TFrom 1963 to the
present, Joun 7. wennedy has remained in the Dailas Hospital under
heavy guard and visited regularly by his wife., The éurpnse of
Mras. Kennedy marrying Onassis was to establish a new, more secure
place for her husband to stay (for example, Onassis' island)
which leads me to belleve that perhaps Onassis andgﬂgs_ Kennedy
really are not married, but posing as married ﬁo have an excuse
to be on tﬁe island most of the time, |

Unique, the theory may be, but is it, nonetheless, reasgnablg?

Perhaps in 75 years we'll know.







