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Abstract 

This study examines crime-news coverage in a Chinese newspaper to reveal the 

images of crime and criminal justice institutions that were presented in the news. It was 

designed on the basis of a review of Western studies of media and crime news. The 

findings provided the framework for comparisons between the Chinese newspaper and 

Western newspapers. 

The Chinese media were examined against the backcloth of their social and cultural 

settings. The media are the most po.:verful channel for announcing and spreading the 

Communist Party's messages with the force of law. The media have been used as an 

educational tool and to promote social change. The People's Dailv is the pacesetter for the 

media system. It fi~nctions to indoctrinate, mobilize and guide the people for the 

implementation of the Party's ideology and philosophy. 

A combined method involving both quantitative and qualitative analyses was 

employed in this study. The quantitative analysis showed that the Chinese newspaper 

shared more common characteristics with Western quality newspapers than with Western 

popular newspapers. The reporting on how official misconduct is dealt with is the most 

important theme. In the qualitative analysis, the reporting of murder and embezzlement 

was examined. While stories about the apprehension and punislirnent of murderers were 

reported as '$ood news," the reporting of embezzlement revealed the newspaper's role in 

launching, mobilizing and guiding a mass campaign desil-ed by the Partylgovernment. 

This case study shows how the Ct-';me media fimction as a key form of social 

control. In spite of their similar functions, however, the Chinese and Western media have 

operated in ways which appear to have more differences than similarities. The People's 

Dailv openly states that it must follow the Party's line. The appearance of objectivity and 

impartiality is not required in the reporting of crime, and there is no need to resort to 

special efikts to entertain the reader and enlarge its circulation. The style of crime-news 

reporting shown in the newspaper has its roots in traditional Chinese culture and 



philosophy. It is also determined by the traditional reliance on the informal social control 

system to cieai wi th  crime and deviance. 
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Clttt.pter I. Introduction 

This exploratorq. study systematically examines crinie-news coxwage in a Chinese 

newspaper, the People's Daily Although there have been a few studies on the general 

content and readership of Chinese newspapers, no previous research has been conducted 

to specifically examine crime-news coxrage This is also a comparative study It was 

des ipe t  on the basis of a review of Western studies of media and crime news Thc 

findings obtained from the analysis of the Chinese newspaper were compared with tbqse 

of the Western studies This study includes a discussion of the news and the media as they 

are portrayed in Western studies, which provides the theoretical framework for this 

present study, a review of content analyses of crime news in Western newspapers as the 

basis for comparisons of the Chinese newspaper with Western newspapers; an examination 

of informal social control in China, the fimction of the Chinese media and its role in social 

control for the purpose of de\.eloping a thorough understanding of crime-news reporting 

in the Chinese newspaper; the presentation of the research design covering methodology 

and major research questions formed on the basis of the discussion in the earlier chapters, 

the exposition of the quantitati1.e and qualitative analyses of the study's findings, and, 

finally, the articulation of the author's conclusions 

Chapter TI an4 Chapter III present reviews of Western studies of the media and 

content analyses of crime news in Western newspapers. In the West, the newspaper 

industry has experienced intensified monopoly control. The dominant media companies are 



controlled by the power elite and are subject to market-profit-oriented forces. The news 

organisations themselves are powerful ideological institutions, setting the agenda for 

political, social, and econon~ic debate and shaping public opinion on these issues. The 

media serve as a central agency of social control. However, they must appear to be neutral 

and identified with the public interest in order to hnction effectively. The appearance of 

objectivity and impartiality is crucial for the legitimacy of the media. In news reporting, the 

media rely heavily on official sources to process news for them. They share the interests 

and values of these sources and become part of the source organisations. Involved in the 

activities of law making and law enforcing, journalists function as central agents of social 

control. They play a key role in elections; they are power distributors; and they help 

maintain order and warn against disorder. They are also in a p o w e h l  position in their 

relationship with their sources. Therefore, news is ideology. It is used by the state and 

institutions of social control for the purposes of legitimization. As constructed reality, 

news involves control through its routine selection, the influence it has on its sources, and 

its articulation of public opinion. 

The review of the findings of content analyses of crime-news coverage in Western 

newspapers reveals a general pattern of reporting. The areas examined include the amount 

of crime news; the relationship between crime-news reports and crime statistics; the types 

of crime that are most frequently reported; the types of crime stories that are used in 

reporting; the stages of the criminal justice process at which crimes are reported; 

information about the offender and the victim; evaluation of the criminal justice system; 

etc. It  is also noted that there are differences between newspapers, especially between 



those described as 'popular" and 'tplity" newspapers. News of crime and crime-control 

efforts has been a reguiar feature of Western newspapers. The findings of the content 

analyses examined show that the space devoted to crime news and the relative an~ount of 

news devoted to each crime topic is stable over time. The news coverage of crimes gives a 

highly distorted version of the actual situation. The content of crime news is dramatically 

different from the patterns available in off-icial crime statistics. Violent crimes are the most 

frequently reported topics because violence is an essential component in the process of 

dramatisation. It is also shown in the findings that the majority of crime stories relate to 

the beginning stages of the criminal justice process, while phases of the criminal justice 

process after arrest are generally ignored There is also a tendency to over-report 

sentences of imprisonment. The format of these Western content analyses is then applied 

to the analysis of the Chinese newspaper, and the major findings of Western studies are 

compared with those obtained from this study. 

Chapter IV and Chapter V examine the functions of the Chinese media in the 

context of their historical and social settings. The nature and tradition of the informal 

social control system is first discussed, followed by a description of the acclaimed 

functions of the media and an analysis of their role as a form of social control apparatus. 

In China, social control is exercised through non-governmental institutions as well as 

explicitly identifiable institutions of social control. Although the Cornrnunist Party has 

made use of both as a means of moulding and controlling behaviour, the key to 

understanding social control in China lies in the pressures and constraints experienced by 

citizens within informal groups. This model of social control is achieved through a lengthy 



and continuing educational process consistent with many traditional Chinese ideas. The 

Chinese government has traditionally adopted a paternalistic stance toward the people. 

The government considers that it has a duty to foster the development of people's 

opinions and to decide and provide for people's needs, while the people are regarded as a 

passive force to be shaped and influenced. The role of education in social control has been 

emphasised explicitly and consciously since ancient time. For the Communist Party, 

political education has been the preferred means of eliciting conscious and voluntary 

action from the people. The majority of less serious crimes are handled through non-legal 

mechanisms. 

As the most important institutional connection between the Communist Party and 

the people, the media have served as agents of informal social control. The Chinese media 

have been education In their orientation and have been used to promote the form of social 

change desired by the Party. The media act as an instrument for the dissemination of the 

Party's messages and the mobilization of the people to achieve its objectives. They are 

supposed io fimction as the eyes, ears and mouthpiece of the Party. As the pacesetter of 

the entire media system, the People's Daily is the principal organ of the Communist Party. 

It has the official duty to propagate the Party's political line, policies, and tasks among the 

people. Chinese journalists are integrated into the political system as junior partners of the 

political elite. They are required to construct a positive picture for news reports. The 

Chinese style of journalism seeks to guide an uncritical audience which must be protected 

from erroneous information.. While crime is a staple of news fare in the Western 



newspapers, it was not until the past decade that crimes began to appear in the Chinese 

newspapers. Crime stories are considesed a vehicle for guidance and ed::c:,tim. 

The research questions are defined on the basis of the discussion of Western 

studies and the functions of the Chinese news media. Chapter VI discusses the research 

questions and methodology used in this study. Since this study is exploratory in nature, 

the emphasis was placed on finding a general pattern. Basically, it focuses on the following 

questions: I .  What areas and types of crime does the newspaper focus on, and how are the 

crimes reported; 2. At which stages of the criminal justice process are the crimes most 

often reported; 3. What are the types of crime stcry most oRen reported in the newspaper; 

4. How are the criminal justice institutions evaluated and what are the explanations of the 

causes of crime; 5. What is the relationship between crime-news reporting and onicial 

crime statistics? In order to examine these questions and test the hypotheses raised in 

relation to them, a combined method of quantitative and qualitative content analysis is 

conducted. Both the strengths and limitations of the methodology are discussed. 

Chapters V11 and VIII present discussions of the findings revealed in the 

quantitative and qualitative analyses. The quantitative analysis examines the news formats, 

news contents, and the interpretative and evaluative information that is presented in 

relation to the phenomenon of crime and the criminal justice system. Various areas of 

crime-news reporting are discussed in relation to the research questions. Two types of 

comparisons are made. One is to compare the three periods sampled for the Chinese 

newspaper, and the other is to compare the findings with Western findings. For the 

comparison of the three periods, some noteworthy changes are revealed and reasons for 



these changes are discussed. In the comparison with Western findings, similarities as well 

as differences are examined within the theoretical framework discussed in earlier chapters. 

The qualitative analysis systematically examines the reporting of murder and 

embezzlement. It is shown that, while murder stories are reported as 'good news" because 

the offenders have all been caught and punished, the reporting of embezzlement reveals 

the role of the newspaper in launching, mobilizing and guiding a mass campaign desired by 

the Party. 

This study concludes that both Western and Chinese newspapers have similar 

functions in their role as a social control apparatus. This is demonstrated by their over- 

reporting of selected crimes at selected stages. This Chinese case study shows more 

clearly than Western cases how the newspaper fbnctions as a key form of social control. 

The differences between the Chinese newspaper and Western newspapers can be explained 

by different types of ownership, different market orientations of the audience, and different 

perceptions of newsworthiness. The style of reporting of the Chinese newspaper has its 

roots in traditional Chinese culture and philosophy, and is determined by the traditional 

reliance on the informal social control system to deal with crime and deviance. 



Chapter 11. News and the Media Portrayed in Western Studies 

Introduction 

The study of news media and news has been one of the liveliest fields for many 

years. More and more studies focus on tlie relationship between the news niedia and the 

phenomenon of crime and the role that the news media play in generating public 

perceptions of crinie (for example, Graber, 1980). Garofalo ( 1  98 1) once suggested that 

relatively little was known about the nature and content of crime news. He contended that 

criminologists shodd take the media into account in their theories and research because of 

the pervasive media consumption by tlie public. Since then, the research literature has been 

largely expanded to f i l l  gaps in knowledge about this field (for example, a series of studies 

conducted by Ericson and his colleagues). Crime reporting in newspapers has had a long 

tradition dating back to the very early days of newspapers (Surette, 1993). To present an 

overview of the available research and studies relevant to the topic of the present study, 

this chapter looks at newspaper ownership; news organizations; their needs and sources; 

the nature and essence of news; newsworthiness; and crime news. 

Newspaper Ownership 

In their early days, newspapers in Canada were pi~blished to provide current local 

commercial and official information. They were small, politically oriented, low-circulation 

journals. Material critical of authority was absent in newspapers because of their heavy 

dependence on government support and patronage (Vipond, 1989). After I8 15, political 



controversy and criticism beyan to appear in the newspapers (Vipond, 1989). Major 

newspapers had clear partisan loyalties. The role of the print media in political elections 

was paramount. The extent of partisan support given by newspapers was deemed a major 

determinant of the success or failure of political parties (Ericson el d. 1987; Fletcher, 

198 1). 

In Western countries, the link between newspapers and political parties was 

weakened because of the growing need for larger audiences. Newspapers gradually 

asserted their political neutrality, as the larger publishers became more interested in profits 

and sales. When competition escalated in the 184Os, newspaper owners had begun to 

shake themselves free of traditional partisan ties and to produce newspapers aimed at the 

broadest audiences possible (Dreier, 1982; Fletcher, 19s 1 ; McQuail, 1989; Surette, 1993; 

Vipond, 1989). 

I n  Canada, the press was controlled by the state and political parties at the time of 

the founding of the Canadian state. Starting in the 1950s, the widespread tendency to 

merger and monopoly was fueled by the increased competition for advertising revenue. In 

198 1, the Royal Comniission on Ne~vspapers concluded that newspaper competition was 

virtually dead in Canada (Vipond, 19S9:6S). The big story of the last thirty years has been 

newspaper concentration. During the last couple of decades, the newspaper industry in 

North America and Europe has experienced a pattern of development characterized by 

three tendencies: i.e, concentration, diversification and multinationalization (Dreier, 1982; 

Ericson rt NI. 1987: Ericson, rf 01. 199 1 ;  Fletcher, 19s 1 ;  Hartley, 1982; Vipond, 1989). 



Control has shifted to monopoly chains, which produce more than three-quntters of all 

newspaper copies in Canada (Ericsot? e l  (71, 1987:32-34). 

According to Hartley (19S3:49), monopoly control has intensified since the 

transition. The dominant media companies are "con;:-olled by very wealthy people or by 

managers who are subject to sharp constraints imposed by owners and other market- 

profit-oriented forces, and they are closely interlocked and have important common 

interests with other major corporations, banks, and government" (Herman & Chomsky, 

1988:14). The power elite closely linked with media companies exerts influence on 

government policy in various ways including placing representatives in high-level positions 

in government, while political parties hire pblic relations directors and have directors 

sitting in the media companies' boards (Herman & Chomsky, 1988; Dreier, 1982; Fletcher, 

198 1; Surette, 1993). According to Dreier's survey ( l982), these directors from outside 

the media companies have more elite affiliations than directors from the owning companies 

who usually run the day-to-day operations of their firms. Thus, the outsidc directors 

provide a bridge between the newspaper companies and other capitalist institutions. In 

Canada, the government has become the biggest single advertiser in newspapers (Ericson, 

1987:39). Moreover, the federal government has directly subsidized the newspaper 

industry for over a century by granting postal rates for second class rnail well below the 

actual cost of carriage (Vipond, 1989) 

News Organizations 

The news media are powerful and effective ideolo~ical institutions. They set the 

agenda for political, social, and economic debate and shape public opinion on these issues. 



The media can legitimate or undermine powerful institutions, individuals, and ideas 

(Dreier, 1982; Ericson, et al. 1987; Hall, in Cayley, 1982; Merman & Chomsky, 1988; 

Maxwell el crl. 1972; McCombs Rr Shaw, 1972). However, the news media's ideological 

effects are not necessarily the result of a conscious or an intentional process. These effects 

emerge as the consequence of the attitudes which the news media share with their society 

and of the economic and institutional needs of the media organizations (Carley, 1982:127; 

Herman Rr Chomsky, 1988:302)). 

I n  Manufact_urinrr Consent, Meman and Chomsky (1988) argue that the American 

media serve the ends of a dominant elite. The 'Societal purposenserved by the media is to 

"inculcate and defend the economic, social, and political agenda of privileged groups that 

dominate the domestic society and the state" (ibid., 298). This is not as obvious as in the 

case of'the propaganda system of a totalitarian state with monopolistic control over the 

media. The American media fimction in a diff'erent manner. "They permit and encourage 

spirited debate, criticism, and dissent, as l o n ~  as these remain faithhlly within the system 

of presuppositions and principles tha t  constitute an elite consensus"(Herman & Chomsky, 

1958:302), According to Chomsky (in Carley, 1982: 136), however, it is brainwashing 

under the guise of freedom, and a Iind of fake dissent. With this system, "the public is 

exposed to powerfill persuasive messages from above and is unable to communicate 

tncaningfidly through the media in response to these messages" (Herman & Chomsky, 

1988:303). Si~nilarly, Hartley (1982:55) argues that the news media must appear to be 

neutral and identified with the public interest. They \vould not be able to function as they 

do if they openly served a particular class or group. 



Ericson, ef a/. (1087) examine the role of the news media as nn agcncy of social 

mnrro!. According to them, t!ie fiL!nctittns of the state--fostering taw and order, eoiisi-ils\is, 

economic advancement, and national interest--can be seen also in tenns of the same 

fimctions of the mass media (11 38). The media are a means of control, ananagement and 

innovation in society. They have become aidominant source of definitions and irnages of 

social reality for the public (h'IcQuail, 19S9 3). I t  has been argucd that the niedia have a 

crucial effect on social control in the way that they simultaneo~~sly present selective 

information to direct attention to some conditions and to draw attention away from others 

(For example, see Cohen & Young, 198 1 :43 5-6). 

Organizational Needs i111tf News Soun-ces 

Hartley ( 1  982:47-8) argues that news organizations are themselves shaped by the 

relationships between them and other agencies. Therefore, of all the considerations that 

affect news organizations, those goverliing the choice of sources are the most significant. 

Clearly, the media rely heavily on official sources. The ~neciia routinely obtain information 

from sources with whom they share values and they constri~ct their accoiints of reality 

from them. The reason for choosing these sources is because they have power; they have 

the resources to process news for the news organizations (Curran, in Carley, 1982: 133; 

Gans, l979:281-3; Surette, I 993:S9-60). According to Ericson el nl. ( 1  991 :349), 

newspapers, especially quality newspapcrs, give heavier weight to government sources 

than do other inedia agencies. I t  is said that ,  althou~h the inedia collectively constitute a 

major force in society, they are more often driven by organizational needs than by political 

ideologies (Surette, 1993:4). In their efforts to routinize the gathering and processing of 



news, the media depend on government bureaucracies which can provide them with 

information in a scheduled and predictable way (Fishman, 1988:143; Gans, 1979:84, 281- 

3; Surette, 1993:59-60;). 
. - 

Official sources can provide the media with acccrate, competently presented 

account of affairs. They are the most zficient, reliable, easily and quickly available 

(Bennett, et a? ,  1985; Fishman, 1980, 1988; Gans, 1979; Herman & Chomsky, 1988; 

Surette, 1993; also see discussion below). This is also partly a matter of cost. The media 

are commercial businesses and 11~1st make prcfits. Therefore, they tend to be conservative 

and reluctant to challenge the status quo. The news they construct is dominated by 

standardized formats, styles, themes, plots, and content, which are rooted in traditions, 

ideas of audience taste and interest, and pressures of time and space (Dreier, 1982; 

Herman Br Chomsky, 1988: 19; h'lcQuail, 1939; 169; Surette, 1993:249). Carley points out 

that the need of advertisers to reach certain audiences constitutes an important 

determinant of the character of what newspapers print. He suggests that the Globe and 

is not as dependent on its advertisers as tabloids, "but it still must present the news in 

such a way as to attract the elite audience which its ger~erally prosperous advertisers want 

to reach" (Carley, 1982: 13 1). Vipond (1 989) shows another example of the media's efforts 

to increase profit and minimize cost. According to her, the Canadian media must purchase 

cheaper editorial material from the United States rather than produce it themselves. 

Cnrley ( 1  982: 128) argues that, when news organizations rely on powefil sources 

to process news for them, the news will then encode the interests and definitions of those 

sources. He suggests, however, that news organizations may as well share the interests 



and assumptions of these sources. Similarly, Ericson et of. argue that journalists visualize 

deviance, control remedies, and political reform in rnuch the same way as the 

organizations they report on. The news organizations become entwined with their source 

organizations. News organizations and source organizations overlap and become part of 

each other. They are not only physically but, over time, socially and c.ultusally, part of the 

source organizations. Their values are consistent with those of their sources (198723, 

345; 1989:6-7). 

