



Evaluating Sources


The purpose of the sources is to provide information about the events that took place in the Guyana jungle in 1978. The ‘Jonestown Massacre’ occurred after the leader of the Peoples Temple Cult, Jim Jones, ordered over 900 of his followers to commit suicide by drinking a deadly concoction of fruit juice and cyanide. The followers who refused to drink the punch were consequently murdered by Jones’ henchmen. 

The website article is an interview with ex-member Teri Buford O’Shea, who goes into detail about her life within the cult. Whilst the intended audience is the general public, it may be a useful article for academics with specialized knowledge and interest in the subject, as it provides a first-hand account of the experiences she and other members faced.

Author, Jennie Rothenberg Gritz, is a Former Senior editor at The Atlantic, and currently works for the Smithsonian magazine. Her article was published in The Atlantic, an American magazine company who cover news topics relating to political science, lifestyle, literature and foreign affairs.[footnoteRef:1] They describe themselves as journalists who believe that “honest reporting” and “integrity” is important to their cause, with an ethos of “challenging assumptions and pursuing truth[footnoteRef:2]”. [1:  The Atlantic - Wikipedia]  [2:  Drinking the Kool-Aid: A Survivor Remembers Jim Jones - The Atlantic] 


Whilst there are no source references pertaining to the factual information presented at the start, it can be verified elsewhere. The article was published on November 18th, 2011, exactly 33 years to the day of the incident and has not been updated since. The remainder of the article is a direct interview with O’ Shea, and therefore based entirely on eyewitness testimony, and whilst not 100% reliable, it is a primary source. 

Despite primarily giving a negative account of Jim Jones and delving into the darker side of the cult, O’Shea also praises some of the productive and beneficial work he undertook, along with the positive experiences she encountered. At the end of the article, she explains her definition of a cult, and how people can easily fall victim to such a powerful influence.

The webpage contains several advertisements, which are clearly labelled, and readers are given the option to upgrade to a premium account to remove them. The article provides the reader with high-quality information, and whilst there are numerous interviews with ex-members online, it delivers a unique insight into O’Shea’s personal experience.

The purpose of the second source, an article described as a “psychological autopsy” by “behavioural scientists”, is to present the reader with the theories and opinions put forward by professionals shortly after the mass suicide.  The article is primarily aimed towards the general public, however, not limited to this, may also be appropriate for a wider audience, such as scholars and academic researchers. 

Joel Greenberg, the author of the piece, is a writer specialising in science and medicine and has won a Pulitzer Prize, as well as becoming a National Endowment for the Humanities Fellow[footnoteRef:3]. He previously worked as editor in chief for Science News Weekly, publishers of the article and a magazine that covers medicine, technology and advances in science. They claim that they were founded as a paper that intended to “improve the quality and accuracy of science journalism” and that they “remain true to that mission today[footnoteRef:4]”. [3:  https://vineyardgazette.com/news/2012/01/05/gazette-welcomes-new-managing-editor]  [4:  https://www.sciencenews.org/about-science-news] 


Although the article does not contain a bibliography, the writer ensures that he credits the people he is quoting. It was published in 1979, just a year after the incident, and has not been updated since. Despite this, the factual information is still accurate, and the general theories put forward are still widely agreed with today.  The article includes an extract taken from a letter written by a Peoples Temple member, testimony from ex-followers and hypotheses from various psychologists, some of whom attended the “annual meeting of the American Psychological Association[footnoteRef:5]” in the months that followed the massacre, where the focus that year was on the incident itself.   [5:  https://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=1&sid=e2a16919-9515-446c-9cb1-fd7f0f1a0423%40sessionmgr4006&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#AN=7130996&db=aph] 


There are no advertisements in the article, nor is there statistical data, however the information has been well researched, and the opening facts can be corroborated. Despite the fact there is little factual evidence in the article, the writer ensures that he provides an interesting insight into the mind of Jim Jones through the eyes of accredited academics.

It is evident that Greenberg is biased and has a strong opinion on Jim Jones as he himself uses negative adjectives to describe both cults and Jones throughout, such as “calculated”, making the article subjective, rather than objective. However, Greenberg’s article also has a social agenda, whereby he’s using the incident as a way to explain how cult societies come into existence, and the sheer amount of power and control one seemingly ordinary person can have over so many people. Whilst the interview is also subjective, given that O’Shea had such a traumatic experience, it does not promote any agenda in particular, simply aiming to provide the reader with insight into how the followers were treated. 

The topic of both pieces is controversial and still widely discussed today. Each writer approaches the issue in a biased manner, and equally use informative, yet emotive language, to convey the severity of the horror that unfolded on that fateful day. Although completely different, the articles are informative, engaging, and insightful. For someone that may have no prior knowledge of the Jonestown Massacre, reading Gritz and Greenberg’s articles would certainly provide the reader with an adequate explanation and introduction on the subject. 
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