The Journalist 

Journalists' rules for investigating events and reporting news are integrally tied to 

bureaucrats' ideological views of the world. The journalists learn these rules through a 

process of informal socialization and internalization of the assumption that the 

bureaucracies are fimctioning well (Chibnall, 19s 1 :86; Fishman, 1988: 139; Herman & 

Chomsky, 1988:306). According to Fishman (195s: 139), the journalist "will be critical of 

particular agencies or specific officials, but the governmental-bureaucratic structure 

cannot be doubted as a whole without radically upsetting the routines of newswork. 

Routine news leaves the existing political order intact, at the same time that it enumerates 

the flaws." 

It is also argued that journalists function as agents of social control (Ericson @ d. 

1987; Gans, 1979). In his book, Decidins What's News, Gans (1979:290-6) discusses the 

journalists' major hnctions. Journalists play a key role in the election and testing of 

national leaders; they are power distributors inasmuch as they give individuals or groups 

helpful publicity; and they are moral guardians, helping maintain order and warning against 



disorder. According to Gans, "insofar as the news media carry the messages of official 

controllers, and insofar as news legitimates their messages, journalists help control the 

citizenry (1  979:296)." 

Ericson e/ cd. (1957, 199 1 )  present a more radical argument regarding journalists' 

roles. According to Ericson and his colleagues, journalists do not merely reflect others' 

efforts to effect control; they are directly and actively involved in the activities of law 

making and law enforcing as central social control agents. As a deviance-defining elite, 

their social-control activities incliide shaping the moral boundaries and contours of social 

order, using the news media to provide an ongoing articulation of the proper bounds for 

beliaviour in ail organized spheres of life, and "imprinting reality in the public culture to 

police what is being done in the microcultures of bureaucratic life" (Ericson et nl. 1987:7, 

356). Ericson ef 01 (1957:67) argue that journalists' social control impact is also revealed 

by their decisions not to report. They give an example of the general consensus made by 

the news media in Toronto r,ot to report suicides in the city. This consensus is based on 

the belief that reporting will have the effect of provoking imitation. 

Ericson and his colleagues argue that journalists are in a powerfid position in their 

relationship with their sources. The reality of the work journalists do is embedded in the 

nature and type of social and cultural relations between journalists and their sources. 

While jotlrnalists have the power to systeniatically underpin these sources, they also have 

the power to deny a source any access, to sustain coverage that gives the source a 

negative image, and the power to translate specialized knowledge into common sense 

(!989:357,37S and 1991377). 



However, the ideolog. of professionalism requires journalists to be impartial and 

objective. The appearance of impartiality is cr-itcial for the legitinlacy of the nmvs media 

because only in this way can they interpret power elites' interests into the public interest 

(Hartley, in Ericson er d., 1991: 168). It is also fiindarnental to routine news production. 

Citing counter-statements from two different sources does not require the journ a 1' 1st to 

have extensive knowledge of the matter in dispute. It  is suggested that there are various 

techniques for producing objective-looking news. "The professional ideology of 

objectivity and impartiality is directed at :he enhancelnent of professional autonomy, 

strengthening the authority of ne~vs and thereby enclosing on it" (Ericson a d., 199 1 : 16s- 

9). 

News as Constructed Reality 

News is not something ' ~ ~ e w "  because it corresponds to what one expects to 

happen and it draws upon materials that are located within the existing frameworks of 

press ideology. According to Gans (1979:281), news most often reports on those at or 

near the top of the hierarchies, and those at the bottom who threaten them. News is 

directed to an audience, most of who111 are located i n  the vast middle range between top 

and bottom. Ericson rt nl. believe that news perpetually represents order--morality, 

procedural form, and social hierarchy--in ways that help people to order their daily lives 

and that people take action based on the versions and visions of social order presented in 

the news (1991 :3-3). 

News is ideolog (Carley, 1982; Chibnall, 1977; Fishman, 1978; Gans, 1979; 

Hartley, 1982; Tuchman, 19751, which means that news is partial knowledge. According 



to Fishman (1978:53 I ) ,  all knowledge is knowledge from some point of view, resulting 

from the use of procedures for knowing a pa!? of the world. News organizatiom rely on 

(. 'ficial sources in their routine gathering and processing of news. Ideological accounts 

arise from their procedures. Ericson and his colleagues (1987) argue that news is partial 

knowledge because it gives preferred readings to the ideological messages of particular 

source organizations and their version of reality. News has meaning only in relation to 

other institutions (Hartley, 19825, 8-9) 

Being selective and partial, news as ideology prevents the realization of free speech 

and public governance (Tuchman, 1978: 1 SO). It constantly maps the limits of controversy 

(Hartley, 1982:62), and it is syste~natically used by the state and institutions of social 

control for the purposes of legitimization by disseminating it to the public as the 'YBcts" of 

the world (Fishman, 1988: 138; Hall, in McQuail, 1989:287). Producing the news involves 

control through its routine selection, through the influence it has on its sources, and 

through its articulation of public opinion. In the meantime, news erases many control 

activities in its accounts. This also has control implications for news readers (Ericson et al. 

199 1 :286-9). 

The media do not simply report events which are naturally newsworthy in 

themselves. Hail argues that the news is "the end-product of a complex process which 

begins with a systematic sorting and selecting of events and topics according to a socially 

constn~cted set of catesories (1978:53). According to Chibnall (1977:3), the media show 

a systematic tendency to reproduce definitions of reality derived from the political elites. 

The reality constructed by news stories serves to legitimate the status quo. Tuchman 



suggests that news be regarded as an artfill accomplishment attuned to specific 

understandings of social reality. These understandings, constituted in specific w o k  

processes and practices, legitimate the status quo (Tuchman, 1978:215-6). 

Selection of News 

What is presented as news is the product of a set of institutional definitions and 

meanings; namely, news values or newsworthiness. The news media depend on, and 

contribute to, the dominant cultural ideology. News values form an 'Ideological code" 

which sees the society as consensaal. Only those events that are considered newsworthy 

are selected for presentation as news. Newsworthy events are those that seem to interrupt 

the consensus which is based around legitimate and institutionalized means of action 

(Ericson el cd., 1987; Hall, 1978, 19s 1 ; Hartley, 19S2). 

Newsworthiness involves what is sensational, bizarre, tragic, strange, sudden, 

extraordinary, etc. Such events are by definition untypical; therefore, they are considered 

newsworthy. In fact, the more a report of an event is true to reality, the less newsworthy it 

is. Unexpected or rare events have the highest chances of being included as news 

(Dussuyer, 1979; Galtung Rr Ruge, 1981; Hall, 1978; McQuail, 1989; Roshier, 1981; 

Smith, 1984). Hall argues that news is constantly fitting the unusual, the surprising, and 

the dramatic back into the consensual fi-arnework (Hall, in Carley, 1982). Timeliness has a 

great influence on the selection process. It is often the key factor in selecting news 

(McQuail, 1989; Tuchman, 1978). In terms of newsworthiness, bad news is good news. 

Bad news is about conflict, violence, rivalry and disagreement which are a threat to the 

underlying consensus. Thus it has educational value because it provides good lessons 



about coliective values and identity (Galtung &: Ruge, 1981; Hartley, 1982). Bad news has 

the effect of reproducing the perceived consensus of social order. It reinforces and re- 

legitimates dominant societal values by piiblicizing and helping to punish those who 

deviate From the values (Gans, 1979:296). Therefore, the news media focus on bad news 

as a means of establishing a consensual paradigm for society as a whole (Ericson, 

1987:30-1). Moreover, Roshier (I 981) argues that anything which has entertainment value 

and contains human interest ir. the widest sense makes newsworthiness (Roshier, 1981). 

Crime News 

Crime becomes news because it is a violation of consensual values (Gans, 

1979:40) and "its treatment evokes threats to, but also reaffirms, the consensual morality 

of the society (Hall, 1978:66)." According to Hall (1978:68), crime news illustrates the 

special status of violence as a news value. Violence is perhaps the supreme example to 

show that news values focus on negative consequences. Since crime is understood as a 

permanent and recurren:. phenomenon, it is reported by the media in a routinized manner 

(Hall, 1978:67). It is said that, in Western countries, printed crime news is nearly as old as 

printing. News of crime and crime-control efforts has been a regular feature of newspapers 

(Ericson, 1987; Suretee, i 993). According to Sherizen (1 W8), newspapers are the most 

detailed purveyors of crime n e w  of any of the media. In the U.S., crime is the third 

largest category of subjects covered by newspapers. It is even suggested that crime news 

is reported in a similar manner in a variety of countries regardless of the differences among 

their societies (March, cited in Shibata, 199323). 



To explain the news media's obsession with stories of crime, law, and justice, 

Ericson el nl. (1991:341-2) argue that 'law has beconie the primary cultural device for 

defining acceptable behaviour, identity, and reality. News operatives pick up on these 

culturally definitive aspects of law because they are especially helpfid in pursuing their 

own cultural tasks. News operatives use the law as a tool ~f cultural construction, as one 

of the predominant means by which the authority system instructs people on what to be as 

well as what to do." 

Crime news is suited to the routines of news work. It is presented as stenlining 

from reliable and credible sources, whose documentary or verbal accounts can be treated 

as facts (Ericson, !987:52). Most accounts of crime and justice in the news are about how 

the criminal justice system and government officials deal with individual criminals and 

street crimes. In fact, the gathering of crime news is fundan~entally the product of the joint 

efforts of news organizations and government. During the process of selection, which 

crime gets reported is determined by its newsworthiness in co~nparison with other crirnes. 

Once a specific crime is selected as news, it will likely continue to be news far some time 

because of the routine actions of both criminal justice and news organizations (Surette, 

1993158-61, 203). 

In terms of newsworthiness, the relative infiequmcy of violent crirnes as compared 

to property crimes in the real world leads to its frequent appearance in crime news, which 

turns it into the cotnmon crinie image (Surette, 1993:203). A crime reporter noted that 

white collar crime is a difficult thing to write about; "you can't work the clichCs into it, 

there's no violence, no drama. Crime has to have colour about it, something to make 



people react (Chibnall, 1981:87)." Ericson (1991) argues that, in this dramatized world, 

drama forms an important part of comprehension of the media. To achieve this effect of 

dramatization, social problems must be isolated from their contexts and sensationalized in 

a complex theatrical process. Violence is often an essential component in this process of 

dramatization. According to Ericson c.1 nl. (1987:50-I), crime news serves as a morality 

play. While it engages and maximizes the audience by being entertaining and titillating, 

crime news also functions to reassure the audience that, with the evil element being 

condemned, the c~nflict has been resolved by authoritative sources. 

Sirmrrtasy 

This chapter reviews a set of studies of news media in Western countries. Starting 

from the shift of newspaper ownership from governmentlparty patronage to monopoly 

chains, this chapter discusses the fimctions of news organizations and journalists, and the 

relationship between news organizations and their sources. The media are powefil 

ideological institutions becmse they set the agenda for political, social, and economic 

debate; shape the public opinion; and legitimate or undermine powerful institutions, 

individuals, and ideas. The news media serve as an agency of social control, and journalists 

filnction as essential agents of social control. While the media rely heavily on official 

sources, journalists are in a powerfid position in their relationship with their sources. To 

reveal the nature of news as ideological, this chapter also discusses newsworthiness in the 

selection of news to construct reaiity. Finally, why crime news is reported by the media in 

a routinized nianner is discussed. 



Chapter 111. Conterif Analyses sf Crime News 

Tntrodi~ction 

It has been suggested in the previous chapter that newspapers, in their construction 

af reality, give a distorted impression of crime through the process of selecting news. 

Research (Garofalo, 1981; Roshier, 1981) has shown that there is a high degree of 

uniformity between newspapers in the content of crime news. The structure of crime riews 

is remarkably consistent both over time and between newspapers. H~wever,  there still 

exist some noteworthy differences. 

This chapter mainly looks at the general findings of existing content analyses which 

may be relevrnt to the present study. The strengths and weaknesses of their 

methodologies are not discussed. I t  is expected that a review of the content analyses can 

provide the basis fos this study. These findings may show which areas have been covercd 

and examined and what patterns have been revealed in crime news reporting. They may be 

helpfill in deciding where to direct the attention of this study. Equally important, the 

findings will be used for a comparison with those of the present study to uncover 

similarities and differences. This comparison will be made within the theoretical 

framework discussed in the earlier chapter together with what will be discussed in the next 

two chapters. 

Amount of Crime News 

There appears to be great stability in the amount of crime news in North Americnn 

and some European newspapers. The space devoted to crime news ranges from 5 to 28 



percent of total space available and the relative amount of news devoted to each crime 

topic was stable over time (Dominick, 1978; Garofalo; 1981; Graber, 1980; Roshier, 

1981). Variations in the amount of crime news are the result of different definitions 

adopted in different content analyses. For example, some researciiers adopted a narrow 

definition of crime news. In their analyses, only reports of specific criminal events were 

inclided. In  other studies with a broader definition, editorials and features were also 

counted. Some studies included politically motivated violence as crime news, whereas this 

was excluded in many other studies (Garofalo, 1981). It is said that a typical American 

metropolitan newspaper devotes around 5-10% of its available space to crime news 

(Dominick, 1978). However, in her study of three Chicago newspapers with a much 

broader definition of crime and justice news, Graber (1 980) found that 22 to 28 percent of 

space was devoted to crime and justice topics. In her study, crime stories included 

editorials, letters to the editor, features, and cartoons, as well as ordinary news reports. 

Moreover, i tem about the courts, cl~rne statistics, terrorism, and criminal justice reform, 

were also included along with reports about specific crimes (Graber, 1980:2). 

Crime News and Statistics 

Con~parisons of crime news and crime statistics have produced consistent findings. 

Various study findings have shown that there is no consistent relationship between the 

amount of crimc news in newspapers and the local crime rates. In fact, the press coverage 

of crimes gives a highly distorted version of the actual situation (Davis, 1952; Dominick, 

1978; Garofalo, 198 1; Katz, 1957; Roberts, 1988; Roshier, 1981; Sheley & Ashkin, 



198lj. The content of crime news has been found to diverge widely from the patterns 

avai!able in o f i d  statistics. 

The most common distortion of the image of crime is seen in the reparting of 

violent crimes. For example, Graber's findings (1 980) show that, while murder made up 

0.2% of all crimes in oficial statistics, it accounted fbr 25 percent of all crime stories. 

Humpliries (198 1) found in his content anillysis of an American newspaper that 45% of the 

routine stories in his samples were devoted to serious crime, whereas serious crime 

represented only about 20% of the offenses known to the police. 

It is also foi~nd in the stitdies that ,  althougl~ property csinies accoimteri fbr a large 

proportion of crimes known to the police, they are less fiequeiitly reported in crime news. 

In Graber's study, thef accounted for one-third of all crimes known to the police, whereas 

only 3.4% of crime stories dealt with thefi cases (1980). Diissuyer (1 979) reports similar 

findings in Canadian newspapers. However, he argues that the seriousness of the crime 

involved did not automatically lead to more prominent handling of the news; the Srcqarency 

of crimes being reported correlated highly with the actual incidents of crimes known to the 

police during a similar period, with the exception of n~urder and robbery, Ncws reporting 

of white-collar crimes has also been found to reverse the relationship found in oflicial 

statistics (Graber, 1980; Katz, 1987). Although the media present a constructed image of 

crime, the demographic characteristics of the offenders portrayed in the news are in 

agreement with police statistics (Garofdo, 198 1 ). Those characteristics of the offenders 

will be discussed later in this chapter. 



Bvcrlrepresen tatiorl of  Violeoce 

Violent indiviclual crimes, particularly murders, are represented disproportionately 

in news media presentations about crime The type of crime most likely to be reported is 

individual crime accompanied by violence (Dominick, 1978; Garofalo, 198 1; Humphries, 

198 1 ,  Katz, 1987, Roberts, 1989, Roshier, 1951). Graber (1980) found that the news 

coverage of street crime far exceeded that of white collar crime. Murder accounted for 26 

per cent of the specifk crilncs ntentiotied I n  contrast, the common property crimes of 

burglitry and theft accounted for less than G per cent of all crime stories, while 

ernbe;tziement accounted for only 3 percent. This is consistent with the findings of Jones 

and Cirino in their studies of U.S. newspapers (Daminick, 1978; Sheley & Ashkin, 1981). 

In his study of four Chicago newspapers, Sherizen (1978) found that almost half of all 

crimes reported were niurder and manslaughter with another 35% involving such serious 

crimes as robbery and  a~gravatccl assault. While 70% of homicide cases were reported, 

such crimes as theft and burglary were basically ignored This pattern was also found in 

the content analyses of newspapers in Britain (Roshier, 1981 ; Smith, 1984) and Canada 

(Doob, see Roberts and Edwards, 1989, D~~ssuyer, 1979, Ericson, e/ 01, 1991; Sacco and 

Fair, 1988) 

Ditton and Duffy (1983) found in their study of Scottish newspapers that, in 

addition to over-emphasis upon crinies of violewe there is a pattern of over-reporting of 

crinmes involving sex. Vou~~~vakis  and Ericson ( 1  983) reported that crime news showed an 

over-empl~asis upon sesual assault . However, this argument is contrary to some other 

tindings, For example, Dussuyer ( 1  979) found in his study of 40 Ontario newspapers that, 



while nlurder and robbery were overreported, rape, which is possibly equally newsworthy, 

was underreported. He suggests ahat it night be due either to self-imposed editorial 

restraints or a fimction of the time sampling in tlie study. Roshier (1981) points out that, 

although newspapers were found to over-represent more serious ntl'enses, this was not so 

in a study of Oslo newspapers by Ragnar Hauge However, no specific reason i s  given to 

explain this phenomenon. In his discussion of Scandinavian studies, Dussuyer (1979) also 

discussed Hauge's findings. He suggested that the findings showed that the legal 

significance of cases appeared to exert no influence on whether or not they were reported 

in the newspapers examined. 

Informatiun about the Bff'endcr a ~ l d  the Victim 

Generally speal&g, botli victims and offenders were invisible in the crime 

reporting. When they did appear, they were described only bsiefly. The typical information 

given about offenders was their name, age, and address, while for victims, their name, age, 

sex, occupation, and/or injuty were provided (Dussuyer, 1979; I-Iumphries, 198 1 ; Roshier, 

198 1 ; Sherizen, 1978). According to Hi~mphries (1 98 I ) ,  information about race was 

always given in his samples of tlie New York Post and sometimes the employment status 

of the offender was given. In his analysis, he susgests that the news fraglnents crime by 

presenting violence as the individual attributes of demogaphic categories. Some studies 

also found that there was a tendency to over-report higher social class ofTenciers (Graber, 

1980; Iiauge, see Dussuyer, 1979; Roshier, 193 1 ) 



Reporting Stage of Criminal Event 

it is said that the criminal justice system and its component parts are seldom in 

themselves the subject of news reports. 'The criminal justice system often serves as a 

background setting for a news story rather than the subject of a story (Surette, 1993:64). 

It has been shown in many studies that the press gives very little attention to the post- 

dispositional processes of the criminal justice system. The police phase of a criminal 

incident was most frequently reported in crime news which rarely dealt with post-trial 

events and the correctional process (Dussuyer, 1979; Katz, 1987; Sherizen, 1978). It has 

been found that more than two-thisds of crime news coverage relate to the beginning 

stages of the criminal justice process (Sherizen, 1978; Surette, 1993:66). Phases of the 

criminal justice processes after arrest and betbre sentence were largely ignored (Dussuyer, 

1979; Graber, 1980). 

The Roshier study of British newspapers shows that there was a unanimous 

tendency to concentrate on solved crimes (1981). When dispositions of cases were 

reported, there was a marked tendency to over-report the more serious punishments, 

particuiarly imprisonnient. I-Iowever, little attention was paid to the nature of 

imprisonment as well as other forms of punishment (Graber, 1980; Roberts, 1988; 

Roshies, 1951). Roberts (1985) reports in his study of Canadian newspapers that 

imprisonment was the disposition in 70% of the reported cases. Alternatives to 

in~prisonment appear i!ifiequently in the sentences reported by newspapers (Garofalo, 

198 I ;  Roshier, 198 1 ). 



Evaluation of Cr ia~~in i~ l  Justice Systern 

Criminal justice information jvas rarely interpreted fro111 historical, sociologicnl, or 

political perspectives. Evaluation of the criminal justice system was generally absent from 

the news (Surette, 1993:64). When there was evaluation of the justice system, ihe police 

always received the most favourable appraisal. In contrast to the news presentation of 

police efficiency and effectiveness, the institutional activities of both courts arld 

correctional agencies are less frequently and less positively displayed (Graber, 1980, Sacco 

& Fair, 1988; Sherizen, 1978). Dussuyer's findings ( 1979) showed some difl'erent resu!ts. 

The evaluative tone of the majority of crime stories in his samples was overwhelmingly 

positive in tone, with no critical or detracting comments (1979:54). The reason for the 

police to be treated more favourably in the news is said to be due to the close relationship 

developed between the police and crime reporters for the benefits of both sides (Fishmnn, 

1980). 

Explanntion of causes of crime 

The amount of space devoted to examining general issues concerning crime 

constitutes only a sn~all fraction of total newspaper space. It has been found that, in a 

typical American metropolitan paper's coverage of crime, less than 5% of available space 

is devoted to crime and its causes, remedies, etc. (Dominick, 1978; Graber, 1980). Crime 

stories consist primarily of brief accounts of discrete events, with few details and little 

background material. There are vely few attempts to discitss the causes of, or acmedies 

for, crime or to put the problem of crime into a larger context (Garofalo, 1981; Graber, 

1980). Ericson and his co-authors (1991) also found that the news downplays 



- 

explanations. When there is an attempt to explain crime, the impression is that crime 

occurred without the opportunity for the police to prevent it; the individual was 

responsible for it (Sherizen, 1978). One reason for this is that news imperatives work 

against explanation. As discussed in the earlier chapter, an event could be stripped of its 

structural conditions or linkages with other events, which could be helpful in having 

social-control effects (Ericson c/ [ I / . ,  1987:268). 

H ~ r d  Crime News and Soft Crime News 

The findings of Sacco and Fair's study of a Canadian newspaper (1988) show that 

about 80% of the crime articles were of the hard crime news type while only about 20% 

could be described as soft crime news. Hard news reported on the occurrence of specific 

crime-related incidents, whereas soft news included general discussion, feature pieces, 

letters to the editor or editorials. They suggest that there is a tendency in the media to 

emphasize the reposting of discrete events rather than the interpretation or 

contextuaiization of these events. Moreover, it is relatively rare that an incident is judged 

to be sufficiently newsworthy to warrant iong-term attention. This is consistent with some 

other findings. For example, Dussuper (1979) found in his study that 93% of items 

reported on the occurrence of specific criminal offenses or the law enforcement activities 

following from such offenses, whereas only 7% of crime news items were of a general 

nature. Ericson er of. ( 1  99 I )  found the same pattern in popular newspapers. Their findings 

will be discussed later in this chapter. It is reported that, among the editorials commenting 

on crime phenomena, fi-equent topics were law and the administration of justice and 

specific crimes (Dussuyer, 1979:59). 





there is little evidence to suggest that crime news was very influential on public 

perceptions of crime. 

Differences between Newspapers 

It  has been repeatedly demonstrated that different newspapers devote varying 

amounts of space to crime news (Cohen, 1975; Dominick, 1978; Meyer 1975; Roshier, 

198 1). Hauge's findings of Oslo newspapers found that although some generalization 

could be made about crime news, the differences in coverage of crime between the Oslo 

newspapers examined were almost as great as the similarities (see Dussuyer, 1979). 

Vou~nvakis and Ericson (1 984) conducted a study of news accounts of attacks on 

women in three Toronto newspapers. In their comparison of one national newspaper and 

two local ones, they found no substantial differences among them in terms of the news 

contexts in which attacks on women stories were reported. Approximately two-thirds of 

all items on the theme appeared in primary news story contexts, with little variation among 

the three newspapers. It was predicted that the national newspaper, the Globe and Mail, 

would have had a relatively greater proportion of secondary news, especially features, on 

the theme. In fact, the newspaper gave the theme considerably less attention than the 

others. Their explanation for this is that the national newspaper is directed at an elite 

audience of readers who are interested in business and economic issues, national politics, 

and international affairs, while local newspapers clearly have different market orientations. 

It can be reasonably assumed that there are more similarities between the same 

type of newspapers than different types of newspapers (Graber, 1980; Shibata, 1993). In 



their recent findings based on a series of comprehensive studies of the role of the mass 

media, Ericson et n/.(1991) discuss differences Seiween popular and quaiiiy news ouriets 

in Canada. Popitlar newspapers were predominantly local in orientation, whereas quality 

ones were more diversified. Since the two types of newspaper were intended to serve 

different audiences, the emphasis was therefore put on different types of crime despite the 

fact that the overall coverage of crime was siniilar in each case. 

Ericson ef 01. (1 991) demonstrate that the quality newspaper gave much more 

attention to political deviance, off-icial deviance, and white-collar crimes, while the popular 

newspapers over-empliasized violent crimes. Both paid little attenti012 to common 

property crimes, such as theft and breaking and entering. The quality newspaper only 

reported robbery and reported murder when they were related to an important theme in its 

reporting, whereas these specific crimes were staple items in popular newspapers. While 

government oficials were a dominant source in bsth types of newspaper, this was 

particularly true for the quality newspaper. Ericson c./ crl noticed significant variation En 

specific types of government sources between the two types of newspaper. As mentioned 

above, the police received the p no st favorable evaluation in crime news reporting. 

However, Ericson el n /  ( 1  99 1 :4 1) argue that the police perceive quality newspapers as "a 

threat rather than as an ally and erect different physical, social, and cultural barriers to the 

access of journalists fiom quality outlets than is accorded to journalists from popular 

outlets." They found that the popular newspaper cited police twice as often as did the 

quality newspaper. Also, the police officials cited in the popular newspaper were mainly 



lower-ranking officers, while those cited in the quality newspaper were mainly higher- 

ranking ofiicers. 

Their findings also show that violent crime was par<icularly dominant in the 

popular news outlets examined. While the quality newspaper focused more on economic 

deviance and how it was regulated by the government, the popular newspaper paid 

particular attention to deviant acts by individuals without an organizational affiliation to 

their deviance. Their fifidings about explanation of causes of crime given in the news are 

consistent with the research literature. However, there is a signiiicant difference between 

the popular newspaper and quality newspaper, with the latter offering more explanation 

and recommendations than the former. 

Some Noteworthy Content Analyses of Crime News 

There have been very few content analyses of crime news coverage in the 

newspapers of countries other than those in North America and Europe. However, those 

available generally show a silriilar pattern of crime coverage despite the differences in 

cultural, legal, political, social, and economic circuinstances in the various societies 

concerned (Priyadarsini, 1984; Shibata, 1993). 

Takemura, cited in Shibata (1993:3S-91, conducted a content analysis far three 

major Japanese national daily newspapers in 1970. His findings suggest that crime news 

accounted for less than 3% of news space and that homicide was one of the most 

frequently reported crimes. 



A more recent and more ambitious study by Sliibata (1993) concludes that criliie 

news, a d  the inages of crinie, ?he criminal justice system, the 'jictiiii~ of crime and of 

criminal offenders portrayed in Japanese newspapers were similar to those in North 

American newspapers. According to Sliibata, the contents of crime news were 

manufactured by similar newsmaking processes with similar standards of news selection. 

The two national newspapers in her samples showed a high degree of similarity in the 

selection of crime stories, the content of evaluative elements, and the source biases, which 

were not shared by the tabloid newspaper in the samples. To take reporting style as an 

example, while the national newspapers carried an equally large proportion of primary 

news, the tabloid devoted considerably more space to secondary news. 

Priyadarsini's content analysis of Indian newspapers also shows a similar pattern of 

crime news coverage to that in North American newspapers (1984). According to 

Priyadarsini, crime news is a major ingredient of Indian newspapers, although the 

proportion of the space devoted to crime news is close to the lower percentages in 

Western newspapers. Unlike Western newspapers, the focus s f  crime news in Indian 

newspapers is on the illegal conduct of public of3cials and public-disorder events. Street 

crimes are less often found in the Indian press. However, no explanation is given for the 

phenomenon. 

A content analysis of crime coverage in two Nigerian newspapers shows that the 

government-owned newspaper is less inclined to report crimes than the other one jointly 

owned by the government and private interests (Murty, e l  crl, 1989). However, both 

newspapers cover political crimes inore frequently than any other type of crime. The 



authors argue that this can be explained by the historical and political background of the 

C O U ~ ~ P .  J T h e  - - = - - - - - - -  ~ r t ~ n s i v e  reportage of political crime may appro?cimate the existing state of 

affairs at the time. 

According to Sheley (1986), homicide is a crime emphasized by most Latin 

American newspapers. His study of the influence of news reporting on public perceptions 

of homicide in Cali, Colombia, reveals that two-thirds of crime reports involve homicides 

and that public views in general were related to newspaper coverage of homicide. 

Summary 

This chapter discussed the general findings of existing content analyses of 

newspaper coverage of crime. The major issues examined include the proportion of space 

devoted to crime news; the relationship between crime news and statistics; the images of 

crime; the criminal justice system; the victims of crime and of criminal offenders presented 

in the newspapers; the influetxe of crime reporting on the public, etc. This chapter also 

discussed some differences found in the content analyses and between different types of 

newspapers. Besides the content analyses of North American and European newspapers, 

this chapter also reviews some content analyses of newspapers in Asian, African and Latin 

American countries. These findings showed how the phenomenon of crime and criminal 

justice system was portrayed in the news. The various aspects discussed in this chapter 

help lay the foundation for examining crime news in Chinese newspapers and for a 

comparison of crime-news reporting between Chinese newspapers and Western 

newspapers in general. In  the next two chapters, the Chinese systems of informal social 



c~ntrol  and mass media will be examined in order to provide the backcloth for the 

discussion and comparison of crime-news reportiny. 



Chapter IV. Informal Social Control in China 

Introduction 

Mass media are bound u p  with the overall dynamics of a society. Thus they must 

be studied in the context of their social settings in a holistic way. To this end, it is 

necessary to look at the social and cultural structures in which the media finction (Gerson, 

1968; McQuail, 1989). In this chapter and the next one, the Chinese media are analyzed 

based on an examination of the Chinese system of informal socia! control. This chapter 

discusses the nature of informal social control in China and its roots in Confucianism, 

which became a state doctrine in the Iian Dynasty, 206 B.C. to A D .  220, thereby 

providing the foundation for social control in China for 2000 years (Troyer, 1989: 12). 

One thing that should be noted here is that, when conducting studies of China, it is 

necessary to be very carefill before making generalizations. As Klein & Gatz put it, "there 

are rnany Chinas" ( 1989: 173); diflel-ences in region, generation, cohort, etc. need to be 

taken into consideration. Moreover, because of recent, rapid change in China, anything 

written tends to become dated quickly. Taking into consideration that changes have also 

been taking place in the system of informal social control, this chapter aims at providing 

merely background information for the analysis of crime-news reporting that will be 

discussed in later chapters 

Nature of I~ i fo imd Socid Co11tro1 

Deviance and social control are universal facts of social life. When a society 

develops its own way ot'lookir~g at deviant behaviour and the machinery for controlling it, 



it is that society's cultural patterns or options that rilake its approach to social crmtrczl 

characteristic or unique (Wilson, 1977). The social control sysienl in China has ri~nniksted 

certain notewo1-thy characteristics. Since the Chinese Comniunist Party makes all 

significant social activity its business, social control is exercised through non- 

governmental institutions such as faniiiies, neighbourhood co~n~aiittees, schools, work 

places, etc. as well as explicitly identifiable institutions of social control (e.3. police 

organizations, courts). To put it another way, ibrmal agencies make informai groups the 

locus of social control (Klein LP: Gatz, 1989; Troyer, 1989). This point will be fi~rthcr 

demonstrated in later sections. 

This seemingly informal social control system is no less formal than sncial control 

systems in other countries. Although the formal criminal justice institutions constitute a 

very important element of the whole systcm, the key to understandiny social control in 

China lies in the pressures and constraints experienced by citizens in the family, and at the 

neighborhood, workplace, scl~oot, etc. (Allen, 1987, Johnson, 1983; Li, 1977; Troyer, 

1989). Such an informal social control system, however, is not an innovation of the 

Coinmunist Party. Although the Party has macte great eftbr-ts to bring about social and 

cultural change in Chinese society, it has not chanyed the traditionai roles of government 

and still relies heavily on cultural traditions to solve conflicts and exercise social control 

(Chang, 1988; Troyer, 1989). 

Ir! "The Role of Law in Corn!ni!nist China," Victor Li (1970) discusses two mode!s 

of law. While the external model is based on the establishment of a formal, writtcn set of 

rules, the internal ~nodel stresses an educational process whereby a person first learns, and 



then internalizes, the socially accepted values and norms as a result of external 

reinforcement. Li arg~les that Chinese law is based on both the external and internal 

models. Traditionally, the main purpose of law was to educate . 

The Cotnmunist Party has made use of both models as a means of moulding and 

controlling behaviour. The external model is now reflected in a comprehensive code of 

criminal procecture. Following the principles of the internal model, however, proper modes 

of conduct are taught throtigh a lengthy and continuing educational process consistent 

with many traditional Chinese ideas. The two lnodels are said to have worked side-by-side 

in a combination of harmony arid competition (Allen, 1957, 1988; Li, 1970). Legal norms 

are communicated through various means. The n~ass media, for example, play an 

important role i n  spreading messages that urge particular types of conduct and also lay 

down general guidelines. "Good consequences ensue far those who carry out these 

urgings, and less pleasant consequences follow for those who do not" (Li, 1978: 15). 

With the two co-existing models, only an extremely small proportion of the cases 

involving anti-social or criillinal behaviour ever reach the stage of arrest. Most of the 

cri~cial actions and decisions concerning criminal justice take place at the peer group level. 

The majority of less serious crimes are Iiandled through non-legal mechanisms (Allen, 

1987; Li, 1975; Troyer, 1989). Therefore, the f a c ~ ~ s  of research should be on the Chinese 

justice system in a very broad sense. 



Paternalism 

In China, the government adopts a paterna!ist stance towards tile peopk. !n many 

societies, according to Wilson (1981: lo), dominant positions are often justified on the 

basis that those who occupy then have a special mandate to define and enforce proper 

moral behaviour. This is particularly true i n  Chinese society where, traditionally, it has 

been assumed that the most desirable function of government was to maintain a virtua! 

monopoly over the development of people's social nature ( Munro, 1969; Wilson, 1977; 

Wilson, 1981). It was the ruler's responsibility to identify the proper rules for conduct and 

to encourage citizens to fbllow them. The government had a duty to foster the 

development of people's opinions TIiroughout Chinese history, emperors were deeply 

interested in educating the general populace and scholar-ot'ticials were supposcd to 

propagate their imperial truths 

Munro, 1979). From heaven 

Confi~cian said, and fiom the K 

o the common people on behalf of the state (Cheek, 1989; 

the people received their potentially good nature, one 

ng the education which completed it (Nathan, 1985: 134). 

Today, although the current leadership in China is less authoritarian, it is no less 

paternalistic than in the past. The filndamentally paternalistic party-state apparatus has 

continued to decide and provide for people's needs "without allowing t11e1-n any significant 

individual or collective responsibility for organizing their own lives and work" (Howard, 

1986:295). For the individual, on the other hand, this paternalistic system maintains "a 

rigid network of duties, obligations, and sanctions that keeps behavior within relatively 

narraw boundaries" (Grant. 1989: 18). 



The Partylgovernment employs political power to create new sets of norms as a 

means cf modeling peopie's behaviour. -While denouncing feudaiism, the ieaders of the 

Cornmunist Party also assume that their seizure of power gives them a right to total 

control over the state. Without alienating itself from traditions, the Party believes that it 

has superior knowledge, abilities and judgment; it knows best what China needs and it is 

acting legitimately toward the people when directing the for~~iulation of the approved 

ideology. The Party determines what is correct or incorrect and what should or should not 

to be done for the people (Cheek, 1989; Grant, 1988; Johnson, 1983; Howard, 1986; 

Nathan, 1990; Wilson, 1977). 

Similarly, Troyer (19S9:9, 26-7) points out that, according to the 'Yosterage 

principle" accepted by the Comm~lnist Party, the primary role of the state is to "cultivate" 

the people's minds. l'houyht must be fostered in order to transform society. One of the 

Party's tasks is to mobilize and organize the people from the "ground up" to develop a 

society that meets the 12arty's ideal. To overcome co~n~nunicatiori barriers between the 

Party and the people, the so-called "mass line'' principle (all correct leadership is 

necessarily from the people to the people) has been used to get popular support, and to act 

as a ctieck on official actions 01- as a counter-balance to official power (Bracey, 1989; 

I-loward, 1988; Johnson, 1983; Li, 1970; McCabe, 1989). However, Howard argues that 

the technique is used by the Party only to legitimate a basically paternalistic relationship 

( 1  986:XN). 



Group Orientation and Intel-11;llizr.d Control 

As the priniary control is fbsmdly vested in social ~ S O L I I ) S  rather than in social 

institutions, there is less reliance on intervention by the latter. To understand Chinese 

social control, thesefore, it is necessasy to bear in mind the primacy of the group over the 

individual and the group over fosmal societal institutions. This issue will also be disci~ssed 

in the section on group orientation. 

Group identification is a noteworthy characteristic of the Chinese. In  China, an 

individual inevitably belongs more or less pes~nanently to one or more sniall groups closely 

afiliated through place of residence, employment, or other ties. The prinle filnction of 

small groups is to exert social pressures of Inany sorts to achieve acceptance, compliance, 

commitment, and action. This group-orientation is extremely efTective in bringins to light 

any member's deviations from the accepted norms of thinking or behaviour. No individi~al 

can easily escape the g r o ~ ~ p  pressuse f-'or conformity to the socially accepted values or 

norms. Traditionally, with a uniform system of moral values, challenging or testing the 

boundaries was never considered attractive or heroic (Barnett, 1979; Johnson, 1983; Li, 

1977; Redding Rr Ng, 1989; Wilson, 1977). Since int'oimd social control groups are used 

to keep surveillance on individuals, this makes possible early detection of deviance as well 

as early treatment. However, it shoi~ld be noted that dramatic changes in the government's 

political and economic policies since the 1970s have brought about rapid social changes in 

various ways, especially in recent years. The tradition of group identification may have 

been weakened during the process of the social changes. 



In the East, according to Allen (1938), there is a greater emphasis on discipline 

and self-control than in the West. This is an especially noteworthy characteristic of 

Chinese society. The Chinese definition of deviance blends law and morality together. A 

violation would not only constitute unlawful behaviour, but also immoral behaviour. As 

Chinese are basically afraid of social criticism, misconduct would bring them a sense of 

shame and potential damage to their fa~nily reputation (Chang, 1988; Jan, 1983). 

The Communist Party puts enormous stress on normative goals and values. It 

believes that there is an intimate link between thinking and behaviour. If people are 

induced to  accept the right thinking, their compliance will be close to being automatic 

(Barnett, 1979). 'When people develop the right attitude toward the norms and the habit 

of obeying them, control is internalized rather than being applied from without" (Munro, 

1969: 1 12). Where such self-control fails, social scrutiny and pressure will arise to correct 

and control the deviant. The internalization of the socially accepted norms and values is 

considered a more effective means of controlling behaviour than the use of coercion. It is 

argued that such an internal form of control is even more difficult to escape than is the 

case with external controls (Allen, 1987; Jan, 1983; Johnson, 1983; Li, 1970, 1977; 

Munro, 1969). 

Furlisll~lilent 

The majority of Chinese people, especially those in rural areas, are historically 

governed and controlled by family discipline, local customs and traditions. When approved 

and expected conduct is not forthcoming or, even worse, violated, the common forms of 



punishment involve loss of respect, humiliation, shame, disgrace, ridicule, banishment, etc. 

(Munro, 1'369; Wilson, 1% 1 : 12-3). 

There are also administrative sanctions imposed by various organizations and 

enterprises owned by the state. These administrative methods include criticism and self- 

criticism, warning, negative records in  one's personal file, demotion, being fined or fired, 

and so forth. Party disciplinary punishment is another type of sanctio~l on party members, 

which is imposed by the party committees at different levels. If these sanctions fail, the 

formal justice institutions get involved. There is no concept of '~ictirnless crimes," since it 

is considered that these acts directly harm all of society (Li, 1977). Before the Criminal 

L a  is applied, there are the Regdations of the People's R l  

Punishments for Disturbing Public Order, which aiso include police-administered 

sanctions, namely, those that are still within the jurisdiction of the formal criminal justice 

system. Under these sanctions, the sentence of two-year labor camp can be imposed and it 

can be extended if no remorse is exhibited. However, people who are punished according 

to these replations are not regarded as criminals. (All the regulations have been compiled 

and published yearly by the Legislative Affairs Co~nmission of the Standing, Committee of 

the National Peopie's Congress of China.) 

However, the ndes for administering sanctions are obscure (Lubman, 1969). For 

example, a specific case could be sanctioned under the Criminal Code, the Regulations 

Concerning Punishments for Disturbing Public Order, administrative methods, or the Party 

disciplinary procedures. To reduce and prevent government corruption, for example, the 

Ministry of Supervision established in 1987 is responsible for dealing with cases involving 



non-party members. Meanwhile, the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection is the 

body that deals with corruption among Pafly members (McCabe, 1989). Of the cases 

handled by such orgmizations, only those that are considered most serious are referred to 

the criminal justice institutions, and in this case, the people's procuratorates. (For a 

description of the functions of the procurator-ates and other institutions, see Levitz, 1988.) 

A major characteristic of Chinese inforlnal social controi is that it is proactive. The 

main form of social control has long been before-the-fact socialization rather than after- 

the-fact arrest. Taking into consideration the size of the population and territory, this type 

of self-policing is a practical means of controlling behaviour, since it is much cheaper than 

the cost of the maintenance of an even larger- state police apparatus (Allen, 1988; Johnson, 

1983; Li, 1970). 

Confi~cinnism and Informal Sockd Control 

Confi~ciils ( 5 5  1-479 B.C.) lived during the Zhou Dynasty (1122-221 B.C.). He 

was the most intluential Chinese philosopher, whose ideals, integrated with other schools 

of thought, have persisted throughout the subseqi~ent 2,000 years of Chinese history. As 

the Communist Party often draws on cultural traditions in devising and operating the 

social control system, it is necessary to undertake an analysis of the traditional ideas and 

methods developed by Confircians. 

Confucius once said that "equal queens, equal sons, equal powers and equal cities- 

-all lead to disorder" (cited in Young, 195 1 :42). Here he sees society as dependent upon 

the hierarchical relationships between different classes and positions. All individuals are 



caught up in this liierarcl~ical system of allegiances and dominance. Lyslity between 

positions is rejected as impossible since this would only cause chaos a!:d disorder. 

According to Conhcians, it is the superior's task to teach the inferior right from wrong 

(Grant, 1989; Jan, 1983; Troyer, 1989). Once the people recognize right from wrong, they 

wi!l live quietly. This notion of righteousness is a central concept of justice in 

Confilcianism (Young, 1981) Law or mles protect the status cpo as well as controlling 

deviant behaviour. 

--Rde by Persons Versus Rule by Law 

Little significance was attached to the codification of law in China either in the 

past or in modern times. The strong degree of skepticism toward fonnal law and the legal 

system has its roots in Confiician philosophy (Troyer, 1989; Wilson, 1977). The 

subordination of law to policy is characteristic of traditional China (McCabe, 1989). 

Lubman (cited in McCabe, 1989: 1 I G) surntnarizes four important aspects of traditional 

Chinese law: "1. The dominance of informal means of settling disputes and punishing 

minor offenses, 2. the lack of fi~nctional separation between law and bureaucracy, 3 .  

popular fear and avoidance of the legal system, 4. the s~~bordination of law to a dominant 

state philosopl~y." 

Conhcius said: "Lead the people by laws and regulate them by punishments, and 

the people will try to avoid wrongdoing b ~ ~ t  will have no sense of shame. Lead the people 

by virtue and regulate them by the rides of propriety, and the people will have a sense of 

shame, and moreover, will become good (Li, 198 1 : 104)." Confucian philosophy asserts 

that the superior person is concerned with virtue, whereas the inferior person is concerned 



with law; the superior person understands what is right, whereas the inferior person 

understancis only what is profitable (Troyer, 1989:86). 

Munro (1969:llO-2) argues that there are three reasons for the Confucians' 

opposition to the ~wle of law. First, a universally applied law would undercut the 

distinctions between noble (superior) and mean (inferior) in the society which are essential 

to maintain social order. Second, laws cannot cover all possible circumstances. Third, the 

function of law in maintainins social order is through the fear of punishment. However, 

law does not change people's attitudes, and, therefore, cannot change their behaviour. 

Thus, social control should be ideally maintained through the presentation of virtuous 

models of attitudes and behaviour that would be emulated by the people and made 

habitual. This system of r~de by persons instead of rule by law will ensure proper conduct 

even when there is no one monitoring it. 

This Confi~cian philosophy has helped shape and develop the informal system of 

social control in China. The formal justice system became the last resort. Even when there 

is law, Jan ( 1  983) argues, the law is deliberately made unclear to the general public so as 

to enable the ruling class to have total control of its subjects and maintain the status cpo. 

It makes the testing and challenging of the law more difficult when the boundaries and 

punishments are not clearly defined. According to Jan, the strategy is to make the 

individual overestimate the severity of the punishment in order to derive the maximum 

deterrent effect. For the Chinese, traditionally, involvement in the courts, which would 

have severe consequences, is an experience to be avoided (Allen, 1988; McCabe, 1989; 

Troyer, 1989). Gilmartin (1990) gives an exan~ple showing that the Chinese, particularly 



worwn, have little faith in the law for the protection of their rights, Women, victims of 

. . assault, rape, forced inarriage, marital abuse, etc. often believe that only by cr;lum!ttmg 

suicide can they make the legal systeln intercede on their behalf and prosecute their 

attackers. 

--G~*oup-orien t r7 t' 1011 

Confi~cians believe that "any person, hoi~sehold, or state in a condition of disorcler 

is likely to be taken over and rr~led by others, while a group that keeps its own house in 

order will prevail" (Nathan, 198552-7). Thus they stress the notions of authority, 

responsibility, and the subordimtion of private to collective interests (interest of s~nall 

groups, such as family. clan, etc.); and they emphasize the centrality of society rather than 

the importance of the individual. There was m ~ c h  less individualism in traditional Chinese 

culture than in Western cultures. There were no rights for citizens until the Western 

concept of rights was brought into China after the I91 1 revolution when the imperial 

system of government was overthrown (Allen, 1987; Jan, 1983; Schell, 1988). 

Troyer (1989) suggests that ir, a society that places a low value on individualism 

and that emphasizes the values of the group, a sense of responsibility to the group is 

paramount. This is true for Chinese society. During the process of socialization, messages 

sent to children frequerltly stress the primacy of the group, the individual's responsibility to 

be cooperative with others and the need for obedience to the goals of the group (Wilson, 

1981). Chinese values stress strong gr011p identification, conformity to group 

expectations, cooperation with other group members, and loyalty to leaders . An 

individual "should act through the group, at times subordinate his own interests to the 



interests of :he group, and derive satisfaction from seeing benefits that accrue to the 

group" ( l i ,  1978.95). -Within the group, one is expected to foilow the ieaders, to be ioyai 

to them, and to determine one's own achievements by comparing them with other group 

members. With this group identification, individuals are especially concerned with how 

others see them. With this emphasis on the values of the community or group at large, 

intrusion into other people's lives is taken for granted and viewed positively. 

Early in the 1 9001s, during the Qing Dynasty, Mr. Limg Qichao, a famous scholar 

and reformer, translated Bentham's writing along with those of Hobbes, Rousseau, and 

others into Chinese. To present Bentham's pleasure-pain argument to a Chinese audience, 

Liang added the notion that one's own pleasures are largely dependent on the welfare of 

the group. "All true weighers of their own interests will devote themselves to the 

collective welfare. The private interests that appear to clash with public interests are only a 

kind of lower or illusory interest, at  a higher level of reasoning, such conflicts disappear" 

(Nathan, 1985:E-7). In his book Discos and Democracy, Schell (1988:180) tries, through 

one of his interviewees' words, to explain why the Chinese have been so loyal to the 

Cornmimist Party. In  Chinese classical literature, according to the interviewee, there are 

many stories or models that may be drawn on in order to teach and reinforce the concept 

of obedience and the sense of obligation to society. People are required to attend to the 

various relationships that deniand loyalty and obedience before they attend to themselves. 

--Morid Education 

Confucian philosophy assumes that human nature is basically good and individuals 

can be taught or led to virtue. The beliefs people hold will definitely have some 



behavioural implications; there is no thought that does not entail some consequence for 

action. Therefore, educaiion and training are the best means to produce virtuous people; 

and good education is the vehicle to perpetuate cultural norms and values (Bracey, 1989; 

Jan, 1983; ~Wunro, 196c; Troyer, 1989). 

The role of education in  social control has been emphasized explicitly and 

consciously since ancient times. Education is regarded as the key to the solution of urgent 

poiitical and social problems (Munro, 1969). Various forms of education have bear 

employed to make peopie Llnderstand and appreciate social values. The primary aim of 

education is to give people a permanent and correct attitude toward established norms. If 

proper norms are n ~ t  defined for people to learn, then whatever they do will not 

correspond to what is correct for them to do, which will inevitably, cause social disorder. 

Clonfi~cians see people mainly as a passive force to be shaped and influenced. The 

educational environment determines whether or not people will be good or evil (Cheek, 

1989; Dawson, 1989:47). In  Confucianism, deviance is explained in terms of a history of 

inadequate or wrongly directed educational or societal influences. Therefore, it is the 

educational methods or procedures that need to be improved so as to let people's sense of 

values develop and properly funcfion. A change in educational techniques is a key to 

changing human behaviour (Munro, 1969:82, 162-9; Wilson, l977:32). 

According to hiunro, Chinese learning theory assumes that people are innately , 

capable of learning from models. Learning can occur unintentionally, through the 

unconscious imitation of those around one. I t  can occur intentionally, through the 



purposive attempt to duplicate the attitudes and conduct of someone else. Most people are 

attracted to, and consciously seek to emulate, virtuous models (1969:52, 96-7, 162-171). 

Providing virtuous tnodels is the best way to change the behaviour of large numbers of 

citizens (Munro, 1969; Young, 198 1). 

Munro (1969) argues that model elnulation is not unique in China, but the degree 

to which it has been used as a technique of social control is far greater than in any other 

land. Models have been presented to people for elnulation throughout Chinese history 

(Munro, 1969). The same assumptions of education, which include the notion of moral 

training, are held by the Communist Party. For the Party, a great deal of effort has been 

invested in attempting to discover- or create suitable models; and political education has 

always been the preferred means of eliciting conscious and voluntary action from the 

people (Johnson, 1983; Munro, 1969; Troyer, 1989). 

S 11 I l l  m:ll y 

This chapter is intended to serve as the basis for the discussion of Chinese media in 

the nest chapter. It discusses the nature of informal social control in China. There are two 

ways of maintaining social order, i.e. through informal and formal social control systems. 

In China, the two models have been used to complement each other. Both of them have 

been used as a means of moulding and controlling behaviour. However, it is the informal 

system that has been more widely used, whereas the formal one has been used only as the 

last resort. The Commimist Party has developed and utilized various means and methods 

to prornote desired social changes. This Chapter also discusses some important premises 



of Confucianistn that serve as the grounds of many practices of social control adopted by 

the contemporary Partylgovernriient. 



Chapter V, 'The Chinese News Media and Social Control 

Introducbiom 

The establishnxnt of the People's Republic enabled the Communist Party to realize 

the full potential of its propaganda. The resources of the state have been vigorously 

mobilized to propagate the Party's desired changes. Every conceivable communication 

channel in China--the Party's organizational hierarchy, the mass media and small local 

groups--has been employed to carry the Party's messages, its societal goals, and its desired 

norms and va!ues to the people (Chit, 1979; Yu, 1979). In particular, the mass media have 

been acting as the most in~portant institutional connection betweer! the Co~nrmunist Party 

and the people. The role of informal controls is particularly apparent in the area of the 

media (Nathan, 1985; Polumbairm, 1992). 

This chapter examines the Chinese co~nmunication system and discusses the 

fimctions of' the mass media, particularly the press, which began in its organized form 

during the Han Dynasty (206 B.C. to A.D. 220) (Chang, 1989:4). Finally, how and why 

the media can operate as a social control apparatus will be explored. 

Cultural Bnclcground 

To thoroughly understand the historical background of the Chinese 

con~municatio~;~ system is, in fact, to study virtually ali feasible vehicles of human 

expression and evely conceivable means of influencing people's attitudes and behaviour. 

Therefore, one must look, in examining the Chinese communication system, at things 

other than the modern media (Chu, 1979; Barnett, 1979; Yu, 1979). Moreover, in the 



analysis of the Chinese media, it is  necessary to refer back to traditional Chinese ciifttrrai 

patterns in ode: to explain contemporaiy practices which stiot~ a sitsiig continuity with 

China's past (Pye, 1979). According to Lee (1990), the ~nedia havc gown  up and opcrate 

today in the shadow of China's long heritage of central government autocracy. No Chinese 

leader has been able to escape from the shadow of the imperial past. 

Yu suggests that the Chinese communicatton system is both an insttu~ncnt and an 

outcome of the Chinese Communist Revolution. "It is shaped by Chinese Coniniunist 

politics and policies, by the personalities who control it,  and by the problcrns with which 

the Party is confronted (1979:27j." This system includes two m ~ j o r  elements, i.e, the mass 

media and interpersonal communication. Both of them are successfully used by the Party 

for the maintenance of social order and for the achievement of desired social changes. The 

media are the most powerf~il channel for announcing and spreading the Party's messages 

as law, whereas s~nall groups fiinction as a vital part in the systern for downward 

communication to the entire population. 

There is a crucial link in China between colnini~nication and organizations, On the 

one hand, com~nimication is seen as a means to create new political and social 

organizations; on the other hand, all the political and social organizations are utilized as 

important channels of cnnimunication. Barnett contends that this makes the Chinese 

system fundamentally different fro111 that in any modern pluralistic society, where no 

disciplined organizational structure exists, nor is one desired (Barnett, 1979). The mass 

media use a variety of means supported by a network of organized interpersonal 

communication at the grassroots level. The media have become increasingly specialized 



and complicated, and they have sewed as a central Institution in its daily hnctioning since 

1949 when the Communist Party took over power jiu'athan, i985). 

Since the two key components, the media and the interpersonal communication 

through small groups, are integrated, an analysis of the media cannot be undertaken 

without examining the interpersonal communicat~~n, and vice versa. I-fowever, here the 

emphasis is on esaniining the nature of the mass media, and the brief disc~mion of 

interpersonal con~munication is only to facilitate a better understanding of the media 

system. 

Medirt Ilistory 

China's media have been in essence educational and used to promote social change. 

The concept of using commiinication for social change is almost as old as Chinese 

civilization. Chu (1977:21) argues that Confucius advocated the use of value-oriented 

co~nm~lnication through moral teaching, model emulation, rituals, folk music, and ancestor 

worship to change what he considered to be an unhealthy society back to its old form in 

the early Zhou Dynasty. 

According to Chang (1989). China was among the first nations to print 

newspapers. The earliest newspaper in China originated in the first half of the 8th century 

and continued in various forms until the 20th century. However, journalism in China 

rernained largely undeveloped until the late 1 9th century. The rise of journalism and 

newspapers reinfoi-ced the educational nature of the media, In the 1890s, Liang Qichao 

(1873- 19291, along with three other main advocates, called for tne adoption of a 



constitutional monarchy. The idea of reform to achieve national satvation cauyht on and 

became a poiiiicai movement with the support of the peopie. ~ m o n g  other activities, they 

began publishing newspapers to spread their ideas on reform so that China could be strong 

enough to resist foreign aggression. While criticizing the government, they proposed, 

through their newspapers and magazines, major changes to resolve the national crisis. 

Following the failure of the reform in 1898, Lial?y devoted himself solely to the task of 

propaganda and his journalism became the model for China's educational jourlialisrn 

(Chang, 1989; Cheek, 1989). 

The Communist Party took hold of the age-old Chinese tool of value-oriented 

colnlnunication and blended i t  with the task of agitation and propaganda fiorn the very 

beginning of its establishment (Chu, 1977). During the period between 1921, when the 

Party was established, and 1949, when the People's Republic was established, the Party 

attached great importance to the press, whicti was used as a means to niobilize peoplc for 

revolution The media came to play an integral past in the Pasty's n~anagement system. It is 

said that the impact of the press in intluencing people's tliinl<ing and winning thcni over 

was significant during that period. This tradition of the Party's use of the press has 

remained since then (Stasck and XLI, 198s). Historically, the cornrnunication system in 

China was effective, b~lt it was slow The diffilsion of cultural values and social practices 

through this system was the result of a very gradual filtering-down process. In the 

People's Republic, as Barnett puts it ,  once the impulses are sent by the centre, they are 

transmitted very rapidly throilghout the entire country (1979:389). 



The Media's Clilimed Functions 

The media's filnctions today would sound familiar to the renowned advocate of 

reform, Liang Qichao. Once Mao Zedony, the late Chairman of the Communist Party, said 

that the media exist to propagate the policies of the Party, to educate the masses, to 

organize the masses and to mobilize the masses (Chang, 198927; Bishop, 1989:93). A 

speech by Mao in 1948 is considered the classic statement of the media's function of 

propagating the Party's policies: "The role and power of newspapers consist in their ability 

to bring the Party program, the Party line, the Party's general and specific policies, its 

tasks and methods of work before the masses in the quickest and most extensive way" 

(cited in Chu, l977:27; Chu, 1979:57; Nathan, 1985: 154). He later repeated this, saying 

that "the most important responsibility of newspapers is to propagandize party policies, 

link up party policies, reflect party work, and reflect the lives of the masses" (cited in 

Cheek, l989:57). 

Chu suggests that China's development has drawn its strength from the 

participation of the people rather than from the use of materials and capital. Mao firmly 

believed that  development milst start with the people, "the people, and the people alone, 

are the motivating force in the making of world history" (cited in Chu, 1977:Z). The role 

of the mass media is eniphasized as carriers of ideological admonitions rather than as 

sources of news and information. The mass media act as an instrument for the 

dissemination of the Party's messages and the niobilizstion of the population for 

production and class struggle. It is believed that the media can be used to support the 



change of the material base of the social system and to cultivate a favorable ideological 

consciousness as well (Chu, 1977; Cush~nan, 1987). 

On mobilizing the people, Mao said, "we should go to the masses and learn from 

them, synthesize their experience into better, articulated principles and methods, then do 

propaganda among the masses, and call upon theni to put these principles and rnethods 

into practice so as to solve their problems and help them achieve liberation and happiness" 

(cited in Chit, 197724-5). Chti (1977:24) argues that this was Mao's way of bringing 

about structural and ide~fogical transformation in China. Com~nunication is at the very 

center of the whole approach. The Communist Party has relied on this communication 

system to achieve its objectives. 

Newspapers are considered to be of great importance in this respect. "Newspapers 

are the most usefill tools for Party propaganda and agitation work," said Mao, "evely day 

reaching hundreds of thousands of masses and influencing them. Because of this, 

successfid handling of neivspapers is a central task of the Party" (cited in Cheek, 1989:57). 

The Guidelines on Journalism also states tha t  "we already know that newspapers do not 

only report the news, they are also sharp weapons in constructing our nation and party and 

in reforming our work and our lives" (Cheek, 1989:55). The news media are supposed to 

fbnction as the eyes, ears and mouthpiece of the Party, and to propagate its policies and 

philosophy. At the same time, the media also are supposed to be the eyes, ears and 

mouthpiece of the peopIe to criticize official misconduct and give voice to popular 

grievances (Polumbaum, 1992; Womack, 1 990). 



Newspapers are expected to provide intelligence to the Party leaders on the 

public's feelings and behaviour and the performance of lower-level cadres. They are 

expected to help the leaders and people supervise the bureaucracy through the exposure of 

official wrongdoing (Bishop, 1989; Nathan, 1985). As this is supposed to be a two-way 

communication, the Party leadership expects to learn from the masses and then reorganize 

their experiences into new programs of socialist reconstruction. Newspapers have played 

an essential role in this respect (Chu, 1979). 

Hu Yaobang, former Party General Secretary, reaffirmed in 1985 the role of the 

press and ~fjournalists to educate the public, uphold party policy, help the masses (under 

the Party's guidance), and provide social research and public criticism to improve the 

Party (Cheek, 1989). Although criticism is urged, it nevertheless should be approved by 

the officials. Hu Jiwei, former editor of the People's Daily, said that criticism should be 

constructive and guided by party organs (Chu, 1977:; 1). 

Polumbaum (1992) argues that the media are not monolithic. Although the 

People's Dailv fimctions to set u p  the agenda, other types of newspaper and medium, such 

as local newspapers, radio and television, may want to choose their particular themes of 

reporting with their own styles. Even journalists who work for the People's Daily have 

advocated press reforms (see the section on 'Press Reform" for fbrther discussion). 

Facing dramatic s o d  and political changes, the party tries to maintain central 

management over i k  news. All media organizations and employees are expected to know 

and follow basic policies and guidelines emanating from a working group under the 



Politburo and firther interpreted and disseminated by central party and government 

bodies. 

R IS111 Party Journ 1' 

In Visualizing Deviance, Ericson el  nl (1987) point out that research on social 

reaction to deviance has focused on the more obvious agents of social control, whereas 

the role of journalists as central agents in the reproduction of order has been ignored. 

Thus, in examining the relationship between the mass media and social control in China, 

the functions of journalists are also explored. 

Over the years, the Communist Party gradually developed its own theories on 

journalism. The foremost demand on Chinese journalists is obedience, said Liu Binyan 

(1992:53), a well-known veteran Party journalist who was purged twice during his forty- 

year career. Journalists are answerable first and foremost to the Party/government. An 

explicitiy and repeatedly stated requirement for journalists is obedience to the Party 

leadership. They must speak strictly on behalf of the Party (Chang, 1989; Lee, 1990; 

Polumbaum, 1992). 

Hu Jiwei, former chief editor of Peoule's Daily, outlined the Party's requirements 

for journalists. The journalist must report directly to the Party what helshe observes and 

hears during the course of his/her work, behaving as the "eyes and ears" of the Party and 

as the "assistants" of leading Party cadres (Grant, 1988). Hu Yaobang once used similar 

language; "Journalism should reflect what the Party and government say, and espouse the 

Party line and government policy .... Freedom or rights cannot be separated from 



responsibilities and obligations. There is no freedom without responsibilities or rights 

without obligations" (Bishop, 1989: 152). The main task of Party journalism, according to 

him, is simply "to use a vast quantity of vivid facts and speeches promptly and accurately 

to promote the ideas of the Party" (cited in Lee, 1990:8). 

In  spite of these strict requirements, China has never had an official censorship 

system. The regulations concerning mass media are vague, and vary from time to time. 

The informal censorship functions through the network of Party committees which control 

the publishing houses. The party committee of each organization takes responsibility for 

censoring what it publishes (Nathan, 1990). The political standing and personalities of the 

officials in c!iarge of the mass media play a very important role in determining what goes 

into a newspaper. In  fact, there is room for journalists to expand their freedom (Liu, 

1992). 

However, the journalists have in general observed the Party's requirements and 

kept in tune with the Party's line. The ambiguity of the editorial control works to keep 

them in check. Journalists theniselves act as the most effective censors of news. Here, the 

weight of tradition as a n  influence on Chinese journalism cannot be ignored. Probably the 

most important factor is internalized control. It is believed that the journalists exercise 

self-censorship far more often than they feel external censorship (Bishop, 1989). Just like 

their counterparts in the West where editors are chosen, promoted, and rewarded because 

they basically agree with the owner of the newspaper, the Chinese journalists keep 

themselves in line larsely through internalized se!f-censorship. For the same reason, they 

are se!ected and rewarded because they agree with the owner of the newspapers (the 



Communist Party, in the case of the People's Daily ) (Bishop, 1989; Poluniba~~m, 1990). 

Referring to the People's Daiiy, Tan ( 1  990.160- 1 )  suggests that although the latitl~de for 

editorial judgments built into the organization of work leaves room for editors to stray 

away from the official line, they seldom do so "because their training, socializatian and 

positions made them staunch loyalists and devoted propagandists." 

At the institutional level, the media are an arm of the ruling party. At the individual 

level, "this innovation has built on existing Chinese traditions of the scholar-bureaucrat to 

forti@ the modern intelligentsia's identification with the state" (Polumbaum, 1990:34). The 

price of dissent is always high. According to Polumbaum (i990), joulmlists are already 

integrated into the political system as junior partners of the political elite. They have 

defined their interests anc! performed their work according to the requirements of whoever 

is in power. 

Polumbaum (1992:52) contends tha t  the contemporary philosophies and practices 

ofjournalism are not simply creations of the Chinese communists, but rather are hybrids of 

old and new. Chinese journalists have a ci~lturally inherited propensity to accept news 

management. She discusses the notior: of loyal opposition to describe journalists who have 

ever criticized the Pasty or depasted from the Party's line. According to her, loyal 

opposition is an old and time-honored concept, and the journalists who criticize those in 

power are doing so from a patriotic stance. On the other hand, journalists hold a 

paternalistic view similar to that of the Party leaders. They share the same stance as that of 

the Party--namely that the people need to be guided and educated (Polumbaum, 1990). 

Referring to Confucianism, Cheek suggests that there are powerful roots far educational 



journalism and weak roots for critical journalism in Chinese society. The Chinese style of 

journa!im seeks to guide an uncritical audience which must be protected from erroneous 

information (Cheek, 1989). 

Journalisni eats from two pots: it  depends on state hnding to publish newspapers, 

and it also depends on a Government-owned organizations to subscribe to the papers 

(Polumbaum 1990). Thus they have been assigned a difficult balancing act as a link 

between the Party and the people. Serving the political authorities or serving the public 

has obvioi~sly caused tension for joul-nalists (Cheek, 1989; Chang, 1989; Polumbaum, 

1990). They are described as "riding the horse between the leaders and the masses, afraid 

of displeasing both (Polumba~~m, 1990:45). 

Socii~l Co11t1.0l AI ) I )~ \ I 'R~~IS  

--Org;~nizntionnl Control 

In China, newspapers mist be licensed by the Partylgovernment in the name of 

certain organizations. Publications, research institutes, and most enterprises are hooked 

into the Party's control network. No totally independent newspapers or other 

organizations exist (Nathan, 1990; M1omack, 1990). The mass media are under the 

effective direct or indirect control of the Party's Propaganda Department or its local 

bcreaus. There are general policy statements to guide the news organizations. Moreover, 

the Party directly gives specific instructions to their administrators, editors, and reporters 

(Poiumbaum, 1990). ,411 newspapers are answerable to the Party and directly supervised 



by Party groups and committees within and above the units that publish them (Nathan, 

1985; Nathan, ! 990; _Po!umbaum, ! 990). 

The senior Party leaders are actively involved in the management of a few official 

publications of the Party's Central Committee. The People's Daily is considered the ~iiost 

important organ. According to Nathan (19S5), Zhou Enlai, the late premier, read every 

word and corrected thousands of manuscripts for the paper. Also, Mao used to publish his 

writings as unsigned People's Daily editorials. What is published is largely determined by 

the policy needs of the Party. This remains true although major changes have happened in 

the media system in China. 

Under this system, the media are not allowed to criticize the Party. Whenever the 

press intends to publish something counter to the Party's policies, administrative 

interference and censorship will occur (Bishop, 1989; Starck 8: Xu, 1988). Only 

individuals may be criticized, even at the highest level, and only then wit11 the Party's 

permission. Hi1 Jiwei once said that "The handling of criticism of high-ranking cadres who 

have committed mistakes is always linked to the whole situation. To resolve a problem 

concernin,o the situation requires the Party committee making the decision. The newspaper 

cannot make the decision withont the Party committee ... it is only the Party's assistant, a 

propaganda and opinion tool under its leadership (Bishop, 1989: 15 I ) . "  

--Power Struggle 

The primary functions of the mass media are to indoctrinate, mobilize and control 

the population for the implementation of the Party's ideology and philosophy (Barnett, 



1979; Chu, 1979; Cushman, 1987). Nathan (1990) argues that factionalism, based on 

personal loyalty, has long been a feature of Chinese politics. This is equally true for the 

Communist Party. When factions are struggling for power, the mass media are always 

used to "transmit very important political messages to one another in such a way that the 

outside world does not ufiderstand or even notice" (Yu, 1979:46). This hnction of the 

media as an instrument of the political power struggle has been expanding with the growth 

of the Pal-iy. 

Lee (1990:5) argues that  the mass media are the loyal servants of the Party, but 

not of the people. They are used by the Party to create a "total institution" and impose 

ideological hegemony on the civil society. According to him, the mass media do not 

simp!y echo official slogans; they may also be used to initiate policy shifts that come after 

intense power struggles within the Party. The anti-rightist campaign and the cultural 

revolution are taken as examples. During both periods, articles instructed or even written 

by Mao Zedong appeared in the newspapers to stari the campaigns. 

According to Pye (1979), however, the leaders of the Party need to present the 

appearance of consensus to the people even though they compete for power among 

theniselves, since the present system remains a traditional elitist form of politics in which 

the ruling class monopolizes the power in the society and manages the affairs of the 

masses. 



--Propaganda Tool 

Propaganda is not a negative word in Chinese. As has been discussed earlier, there 

is a long tradition of scholars and oficials propagating the officially approved moral 

values. The rulers in China accept this role with no exception (Cheek, 1989). The media's 

primary finction has never been to inform; rather, it is to serve as a tool of propaganda. 

The jo~~rnalists tend to accept this responsibility despite whatever complaints they may 

have. (See the section of 'Press Reform" for further discussion.) The Party has relied 

heavily on the media adhering to its propaganda guidelines to reach the people who live in 

an environment dominated by various forms of constant propaganda (Cheek, 1989; 

Nathan, 1 985). 

Traditional methods of moral indoctrination sought to educate and train the 

people. For the Communist Party, however, the demands for propaganda have increased 

because society must be changed according to the Party's ideals and people must be 

mobilized to perceive and act on the overriding common interests they share with the 

Party. The media must work to stimulate action, to change beliefs and ideological 

orientations, and then to help change behavioural patterns (Barnett, 1979; Chu, 1979; 

Nathan, 1985; Pye, 1979). 

--No Bad News 

Historically, the Chinese common people were always presented with a display of 

peace and prosperity by the ruling ciass. This remains true for the Communist Party. 

Information input is screened and ihe expression of divergent views is discouraged. From 



the propaganda, the people are only able to know whatever causes least alarm and least 

damage to Party prestige and presents no challenge to the authority of the Party (Chu, 

1977; Grant, 1988). News is not the latest report of an event. It is any information that 

can be used to build up the socialist state (Bishop, 1989). 

Therefore, journalists are required to construct a positive picture. For public news 

reports, emphasis must be placed on "good" news, whereas "bad" news is always toned 

down or not carried at all. The proper proportion of praise to blame is set at 80:20, that is, 

criticism or negative news should be restricted to 20% of the coverage, with 80% devoted 

to propagating the party's achievements (Chu, 1979; Grant, 1988; Lee, 1990). As 

explained by an editor of the People's Daily, "(b)y relying solely on reports of the good 

side, it is hard to move some people; it is also hard to find anything new to say. By 

exposing a few negative examples, news reports more easily make an impression" (Lee, 

1990:8). During the years from 1958 to 1960, according to Liu Binyan (1992), although 

millions of people died of famine, no journalist was punished for writing Talse" reports of 

achievements. Coverage exaggerating achievements has since flourished. 

h'lany events in China go uncovered or are covered only in internstlly circulated 

bulletins. Taboo topics have been defined situationally. Newspaper items and stories 

contain carefiillp edited versions of those journalistic investigations which are considered 

suitable for educating the people. Critical reports should be selected for the potential 

benefits to the Party in its current power struggle. Also, efforts are made to avoid painting 

too dark a picture of the society in the aggregate. Oficia!ly, they must reflect a Marxist 

standpoint. Nathan (1 955: 154-5) cites Liu Shaoqi, late President of the People's Republic, 



that anything which is thought to be against Marxism iiiust be restricted, and that anything 

that is thought to benefit tlie Party's enemy is not allowed to be published. Instead, Liu 

suggested that journalists present such material ir, an internal report. Internal reports are 

prepared by most newspapers and contain detailed information on subjects considered too 

touchy or sensitive for the public. Since they do not see these internal reports, the public 

will not be adversely affected. The internal reports go directly to the Party's leadership 

organs providing an important means for politicians to check up on tlie administration of 

policies (Grant, 1988). Grant argues that tlie journalist, therefore, has a dual fbnction, i.e. 

the Party's intelligence gatherer and propagandist. 

Liu Shaoqi, once told a group of journalists in 1948: "(t)he party doesn't fear 

anything--except for one thing. We never feared American imperialism or the atomic 

bomb. .. . We only fear becoming divorced from the masses. ... The center relies on you as an 

instrument to keep in touch with the masses ..." (cited in Nathan, 1985:155). The 

importance of the media's role as a liaison between the Party and the people has always 

been stressed. People may send their opinions to the official press, but they have no 

legitimate means to influence the response. The Party leadership, however, tries to make 

the ideas of the Party sound as if they were the ideas of the people. It is done in such a 

way that, on the one hand, the public will appears to be expressed and, on the other, that 

the goals of the Party are achieved (Yu, 1979). Nathan (1 985:227) argues that "instead of 

e~abling the citizen to influence government, the entire web of participatory organizations 

is designed to, and does, render the citizen more susceptible to control from the party 

center in Beijing. Chinese democracy involves participation without influence." Similarly, 



according to Barnett (1979), the Chinese communication system is most effective in 

achieving control and compliance. How effective it is in achieving basic value change and 

real co~nrnitment is harder to judge. 

--Crime News 

It is argued that crimes have been a staple of news fare in the Western press for 

centuries (see discussion in Chapters I and 11, and Polumbaum, 1990). In China, however, 

it was not until the past decade that crimes, accidents, and natural and man-made disasters 

began to appear in the newspapers. Even now, they are not covered as a matter of routine. 

Crime stories are considered a vehicle for periodic guidance and education. They are not 

chosen for the purpose of increasing circulation. According to some journalists, they "can't 

report everything --there is too much crime. The criteria are: is it representative? and does 

it have any educational aspect?" (Polumbau~n, 1990:57) It is believed that crime reports 

could lead to more crimes or make readers lose faith in the Party. Gilmartin (1990) argues 

that i t  is deeply rooted in Chinese traditions to regard violence as an embarrassing 

indicator of governmental mismanagement. Polumbaum (1990) contends that the true 

motive for suppressing the reporting of crime news may be to hide incompetence or 

mistakes. 

Beginning in 1979, according to Gilmartin (1990), reports about violence against 

women began to appear in the press and these constituted a significant portion of all the 

reports about crime. In  1983, when there was a crackdown on crimes that were 

categorized as endangering public security and the notion of swift and severe punishment 

of crime was promulgated, rape became a subject of public discussion. Newspapers 



carried stories of the harsh punishments meted our to the offenders. Robberies and 

embezzlement and other so-called economic crimes also received media attention. 

Gilmartin (1990:203) cautions that "the sketchy and editorialized nature of these published 

accounts precludes both a systematic examination of the legal intervention process and a 

statistical analysis." 

There is no uniform pelicy about publisliing news. Different types of newspapers 

may report crime news in different manners. For example, the Fazhi Bao (Legal System), a 

nationwide-distribitted popular newspaper should, by its nature, carry a considerably 

larger number of crime stories than G u a n ~ n i i n ~  Ribao, another national newspaper 

focusing more on science and technology. Their styles of reporting may also vary. The 

emphasis of a national newspaper should not be the same as that of a local newspaper. 

Thus, their styles of crime-news reporting are not supposed to be the same. Besides 

differences in the type of newspaper, there are also regional differences. In reporting 

police and court news, for example, newspapers in Beijing tend to wait for the judicial 

process to take its course, whereas in southern cities there are more reports of unsolved 

crimes or investigations that are still in progress (Polumbaum, 1990). 

In the People's Daily, there are four major types of report that cover crime news: 

general discussions of the phenomenon of crime and criminal justice system (Crime 

statistics are often an important part of this type of reports); editorials or commentaries 

that usually comment on a specific crime case; features that report the experience of a 

specific individual or the development of a specific case in relation to crime and the 



criminal justice system; and reports of specific crime cases. An example of a report of a 

general discussion is given below to demonstrate how crime is reported in the newspaper. 

A general discussion of kidnapping (Dec. 4, 1989, p.3) includes three paragraphs. 

The first one (two sentences) introduces an effective strategy used by a county 

government in Anhui Province in dealing with illegal marriages and with those who are 

engaged in kidnapping and selling women. So far, it says, about 700 women have been 

saved, inore than 1GO persons who were involved in kidnapping and selling the women 

have been arrested, of whom 100 have been sentenced. The second paragraph (three 

sentencesj tells readers that the women who were kidnapped were mostly from other 

provinces. Among them, there were not only workers and peasants but also government 

officials and iiniversity graduate students. The traders in human beings used various means 

and methods ro cheat, trap and abuse these women. Some of them made huge profits and 

got ric17 in this trade. The third paragraph with three sentences describes actions taken 

jointly by different organizations under the leadership of the county government to 

counter-attack the traders. They have shown dramatic effects, it says. An example is given 

in one sentence to illustrate the effects. After being sold to this county, a woman 

kidnapped fi-om another province was moved to 20 different villages by her buyer. 

However, she was fi-eed after 59 days as the result of continuous efforts made by 

government officials. This is a very brief report of this type, but the way the story develops 
b 

is no different from the way it develops ir, longer reports. The style, flavor, and wording of 

this type of report show a simiiar pattern regardless of the length and particular content. 



This is true even for reports of specific crime cases. However, more specific information 

. . 
about the offender, the incident, and the stiiiieucing is provided. 

The People's Daily 

People's Daily, (or Renmin Ribao) the most important party publication, is the 

principal official organ of the Conini~~~iist Party. This nieans that it is a governmentlparty 

organization, completely financed by tlie governnient. The newspaper makes profits, 

which are re-invested by the government (Bishop, 1989: 154). 

The People's Dailv has the world's largest readership. The circulation of the 

newspaper since its establishment in 1945 has ranged from three to seven million (Liu, 

1990; Merrill, 19s;). It  is said that there are numerous techniques to ensure that the 

people will read the newspaper (White, 1979). Altliougli its circulation is not large 

compared to the total population of China, the total number of its readers far exceeds its 

circulation. It is estimated that each copy of tlie People's Daily reaches about 25 people 

(Cushman, 19S7). A survey in  1987 showed that within China the readership of the paper 

consisted of S 1 percent of all scientists and technicians, SO percent of government 

employees, 52 percent of professors and teachers, 42 percent of workers, 36 percent of 

students, and 13 percent of peasants. A breakdown of the paper's total readership showed 

that workers accounted for 33 percent of the totai; sovernment employees, 22 percent; 

scientists and technicians, 12 pel-cent; peasants, 9 percent; employees in business, 7 

percent; professors and teachers, 6 percent (Chang, 19S9.96-7). Besides its headquarters 

in Beijing, the paper is printed in 22 other major Chinese cities to ensure that people all 

over the country can read the paper the same day it_ is printed. It is also printed in Hong 



Kong, Tokyo, and San Francisco for deliverq. to 123 countries and regions outside China 

(Chang, 1989:93-4 j. 

As the organ of the Party, the newspaper has an official duty to propagate the 

Party's politicai line, policies, and tasks among the people. As the pacesetter for the media 

system, it is directly controlled by the Party's highest policy-making body, the Party 

Central Committee's Politburo (Merrill, 1983; Liu, 1990).The People's Daily is the place 

where the Party leadership places its most authoritative editorials. Internal control of the 

People's Daily rests with an editorial coiniiiittee headed by the editor-in-chief Receiving 

instructions from the Party's Central Committee, the editorial committee decides the 

paper's policies, chooses personnel, and supervises daily operations of the paper and its 

associated enterprises. Important editorials and official declarations from the People's 

Dailv are reprinted or quoted in newspapers at different levels and in other publications 

(Bishop, 1989; Merrill, 1982; Tan, 1990; Yu, 1979). In addition to reporting and writing 

for open publication, the newspaper's journalists are entrusted with filing internal reports 

for the Party and government leaders (Liu, 1990). 

The newspaper is always responsive to the Party's power structure (Bishop, 1989). 

Removal of top personnel is the way for the Party leadership to reassert authority over the 

newspaper and to discourage troitblemaking in the organization (Tan, 1990). According to 

Bishop (1989: 153-4), however, the organizational structure of the People's Daily is not 

too different from that of an American newspaper. According to Tan (1990: 160), there is 

a hierarchy of editorial tbrlns that appear in the People's Daily. At the top are newspaper 

editorials instnlcted by the highest political authorities. This type of editorial is sometimes 



written by a top party leader, the chief editor, or a trusted leading editor who can translate 

the Party's instructions into appropriate prose. Staff commentary follows nest in the 

hierarchy and is written by an assigned editor representing more of an in-house view. 

Below this are the commentary and brief commentary which are more individualistic. At 

the bottom of the hierarchy, there are the editors' notes. There is a column of 'Letters to 

the Editor", which carries letters from ordinary people. This column is used by the editor 

to address current important issues. 

Press Reform 

The open door policy and economic reforms which have been developed and 

implemented since the 1970s have brought about changes in all aspects of life in China. 

The loosening of economic controls also led to the relaxation of press controls. In the 

198Os, press freedom expanded as a result of the persistent efforts of progressive 

journalists. The degree of press freedom changed with the changing political climate. 

According to Pollimbaiim (1990:40), Chinese journalists have been mostly "frustrated with 

pressures to publish what they considered irrelevant and boring reports and documents, 

with official meddling in what they saw as judgments better left to news practitioners, with 

the obstacles they faced in trying to report controversial affairs they considered of concern 

to the public, and with the lack of certainty about what was permissible and what was 

not." The journalists want more informative news, better representation of public 

sentiment, press overseeing the political process, and journalistic autonomy. In the late 

19801s, there were heated discussions of the need to report the bad along with the good, to 



act as a watchdog over public functionaries, and to air diverse opinions and ideas 

(Polumbaum, 1990; 1992; Starck & Xu, 1988). 

Journalists' desire for the right to make independent news judgments without threat 

of censorship, suppression, or punishment was best demonstrated during the peak of press 

reform in the spring of 1989 before June 4th. At that time, the Chinese newspapers were 

able to report, in an unprecedented manner, the true facts about an anti-government 

movement (Liu, 1992; Polumbaum, 1 990). According to Tan (1 9901, the People's Daily, 

the most important propaganda tool of the Party, emerged as a flagship of rebellion which 

grew out of the tension between the newspaper's role as mouthpiece of the political 

authorities and its journalistic desire to explore news issues. 

During the persistent struggle for press freedom, young journalists and editors 

employed at the very pinnacle of the propaganda apparatus were the main force pushing 

refoi-zs. In  China, while the leadership class is locked in China's traditional culture, many 

young people have been influenced by exposure to Western social values and dream of 

dialogue (Liu, 1992; Nathan, 1590; Polumbaum, 1992). However, almost all of the 

reformers see themselves not as challenging the regime. According to Nathan (1985), they 

see themselves in a traditional role--as remonstrators, not only loyal to the state but 

forming an integral part of i t .  This is unique among democratic movements in former 

socialist countries. Traditionally, the remonstrators would put their life and property at 

risk to awaken the ruler to his own interests and those of the state. Lee (1990: 1 1-12) sees 

that the reforms in the 1980's as elitist and embryonic. The best-known reform 

proponents, according to Lee, had been devout members of the Communist Party, who 



had undergone abuse during movements such as the Anti-rightist Campaign and the 

Cultural Revolution. They would never challenge socialism nor h/farsism. They wanted to 

keep China socialist as they understood the term (Nathan, 1990). 

Although the need for change is deeply felt, the direction and nature of the reforms 

are still at a fragmentary, conceptual stage. The reformers only called for very modest 

measures of political openness and competition. Thus, the controlled change represents 

evolution rather than revcluticn. This is in accord with the goal of maintaining social 

stability (Nathan, 1990; Starck 8c Xu, 1988). In  spite of this, publications and institutes are 

increasingly operating as independent social forces, "including not only those set up 

outside the Party and subsequently hooked into it, but also those set up by the Party itself, 

such as the research institutes of the Academy of Social Sciences and the theory 

department of the People's Dailv" (Nathan, 1990: 122-3). 

Summary 

This chapter discusses the firnctions of Chinese news media and journalists. 

Historically, the media in China have been educational and used to promote social changes 

The Communist Party has assigned them the task of agitation and propaganda. The press, 

in particular, has been used as a means to educate and mobilize the people and to 

propagate the party's policies. Newspapers have played an essential role of serving as the 

Party's organs. The Party maintains central management over the news. Journalists have 

been assigned a difficult task of serving the Party and the people. Journalists often serve as 

a propaganda tool, although some of them have advocated an informative role for the 

media. They are required to constr~rct a positive picture for public news reports. This 



chapter also briefly described the operation of the Party's newspaper, the Peo~le 's  Dailv, 

and the press reforms advocated by its staff before June 4, 1989. 



Chapter ?'I. Research Design 

Introduction 

It is argued that "media content happens to be one of the most volun~inoiis and 

accessible sets of data which may indicate much about a society, and its accessibility 

extends over time and sometimes across national frontiers" (McQuail, 1989: 178). In this 

chapter, the research questions and hypotheses are raised fcr the purpose of examination. 

This chapter also deals with the methodological issues in this study. The data sources and 

the sampling procedures ase examined. A combined method, including both quantitative 

and qualitative content analyses, is disc~~ssed and followed by a brief disciission of the 

limitations of this study. 

Research Questions 

Based on the discussion in the earlier chapters, some basic research questions are 

raised concerning crime-news reposting in Chinese newspapers. Since no previous studies 

of a similar nature have ever been undertaken for a Chinese newspaper, this research is 

exploratory in nature. 

Drawing upon the findings of Western media studies, several areas of crime aews 

reporting in Chinese newspapers are examined and discussed in relation to Western 

findings. It must be noted that, beca~~se of difficc~lties in data collection, this study only 

takes one newspaper, the People's Daily, as its sample. As discussed earlier, the Peo~le's 

Daily is a national newspaper; therefore, caution should be taken in comparing the findings 

of this study with those of studies of local newspapers. Instead, the locus of the 



comparison will be on those very limited existing studies of national newspapers; mmely, 

those undertaken by Ericson and his colleagues (1984, with Voumvakis, and 1991, with 

Baranek and Chan). 

In order to understand the relationship of news texts, as an expressive cultural 

form, to social order, and to indicate the complex and variable nature of this relationship 

(Ericson ef crl . ,  1991), this study focuses on the following questions: 

1 .  What areas and types of crime does the newspaper focus on, and how are the 

crimes reported? 

From what has been discovered in the content analyses of newspapers discussed 

earlier, it can be safely assumed that, as a quality, national newspaper, the People's Dailv, 

unlike local tabloids, places more emphasis on misbehaviour of governmental oficials than 

on violent common street crimes. Attempts will also be made to explore if, and how, 

Western journalists' valued ne\vs imperatives can be applied to the Chinese case. In 

Chapter IV, it is stated that Chinese journalists are said to be advocating objective news 

reporting. It is of importance to see if the professional ideology of objectivity required of 

Western journalists in their language of reporting applies to China's case. 

2. Do the types of crimes, criminals, and disposition of cases covered in news 

stories reflect the patterns revealed in official statistics? 

Content analyses of crime-news coverage have been most commonly used as a 

basis for comparison with official statistics. For the Chinese newspaper, the same 



approach will be taken to reveal the I-elationship between crinie news and ofiicial crime 

statistics. The propoi-iion of total news content that involves crime and criminai justice 

stories will first be established. 

However, this researcher does not assume that official statistics necessarily reflect 

the reality of crime. It is argued that ofXcial statistics can only be used to study the 

workings of oficial agencies. Crime data are easily subject to misinterpretation and 

deliberate manipulation (Bottomley, 198 1 ; Brantingham and Brantingham, 1984; Ditton, 

1979; Lowrnan and Palys, 1991). This is particularly true for the Chinese case (from 

personal experience), although no research in this r'ield has been conducted in the Chinese 

context. 

3 .  At which stages of the criminal justice process are crimes most often reported? 

and how are the various stages eval~rated in crime news stories? 

Crime reporting in Western newspapers focuses more on the early stages of the 

criminal justice process; namely the police stage, which usually gets positive evaluations. 

Criminal justice activities are usually described as crime-fighting, whereas other aspects 

are left invisible (for example, see Sherizen, 1978). It is hypothesized that in the Chinese 

newspaper the pattern is different. There should be a greater degree of emphasis on solved 

crimes, thereby producing more reports concerning the later stages of the criminal justice 

process. In this way, bad news is turned into good news. The threat of punishment 

through legal sanctions is assumed in China to have an educative function--namely, to 

develop perceptions of the legal consequences of criminality. 



4. What are the types of crime story most offen reported in the newspaper? What 

are the explanations, if any, of the causes of crime? 

According to Dussuyer ( 1  979:59), the fact that an issue is discussed in an editorial 

"indicates that the newspaper has abandoned its neutral role of describing as objectively as 

possible, and now comments and takes a stand." The editorial thus gives an indication of 

what are considered to be more salient issues. Taking into consideration what has been 

discussed in Chapter IV about the cultural and educational functions of the Chinese 

newspaper, one would expect to encounter more editorials or secondary crime stories 

explaining or interpreting crime phenomena than primary news. Thus it is hypothesized 

that there is more "soft" news than "hard" news. Here, "hard news" refers to routine crime 

stories reporting a particular criminal event, whereas "soft news" consists mainly of 

background or tirne-free news, which include editorials, general discussions and statistics, 

and features (McQuail, 1989: 166; Tuchnian, 1978:47-8). This research will try to uncover 

what messages the soft news delivered. 

Methodology 

--Data Sampling 

I n  this study, the data source is the People's Daily, which is listed among the 

world's great newspapers in terms of its quality, prestige, contents, format and reporting 

styles (Merrill & Fisher, 1980). TWO six-month periods and one one-year period are 

chosen for an examination of the research questions discussed above, i.e. (1) July 1st to 

December, 3 1 st, 1983; (2) July 1st to December 3 lst, 1986; and (3) January, 1st to 



December 3 Ist, 1989. Durin,o the first pesiod, a cal-npaign was launched for the speedy 

and severe punishment of criminals by the Chinese Communist P a r q  (Scobe!!, !990)(a!so 

see Chapter VI for more details). The third period includes the buildup to, and aftermath 

of, the significant events of the delnocracy movement of 1989, which has been reported in 

numerous Western pubiications (e.g. McCormick e l  ol. 1992; Ring, 1989). The second 

period, in which no niajor events apparently took place, is chosen for comparative 

purposes to help show the trend of change or continuity. The reason fbr choosing thrce 

periods instead of one is to see if there is a trend of increasing crime news coverage over 

time parallel to the econonlic reforms and "open door" policy which have brought about 

rapid social changes to Chinese society. The whole year (1989) sampling provides a 

satisfactory sample size for an in-depth analysis of as broad a range of crime reports as 

possible. For the three periods chosen, the number of sampled issues of the newspaper 

totals 733 (184 for 1983, IS4 for 1986 and 365 for 1989). Each issue contains eight 

pages, with each page being about the same size of that of the Globe and Mail. It should 

be noted that Chinese test is far more compact that? English text. 

--Sample U ~ l i t  

In this content analysis, the sample unit  is one crime story. This research adopts a 

relatively narrow definition of crime news. i t  includes stories about criminal events that 

occurred within China; general discussions of the crime phenomenon and crime 

prevention; crime statistics; and those editorials and features which report on the 

phenomenon of crime and the criminal justice system. This means that only those legal 

infractions involving Criminal Code sanctions will be examined. 



In the Criminal Law, there are five principal punishments (sentences are almost 

exclusively referred to as punishments in the Code): control, criminal detention, fixed 

;erm, life imprisonment, and death. There are also two supplementary punishments: fines 

and deprivation of political rights (Felkenes, 1989). (For hrther explanation of the 

punishments, see the English translation of the Criminal Code of China in the Journal of 

Criminal Law and Criminoloqy, 1982, 73:138-70). Therefore, in this study, forms of 

deviance not dealt with by the Criminal Law are largely ignored. Letters to the editor are 

not incl~~ded for the same reason. The Tiananmen Square incident of June 4th, 1989 was 

officially deno~mced as a riot. The individual incidents surrounding this event are defined 

as crime stories if they were dealt with by formal criminal justice institutions. However, 

general discussions of the event and related incidents not dealt with by the criminal justice 

system are not considered as crime stories. Pictures are not included in the analysis, 

because there are no more than ten pictures in the issues that make up the sample. 

It is traditionally a rg~~ed  that content analysis is a method of studying and analyzing 

the media in a systematic, objective, and qiiantitative manner for the purpose of measuring 

certain message variables (Beleson, 1971). A researcher can sort through a massive 

amount of material, while systematically selecting data for analysis. It also allows the 

analysis of relationships between content variables, as well as chronicling content changes 

over time (Beleson, 197 1 ; Dominick, 1978; Holsti, 1969) Ail content analysis is 

concerned with comparison, the type of comparison dictated by the investigator's 

theoretical framework (Holsti, 1969:5). To minimize subjective predispositions, each step 



in the research process must conform lo explicit rules and procedures (Beleson, 1971; 

~ o i s t i ,  1969). To be systematic, the inclusion and exclusion of content should be 

undertaken according to consistently applied rules in order to reduce the bias the 

researcher may have when collecting data. Finally, generality requires that fit~dings have 

theoretical relevance, means that comparison can be made of the findings with other 

research data (Berelson, 1969; Holsti, 1969). 

Traditionally, the patterns of regiilarities revealed in quantitative content analysis 

have been compared to other measures of reality. The basic questions concern the extent 

to which, and the ways in which, news misrors reality. Does the cultural product reflect 

the social reality? (ibid.) Ericson cf 01. ( 1  99 1 :50-2) argue that quantitative content analysis 

is a valuable means of revealing the patterns in news content, and testing assumptions 

about how the news is stn~ctured and presented. This method assumes repetition is the 

most valuable indicator of significance. In his discussion of the techniques of content 

analysis, Holsti (1963:644) suggests that coding is the process in which raw data are 

"systematically transformed and aggregated into units which permit the precise description 

of relevant content characteristics." Thus, coding rules are the operational link between 

the researcher's data and his/her theory anc! hypotheses. Holsti (1963:646) further points 

out that the definition of categories requires that they actually represent the elements of 

the investigator's theory. 

Tn this research, a protocol (see Appendix A,) was made, drawing upon Craber's 

(1980) coding design for her crime content analysis and upon the research design 

developed by Ericson and his associates ( 1  99 1). The protocol was not closed at any point 



in the data-collection process so that the categories could be built up inductively over the 

entire researc!~ process. As content analyses are generally time-consuming, variables were 

carefully chosen in this study to ensure every variable would be used later in the discussion 

of findings. There are 38 variables. It was hoped that by analyzing these variables, chosen 

on the basis of the discussion presented in Chapter 11, a basic pattern of crime-news 

reporting would be revealed. The categories of these variables were left open at the 

beginning and filled gradually during the process of coding. 

--Qualitative Content A d y s i s  

Once the quantitative analysis had been conducted, the study went on to examine 

the implicstions of, and hiddel: meanings in, the messages through the use of qualitative 

analysis. It has been shown that when analyzing continuing stories and news themes, some 

patterns and relationships can be revealed only through qualitative research techniques 

(Ericson t.f cll., 199 1 ). The interpretations in qualitative content analysis are generally 

made as part of the analytic pi-ocess, following the analytic procedure in quantitative 

analysis. Unlike its quantitative counterpart, qualitative analysis is primarily concerned 

with discovery and vesification. I t  is argued that this type of analysis is capable of pin- 

pointing the subtle ways in ~vliich news operatives combine different items and stories to 

create new meanings and novel themes in the news (Ericson et a/., 1991 :54-8). 

It is also argued that qualitative analysis is a special type of quantification or that it 

is quasi-quantitative in nature. In  the case of qualitative analysis, the quantity is considered 

insignificant for the inference made and is too small or inexact to just$ formal and precise 

counting. Thus, there is no strict dicliotomy between qualitative and quantitative analysis 



(Rerelson, 1971 : 12 1-1 26). Holsii ( 1968:6OO) cites Pool, saying that the relationship 

between qualitative and quantitative methods is circular; eat!? provides new insig!?ts for 

the other. 

i n  this study, a qualitative, ethnographic approach is taken, inspired by Ericson and 

his colleagues' study (1991). According to these researchers, ethnographic readings of 

content result in the discovery of themes, patterns, and additional questions over the entire 

course of data-collection. Wirh this method, data are coded concepti~ally so that the same 

item is potentially relevant to a broad range of research topics. I t  is hoped that the 

qualitative analysis may serve as "the glue that  cements the interpretation of convergent 

results" (Johnson, l988:4;), thas making a holistic work out of this study. 

Limitations 

There are limitations in content analysis. A basic limitation of content analysis is 

that it can deal only with ~rha t  has been disseminated. Many topics receive relatively little 

exposure in the media; thus there will not be enough messages available for such research 

(Ericson e/ 01, 1991; Wimmer & Dominick, 1987) According to Ericson c r /  crl.(l991:55), 

only observational methodologies applied to newsrooms and source organizations can tell 

us what is considered for inclusion, but is not published, and why. The findings of a 

content analysis are limited to the material that has been published, and they are further 

restricted to what can actually be quantified This liniitation leads to a. concentration on 

aspects that are simple, measurable, and subject to standardization (Ericson, 1991; Kline, 

1982; Wimmer & Dominick, 1937). 



One major issue is the requirement of objectivity. It  is argued that subjectivity is 

inevitable no matter what kind of precautions the researcher takes darks  t!:e r~d ing  

process to reduce discriniinato~y or biased inclinations (Ericson ct d., 1991; Johnson, 

1958; Holsti, 1968). The requirement of objectivity limits tlie utility of content analysis for 

exploring the latent meanings between the lines of the text (IIolsti, 1968). A contcnt 

analysis can only be as good as tlie categories and subsumed categorical distinctions which 

inform the protocol. Due to the limitations inherent in content analysis, it is advisable that 

inferences dsawn witli the technique be corroborated by independent evidence (Holsti, 

1968, 1969). Another liniitation is that content at:alysis alone cannot serve as the sole 

basis for claims about media effects on tlie public. Therefore, this st~idy does not examine 

the social effects of tlie newspaper in question. 

Besides weaknesses inherent to content analysis, there are other aspects which may 

also limit the findings and analysis of this study As content analyses of crime-news 

reporting most often compare their findings witli official data to see if crime news reflects 

reality, this study tries to lnake similar comj~arisons in tlie Chinese context. I-Iowever, the 

access to official crime statistics i n  China is highly restricted. The only type of data 

available was from reports to Interpol These data were published in the J,aw Yearbook OF 

Chi~ia (1957) Only seven types of crimes are reported to Interpol and pi~blished in the 

book. They are mostly street crimes, inc!uding murder, assault, robbery, rape, theft, fraud, 

and counterfeiting. For 1983, only the total number of cases filed by 'the poiice is 

published. For 1386, the nunibers of cases filed by police by crime are published along 

with the totat number of cases filed by police The only difference in the 1989 data is that 



the nurnbes of serious tkefis is also given along with other categories. Therefore, there is 

actually very litt!e room for the comparison of oficial data with crime-news reporting in 

the People's Daily. Again, to repeat what has been pointed out earlier in this chapter, the 

debate about the measurement accuracy of crinie statistics was not discussed in this study. 

When the inaccuracy of statistics is assu~ned to be constant, comparative studies can be 

made with little question of their validity. 

The data of 1989 may give a distorted image of crime reporting because of the 

event of June 4th, 1989. As i t  was of'ficially defined as a counter-revolutionary riot, there 

may be more reports of crimes of counter-revolution and riot-related crimes. Moreover, 

since the triggering factor of the event was a call for stopping government corruption, 

there may be an ~~nusually large number of reports on official misconduct in the 

newspaper. 

However, if there is any distortion, it is unavoidable. In the last four decades in 

China, there have often been \wious political campaigns, turmoil, or other major events 

that affect crime reporting. I t  is, therefore, necessaly to take these events into account 

when doing the analysis. It should be noted that the focus of this study is not on the June 

4th event, although the democratic movement which reached its peak during that time 

could have been an intensive theme for a s t ~ ~ d y  of newspaper reporting. On the basis of 

this exploratory study, more research can be conducted to fill-ther analyze the functions of 

the Chinese media. More recent periods slio~ild be included as samples to examine if there 

have been any changes after 1939. 



As this study is the first attempt of this type conditcted in relation to a Chinese 

newspaper, there should be some 1imitatio:is on making coniparisons with \Vestern 

findings because of difirent social settings and dif'ferent definitions of crime. Strictly 

speaking, no content analyses are really comparable irnless the operational definitions 

adopted are identica!. The present study ignores these restrictions. To make a comparative 

study possible, Western findings are summarized so as to reveal a seneral pattern i n  crime- 

news coverage. The findings of this study, which basically explores similar aspects of 

crime reporting as did the Western studies, are actually compared with this pattern. Thus, 

any conclusions should be reached with caution. 

The comparisons are fi~rther limited by the fact that only one medium, and one 

newspaper, was analyzed. Moreover, as an organ of the Communist Party, the People's 

Daily is quite special as a newspaper. To examine the arguments presented in the earlier 

chapters, other media, such as television and radio, sliould also be included. Since the 

Pe3ple1s Daily is a national newspaper, local newspapers, specialized newspapers, and 

even underground newspapers should ideally be included to compare the messages 

disseminated to the public by different sources. This type of comparative study can further 

reveal the role that the People's Daily plays in presenting crime news. The People's Daily 

is not the only source where people obtain information about crime and the criminal justice 

system. The findings of this stildy should not be taken as representing all types of 

newspapers in China. 



Chapter Wf. Discussion of Findings (Quantitative Analysis) 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the findings of the quantitative analysis. Firstly, the news 

formats will be examined. According to Ericson el crf (1 99 1 : 149), "formats are the devices 

by which journalists are able to categorize, choose, organize, and represent knowledge as 

news." News formats are as impo~tant as the specific substantive topics addressed in the 

content. They, too, have ideological implications (ibid: 150). Secondly, the news contents 

will be examined to reveal the types of crimes reported. The patterns of crime-news 

reporting will be compared with the pattern shown in the official data. Thirdly, the 

explanation of causes of crime, type of 1;nowledge delivered, and the evaluation of 

criminal justice institutions will be examined. The findings of this study will be compared 

with those found in studies of Wesiern newspapers. Comparisons will also be made for the 

three different periods that were sampled. I t  should be pointed out again that of the three 

periods sampled, only 1989 was sampled for the whole year and the other two were only 

six months. 

Prominence ; ~ n d  amount of crime news 

As described earlier, each issue of the People's Dailv has eight pages. The first 

page is usually devoted to major events, both domestic and international, coupled with an 

editorial or commentary. The second page is for domestic news-- mostly economic news. 

The formats for the rest of' the pages often change, being devoted to various columns 

including "Cultural life", "Literature", "Education", "Sports", "Theory", "Letters to the 



Editor", "Legal colunin", "Book revien:sN, "Theater reviews", etc. Sonne of tkcze cof;~rnns, 

totaiing up to about 50, are run on specific days of the week, while others are printed 

every day. Each issue contains approximately 75,000 Chinese characters. On the seventh 

and eighth pages, the paper usually runs adve~tise~nents that sometimes occupy one full 

page. These ads promote products ranging fi-om consumer goods to books and magazines 

(Bishop, 1989; Chang, 1989; and personal sampling of 1989's papers). 

Dussuyer (1979:64) argues that when an article is placed on the front page, it 

signifies that, for the editor, it has high news value and, for the public, it has a higher 

probability of being noticed and read than those on other pages. Table 1 shows that crime 

stories were most often carried on Page 1 and Page 4 for all of ?he three periods. Page 7, 

the international page, did not carry national news. The proportions of crime stories 

carried on the rest cf the pages of the paper vary among the sampled periods. Table 1 

gives the proportion of crime stories that appeared on the fiont page, the most prominent 

place. 

Table I .  Distribution of Crime Stories by Page Number. 

1983 1986 1989 Total 
Page Percent percent 
1 34.9 2 1.2 
2 1.6 1.8 
3 7.9 1.8 
4 33.3 75.2 
5 19.0 
6 3.2 
8 

Percent Percent 
25.5 25.7 
29.3 20.8 
7.8 6.6 
30.1 39.3 
5.1 5.6 
1.5 1.4 

0.5 
Total 100 100 100 100 

Note: For 1983 and 1986. only sis months were includcd in lllc samplcs (July lo Dcccmbcr). For 1989, thc 
whole year was samplcd. 



The fi~dings of this study show that the total amount of space devoted to crime 

news for the Peofrle's Daily is significantly sinaller than comparable findings for Westerii 

newspapers and Japanese newspapers (as discussed in Chapter 11). Table 2 shows the 

percentage of space devoted to crime stories and the numbers of crime items for each 

sampled period. In the Western newspapers studied, the amount of space devoted to crime 

stories ranged from 5 to 28 percent, depending on the breadth of the definitions adopted, 

while the total amount set aside for crime stories in the People's Daily is no more than one 

percent during the three periods studied. As is shown in Table 2, although the total space 

devoted to crime stories for 198G is slightly smaller than that of 1983, the total number of 

crime stories for that year is almost twice that of 1983. 

Ericson el cr/ (1991) found that, compared with popular newspapers, quality 

newspapers more often carly longer items, features and continuing stories. There is a 

concern with being a source of record both at the moment and historically. Dussyuer 

(1979) found in his st~tdy of 40 Ontario newspapers that the majority of crime stories 

sampled were short, containing little more than a basic story outline with few background 

details. 



Table 2. Number of crime stories and proportion of total space by year 

1983 1986 1989 1989 1989 
2nd half 2nd ha!f 1st half 2nd half Total 

Frequency 233 173 396 
Percentage 0.66 9.56 0.95 0.93 0.94 

It is demonstrated in  Table 3 that, although the total space devoted to crime stories 

increased in 1989, there was a trend towards a reduction in the length of the crime stories. 

In 1983, only 10 pen-cent of the stories wer-e categorized as short, while in 1986 the 

pro~ortion of short stories increased to 38 per-cent and in 1989 to 52 percent (see 

Appendix A for the sizes of the three categories). The physical dimensions of a news item 

are also an indication of its importance (Dussuyer, 1979:65). Longer articles, which 

suggest greater news\vortliiness, may carry messages in more depth, whereas the 

hformation in a shoi-t story may be limited and narrower. This change of pattern will be 

examined later in this chapter. 

The fact that the Chinese newspaper apparently devoted smaller amounts of space 

Table 3. Story Size of Crime-News Reports 

to crime stories indicates that the phenomenon of crime and the formal criminal justice 

Short 
Medium 
Long 

Totat % 
Number 

1983 1986 1989 Total 
Percent Percent Percent Number 

9.5 38. 1 52.0 254 
77.8 61.9 46.7 3 04 
12.7 1.3 13 

100 100 100 100% 
6 3 113 3 95 5 72 



system received less attention than in Western newspapers, both the popular and the 

quality press. This is especialty true for the years of 1983 and 1986. The reporting of 

crime was a new practice. For a long time, the Ioctls of social control was in the informai 

institutions. It was not untii 1980 that the first Criminal Law in China was enacted. Until 

recently, information about crime and criminal justice activities have been considered 

unsuitable f ~ r  ordinary people io consume. It is reported in an article in the People's Daily 

 march 3, 1989, p.2) quoting the head of the Beijing Supreme Court that the Court should 

not keep its routine daily activities secret. He suggested that the court change its "closed- 

door" policy and that the court staff cooperate with news organizations and journalists. 

This change of attitude may partly explain the trend of increased crime reporting. 

However, it is possible that the increase of crime-news reporting could have been caused 

by a combination of f ~ t o r s ,  of which this change in attitude is but one. 

Tyjx of crime stories 

Crime stories vary in the extent to which they are specific or general in their theme. 

In this study, those covering specific individual incidents of crirne/law enforcement were 

classified as s~ecific crime stories. Another category is feature articles which are 

concerned less with dayto-day occurrences and more with the interpretation and 

evaluation of certain events or behaviours. General discussions and crime statistics give an 

overall view of crime trends and offer a commentary on one or more aspects of the crime 

phenomenon. The editorial and commentary features generally deliver more specific 

interpretations, evaluarions, and recommendations about a particular crime phenomenon 

or ckminal case. Examples of these different types of crime story will be given in,fhe 



qualitative analysis discussed in Ciiapter VII. The legal column ;s treated separately 

because it was present only f-br cestain periods and ody for the purpose of explaining 

selected provisions of the Csiminal Law. The articles it carried did not fit the categories 

described above. It  should be noted that it is not easy to distinguish general discussions 

and crime statistics. The general discussions covered important cont'ei-ences, as we]! as the 

Party's policies and instructions. Csime statistics were ofien an inseparable part of the 

general discussions. 

Table 4 shows tile propostions of difierent types of crime s t o ~ y  in the sampled 

periods. In spite or" a decseasing trend in soft news, it is obvious that more attention was 

given to opinion-based coluin~s in the Chinese newspaper than in its western counterparts. 

It has been foiind in some Canadian newspapers that hard crime news accounted for 80 

percent of crime-related news (Sacco and Fair, 1988). Dussuyer (1979) found in his stiidy 

that interpretative and "in-depth" repoi-tin: about crime phenomena represented only a 

very small proportion of crime stories (less than 7%). Ericson ef id (I99 1 :259-62) argue 

that strongly worded statements were a part of the dai!y menu in the newspapers sampled. 

Even so, about 75?4 of the news items sampled in both quality and popular newspapers 

were news or features, whereas only one-quarter of the items were explicitly opinion 

pieces rather than news or features 



Table 4. Nature of Crime Story by Year 

Specific/Feature 

Table 5. Percentage of Hard mid Soft Crime Stories by Year 

Percent Percent Percent Number 
46.0 45.1 63.9 333 

&nesal/~ditorial 
Legal Column 
Other 
Total (%) 
Number 

stoty 
Hard 23 36.5 42 37.2 
Soft 40 63.5 71 62.8 
Total 63 100 113 100 

4 1.3 26.5 33.8 190 
12.7 27.4 1.3 44 

0.9 1 .O 5 

108 100 100 
6 3 113 396 572 

Table 5 shows that the proportion of reports of specific crime cases was smaller 

than what was found in Western newspapers. For the category of specific crime cases 

alone, it was 63% (Jan.-Jun.) and 53% (Ju1.-Dec.) for 1989, 37?4 for both 1986 and 1983. 

The number of specific crime cases was considerably larger for the first six months of 

1989 than the secod .  This difference may be explained by more crime reports in response 

to the event of June 4th. What specific types of crime were more often reported during 

that time will be further examined later in this chapter, 

As shown in Table 6, general discussiodcrime statistics and editoriallcommentary 

more often appeared on the fi-ont page than did specific crime stories. On the average of 

the three periods, 24% percent of the specific crime stories, 38 percent of the general 



crime stories, and 37 percent of the editorial or commentary sections appeared on Page 1. 

Thus, secondary news was given a more proninent place tl:an primary news. This f r w  '3 

proportion cf explicitly opinion-based crime stories reflects the functions of the newspaper 

sampled. As discussed in Chapter IV, being the "eyes, ears, and mouth piece" of the 

Communist Party, the newspaper plays an important role in propagating the policies and 

ideas of the Party. It is an important agent in proixoting social changes in harmony with 

the Party's line and in providing moral education and maintaining social order. The 

newspaper serves the Party's needs. It does not have ta appear to be objective and 

impartial. 

Table 6. Distribution of Crime Stories on the Front Page 

Front Page Other Pages Total % 
Yo 

According to Ericson et a/ ( 199 1 : f GS), the question of what sides of a conflict are 

- 

Specific crime 
General discussion 
Editosiallcomrnentaiy 
Feahlse 
Legal column 
Total Number 

presented in the news and whether a particuiar side is favo~ired has been central in debates 

24.2 75.8 100 
3 8.1 61.9 100 
3 7.1 62.9 100 
2.9 97.1 100 
2.3 97.7 100 
147 425 5 72 

about journalisin. In Western news institutions, the appearance of impartiality is crucial. 

Journalists' professionalisnl is equated with commitment to objectivity and impartiality. 

Chinese journalists, however, are supposed to be propagandists and intelligence gatherers 

for the Party. They are trained and required to be one-sided. This is especially true for 



those working f ~ r  the People's Daily, althou& the call for ~bjectivity and impartiality in 

news reporting was always the central issue of press reforms. 

The People's Daily is intended to reach the largest possible audience, which 

incli~des people of ail walks of life and with different levels of education and literacy. As 

discussed in Chapters III  and fV, those who govern have a paternalistic view towards 

people and always think that they need to be educated in order to tell what is right and 

what is wrong, a l L  ia know what type of behaviour they should follow. Therefore, it is 

not enough to give only facts Interpretaiions and evaluations are always needed. This 

characteristic will be repeatedly shown in this analysis. In fact, even in specific crime 

stories, there were always clear messages being delivered. However, the quantitative 

analysis cannot reveal the subjective impact of the words in the crime stories. 

A pattern in reporting crime stories was found in the data of 1983 and 1986. In 

1983, these were 10 editorials or commentaries in total. Six of them were paired with 

specific crime cases seported on the same day and three of them concerned discussion or 

statistics of certain crimes run on the same day. In  1986, of the total of 13 editorials or 

commentaries, eight aiined at crime cases :-eported on the same day and three referred to 

crime cases in the lega! column of the same day. However, :lo similar pattern was found 

for the data of 1989, which showed a considerably smaller proportion of editorials. It is 

s!lown in Table 7 t!lat there was some change in the length of story for specific crime 

stories. The proportion of shoster ones was increasing while the proportion of medium and 

long stories \\/as decreasing. These phenomena may suggest that crimes were reported in a 

niore cautious a d  more emphatic way in the first two periods than in 1989. More 



information about the cases reported \\.as given and more intei-pretrttions and coniinents 

were made on the cases. 

Table 7 .  Length of Specific Crime Stories by Year 

short 
medium 
Total (%) 
Number 

1983 1986 1989 Total 
3/0 yo yo ?h 

Sources of crime stories 

In this study, only very basic information was collected for a disciission of the 

relationship between the nejvs o~ganization and its sources as reflected in crime-news 

reporting According to Ericson 2~ n/ ( 199 1 1 S 1 -2), news is very important to sources 

because it helps them to constitute their authority Imagemaking is cruciai to sources. 

Those in official pcsitions use the power of the media to es~ablish publicly the symbols of 

their administration Through their designated spokespersons, the sources help to aiitl~or 

the news However, not evelyone is able to exercise his or her authority equally News 

organizations have their own legitimating justifications The findings of Sigal's survey of 

the New York Times and the Washington Post ind~cated that 73 per cent of all news items 

sampled involved government officials (see Ericson et trl, 199 1.191) According to 

Ericson et N/ (ibid ), the oficial imprint of a government agency is often required before 

something is regarded as news at all govern men^ institutions predominate in setting the 

agenda and sustaining preferred acccunts 



In the People's Daily, government sources dominated the reporting of crime news. 

As shown in Table 8, the ovenvliellning majority of soilrces cited in the samples were 

government organizations (including the news organization itself and the Xinhua News 

Agencyr another central organ of the partylgovernment). The agencies of criminal justice 

are also government organizations. They are under the control of the ,oovernment/garty, as 

there is no independent judiciary in China. Only a fraction of crime items (7.4%) attributed 

their sources to unspecified individuals. It should be noted that, in fact, sources were not 

often clearly identified in the newspaper. They were not a necessary part of the news 

unless authorities in high positions were involved. 

T;tbIe 8. Sources of Crime Stories 

I Cum 

Own organization 

It is shown in Table S that 33 percent of crime stories did not attribute information 

to outside sources. However, the findings of the study conducted by Ericson et d 

(1991: 153-4) showed that the newspapers in their sample had very few items in which no 

other sources of information were cited or referred to. The quality newspaper sampled 

almost always cited outside sources, with only two percent of its news items lacking 

reference to other sources. Ir! their study (Ericson et nl, 1941), moreover, 34 percent of 

the newspapers had a substantial proportion of their stories with four or more outside 

Frequency Percent Percent 
197 34.4 34.4 

Other news agency 
Criminal Justice 
Other government source 
Unspecified 
Total 

120 2 1 .O 55.4 
l 46 25.5 80.9 
67 11.7 92.7 
42 7.4 100 
572 100 100 



sources cited. The use of multiple sources was a technique that was not found in this 

study. There was, if any, only one explicitly indicated source in each c!-ime story. This 

study also showed that criminal-justice sources appear frequently in the news, especially 

for the 1989 samples. This is similar to Western newspapers, especially for popular 

newspapers as discussed in chapter 11. 

The small proportion of individual sources in the samples of this study may be 

partly due to the exclusion of letters-to-the-editor. However, it is worth noting that, as 

Ericson g al argued ( 1  99 1 : 196), individuals as sources were routinely used to provide 

"public reaction" to events already framed by institutional sources in the news. i t  was 

found during the process of coding that their argument also applies to the Chinese 

newspaper. 

Crimes portrayed in crime stories 

Table 9 gives all types of crime reported in the crime stories by rank order, There 

are, in total, 192 provisions in "Part 11, Special Provisions" of the Criminal Law of the 

People's Republic China. These provisions are grouped into seven chapters, including 

crimes of counterrevoluiion, crimes endangering public security, crimes undermining the 

socialist economic order, crimes infi-inging upon the rights of the person or the democratic 

rights of citizens, crimes of property violation, crimes disrupting the order of social 

administration, crimes disrupting marriage and the family, and crimes of dereliction of 

duty. To list all types of crime found in the newspaper is to show a general picture of what 

are reported as crimes, as the Chinese Criminal Law is dramatically different from the 

criminal law in Western countries (Felkenes, 1989). 



Although it is not within the range of this study to discuss the Criminal L w  as 

such, it is relevant to point out that, in China, one main purpose of law is to educate and 

guide people. This "parental jurispr~~dence" (Berman el cd., 1982:238), is manifested by 

profirse moralism in the Criminal Law, especially the definitions of crimes and the 

punishments for wrongdoers (ibid.:239, 25 1; McCabe, 1989). Another noteworthy point is 

that the Criminal Law was promulgated in 1980 soon after the end of the Cultural 

Revolution. Therefore, it  inevitably reflected the impact of that upheaval. Shown in Tab!e 

9, there are such provisions as "beating, sniashing, and looting" and "publicly insulting by 

using 'big character' or 'small cl?aractert posters". These behaviours are associated with the 

Cultural Revolution. The crime of "beating, smashi:ig, and looting" re-appeared in news 

reports and criminal p:-osecutions during and after the events associated with June 4th, 

1989. 



Table 9. Nature of Alleged Crimes Rcpoi-ted in Crime Stories by Rank Order 

Embezzlement 
Bribery 
Smuggling/speculation 
Theft and burglary 
Unspecified 
Murder 
Not applicable 
Fraud 
Robbery 
Counterrevolution 
Neglect of duty 
Sabotage of cultural 
relics 
Pornography 
Assault 
Sex offense 
Beating, smashing and 
looting 
Unlawful detention 
Libel 
Weapon violations 
Hijacking 
Tax evasion 
Kidnapping 
Bombing 
Corporate crime 
Gambling 
Arson 
Poison 
Drugs 
Sabotages of electrical 
equipment 
Hooliganism 
Prostitution 
Sabotage of means of 
transportation, etc. 
Protecting criminals 
Misappropriating state 
funds for disaster relief 
Publicly insulting or defaming 
other 
Violations of boundary 
control 
Traffic offenses 
Obstruction of justice 
Violations of control of 

Valid 
Frequency Percent Percent 



monetary affairs 
Juvenile delinquency 
Mismanagement causing 
major accident 
Taking hostage 
Perjury 
Sabotages of communi- 
cations equipment 
Judicial personnel 
misconduct 
Violation of forestry 
regulations 
Assembling a crowd t o  
disturb public order 
Violations of trademark 
control 
Violations of freedom of 0.1 

Notc: -- Whcn more t I ~ 1 1 i  one crimc \\.;IS invohvd in a crime story, two types of crime were coded 

corrcspondcncc 
Witchcraft 
Total 
Missing 

according to lhc emphasis. Thus. 1u.o \m-iablcs were ilsed for coding types of crime stories. Single crime- 

I 0.1 
1144 7 00 
43G 38.1 

typc coding (onc of thc tno \.nri:tblcs) yiclclcd 572 crimes because there were totally 572 items. For the 

second \,:~riablc. only 136 crimcs ~vcrc rccorclcc! bccausc the majority of crime stories involved only one 

type ol'crimc. Doublc cocling of cri~nc !.icldcd 705 crime storics. Hcrc the missing number is caused by 

--V;rlicl pcrccnl s1lon.s ~ h c  pcrccnlagc of a catcgor? \vhcn missing \dues are cscludcd. 

It is shown in Table 9 that there is a considerable proportion of unspecified crimes. 

This is partly because of confi~sion in the grouping of crimes in the Criminal Law and 

crime reporting, and partly because of the niethod of reporting. During the coding 

process, it was found that the reporters tended to use two terms to classifjr certain crimes. 

One was "criniinal cases" used for common street crimes, such as those reported to the 

Interpol; the other was "economic cases", used rnostly for white-collar crimes. These two 



Table 10. Proportion of Crimes reported by type 

Crime against person 
Murder 
Sex offense 
Assault 
Robbery 
Hooliganism 
Kidnapping 
Unlawful detention 
Libel 
Publicly insulting & defaminc 
other 

Crime against property 
Theft and burglary 
Fraud 
Embezzlement 
Smuggling/speculation 
Misappropriating state funds 
Violations of monetary control 
Bribery 

Other types of crime 
Missing cases 
Total 

Frequency Percent to total cases 

Note: Thc missing \.aluc is causcd by doublc coding. 

terms were concurrently used as if those economic cases were not under the jurisdiction of 

the Criminal Law. Moreover, although in the Criminal Law, bribery is under the category 

of "crimes of dereliction of duty", in practice it was called and grouped into economic 

crimes. It is often seen in the samples that embezzlement and bribery were reported and 

discussed together, sometimes without distinyishing them. In  fact, a considerable 

proportion of specific cases of embezzlement also involved bribery. On the other hand, it 

is not rare to see that one single specific criliie story could contain multiple "criminal 

cases'', or "economic cases", without indicaiing what exactly the crimes were about. This 

will be further examined in the next chapter. 



Table 10 compares ihe proportions of crimes against the person and crimes against 

property in the samples. Because of problems caused by the definitions of crimes in the 

Criminal Law and by the method of reporting, it is sometimes not easy to distinguish the 

two types of crimes. For example, the crime of "beating, smashing, and looting" is 

classified under "crimes infringing upon the rights of the person and the democratic rights 

of citizens" in the Criminal Law. However, violations of both person and property are 

involved in the definition and punishment of this crime. To take another example, the 

crime of acting as a "hooligan," which is grouped under the category of "crimes 

disrupting the order of social administration" in the Criminal Law, involves violence 

against the person and against propesty. Therefore, those crimes with vague definitions 

were excluded from these two types of crime for the purpose of comparison with the 

findings in Western studies. It is shown, in Table 10, that reports of crimes against the 

person accounted for 18%, \vhite those of crimes against property accounted for 44%. As 

a supplement to show the nature of crimes reported, Table 11 gives the proportion of 

violent crimes founc! in the samples. The grouping is just slightly different from what is 

shown in Tabie 10. 



Table 11. Proportion of Violetlt Crimes 

I Proportion 

Violent crime 
Murder 
Sex offense 
Assault 
Robbery 
Hooligan 
I<idnapping 
Taking hostage 
Bombing 
Beating, smashing and looting 
Unlawful detention 

Crime against property 
Other types of crime 
Missing 
Total 

Frequency Percent to total cases - 
135 19.1 

Note: The missing valucs arc cawxl b!. cloublc cocli~~g. 

The findings of this study thus are dif'ferent from the general findings of the 

Western studies discussed in Chapter 11, in which violent crimes were overrepresented, 

while such common property crimes as theft and burglary were ignored. Dussuyer's study 

(1979) found that 30% of items in the samples concerned offenses against persotls and 

20% offenses against property. Moreover, the offenses which appeared most often in 

crime news also tended to be the more serious. The present study found it dificult to 

measure the seriousness of crimes, part!y because of different perceptions and definitions 

sf crimes. In China, some crimes against propeoy may be regarded as more serious than 

some crimes againsi the person, especia'lly for those involving the state's property. The 

severity of sentencing in China may reflect different perceptions as to the seriousness of 

the crime. This wi!l be discussed later in this chapter. 



However, when taking into account types of newspaper, the findings of this study 

no longer seem to be unique. Ericson el nl (1991:244-6) found that the reporting of 

property crimes was rare in both quality and popular newspapers. However, their findings 

show that only 18 per cent of news items in tile quality newspaper were on topics related 

to violence, which was defined as acts of both threatened and direct violence, whereas the 

proportion was alrnost doubled for the popular newspaper. On the topics of murder and 

robbery, the contrast between quality and popular newspapers was striking. While murder 

and robbay were a staple part of the coverage in the popular newspaper, the quality 

newspaper simply ignored them unless such reports were relevant to important local issues 

or to general legal trends. 

Murder and robbery were among the top ten crimes reported in the People's Baiiv 

(see Table 9). At this stage, it  is not clear if they were overrepresented. However, it 

should be noted that there were several snajor events during the sampled periods. In 

September, 1983, a campaign aimed at some crimes endangering public security was 

launched after two legal documents were enacted. One was the Decision of the Standing 

Coni~nittee of the National P e o ~ s h t h e e n t  of 

Criminals Mfho Seriouslv Endan~er Public Security; the other was the Decision of t& 

Standing Committee of the National People's Congess Regarding the Procedure for 

Prompt Ad_iudication of Cases Involving Criminals Who Seriouslv Endanger Pub& 

Security (For the English translation of these two documents, see The Laws of the 

People's Republic of China [ I  9871). In  1986, a "Legal Column" was created to meet the 

needs of iegal education. Selected provisions of the Criminal Law were interpreted and 



explained along with some crime cases taken as exanlples for each topic. In 1989 

demonstrations around the country were triggered by the strong resentment of 

government corruption among the people and the government's response later turned into 

one of the Sreat tragedies in Chinese history. In Aujayst, a campaign targeting 

pornographic publications and audio-visual materials was launcl~ed after a national 

conference held by the Central Comniittee of the Communist Party and the State Council. 

Also in August, 1989, the Supreme Court and the Supreme Prowratorate jointly issued an 

announcement published in the People's Daily (August IG, p.1) which became a legal 

document calmed Announcement Requiring Criminals Who Have Committed 

Embezzlement. Bribery, Sgecalation, etc. to Confess and Surrender before Deadline 

(October, 3 1 st, 1989). These events might stimulate heavy reporting of certain crimes in 

the newspaper during certain periods; namely, "crime waves" could be created by such 

events. 

In the West, a crilne wave is constructed through a collaboration of news 

organizations (Ericson el u/., 1984, Fisli~nan, 1979). Crime waves raise public 

consciousness of the crimes at issue According to Fishman (1 9 l 8 : 5 3  I), only those themes 

dealing with street crime ever beconre crime waves in the Western media Thcrc were 

crime waves in the reporting of crime news in the Chinese newspaper. The themes chosen 

should always reflect the Party's requirements and needs. Restricted by the sample size, 

this study cannot examine those crime themes which could last for a long time, such as 

government corruption, the ever-lasting problem since the founding of the People's 

Republic ~f China (Troyer, 1939). However, to take pornography as an example, there 



was not a single report of cases involving pornography in the samples of 1983 and 1986. 

In 1989, there was only one item in the firs? seven months of the year, while there were 18 

items beginning in Aug~ist 1989, when the national conference on banning pornographic 

publications and audio-visual materials was held by the Party (Table 12). 

Table 12. Reporting of Pornography by Month 

San-July, 1989 
Aug- Dec, 1989 
Total 

Frequency Percent 
I 5.3 
18 94.7 

19 100 

Note: Thcrc was no rcport of pornogr;lphy in  19S? and 19S6. 

In the study, white-collar crimes were given more attention than common street 

crimes (see Table 13). Reports of white-collar crimes were double those of common street 

crimes. Moreover, the reports of white-xollar crimes were more often placed on the more 

prominent front page. Table 14 gives the rank order of 11  crimes selected and the 

proportion of each crime that appeared on the front page. It shows reports of 

embezzlement as the largest proportion of cases appearing on the front page. 

Table 13. Most Frequently Reported Crimes by Rank Order 

White-Collar Crime Street Crime 
Rank Percent Rank Percent 
1 Embezzlement 11.5 4 Theft and Eurglary 3.9 
2 Bribery 5.2 5 Murder 3.2 
3 Smuggling/Speculation 4.0 7 Robbery 2.1 
6 Fraud 2.2 8 Assault 1.6 
7 Neglect of Duty 2.1 9 Sex Offense 1 .i 

Note: Reports of difl'crent crimes arc rank-ordcrcd according to their frequencies of being reported in the 
newspaper. 



Table 14. Crime Stories Appe:~ring oil the Front Page by type o f  Crime 

White collar crime 
Embezzlement 
Bribery 
Smuggling/speculation 
Neglect of duty 
Fraud 

Total 
Street crime 

Robbery 
Theft and burglary 
Assault 
Kidnapping 
Murder 
Sex offense 

Total 

Frequency - Percent 

In her study, Graber (19SO:37) found that "cvllite-collar crime stories received 

basically the same display as street crime stories in prominent page and section placement, 

headline size, story length, and pictorial coverage." I<atzls study of an American 

newspaper ( I  987) showed that white-collar crimes (66% in the crime news and 22% in the 

official statistics) received much more media attention than did common street crimes 

(21% in the crime news and 70% in official statistics). Ericson e/ cr/ (1991) also argue that 

the reporting of white-collar economic crimes was ~nuch more frequent than the reporting 

of blue-collar theft and burgla~y. Thesefore, the findings of this study are similar to their 

findings in this respect. 

According to Ericson c/ cd (1991 :252-3), journalists focus on crime, corruption, 

negligence, mismanagement, and procedirral impropriety to foster accountability and effect 

change in the organizations concernzd. However, while the popular newspaper focuses on 



street crimes strippeci of organizational and institutional contexts, the quality newspaper 

acts as the watch-dog of government officials (ibid.:256). Their findings showed that the 

quality newspaper (50 per cent) was twice as likely as the popular newspaper to publish 

items itnpbnting deviance to oficials in  government (ibid.:253-5). The findings of this study 

reveal a siinilar tendency. Misconduct of government officials usually received great 

attention. Embezzlement and bribery were the number one and number two crimes most 

often reported in the samples. ?dore than half of the reports of the two crimes involved 

either a party member or a government official or both (see Table 15). This is consistent 

with the role of the newspaper and its journalists. As is discussed in Chapter XV, the 

People's Daily is used by the leadership of the Party as a check on mismanagement and 

other oficial misconduct, while the journalists ai-e the Party's intelligence gatherer. In fact, 

crimes of embezzlei-iient and bribery have been a major theme in the reporting of news in 

the newspaper (see Table 15). 



Table 15. Proportion of Crime Stories Invohing P::@ Members or Goverimeilt 
Ofirncials by Crime 

Embezzlement 
Party membership Gov't Officials Gov't Officials 

No i 0.7 14 10.7 2 3.3 
13.0 38 29.0 5 8.3 18 30.0 

Not 15.3 20 15.3 6 10.0 6 10.0 
Applicable 

100 13 I 100 160 

Table 162. Rank 01-ricr of Atlegeti Crimes by Y e w  

1983(Jul-Dec) 
hi % 

Embezzlement 12 9.5 
Smuggling1 12 9.5 
speculation 
Assault 6 4.8 
Hijacking 5 4.0 

Counter- 4 3.2 
revolution 
Protecting 4 3.2 
criminal 
Sex offense 3 2.4 
Fraud 3 2.4 

Murder 14 6,2 
Embezzlement 14 6.2 

Neglect of duty 14 6.2 
Smugglingf 9 4.0 
speculation 
Unlawful 9 4.0 
detention 
Bribery 9 4.0 

Libel 7 3.1 
Theft/ burglary 6 2.7 

Theft/ burglary 2 4 1.8 
Kidnapping 4 1.8 

Total 90 40.0 

Embezzlement 66 23.6 
Bribery 35 15.7 

Pornography 18 8.1 
Smuggling/ 14 6.3 
speculation 
Counter- 12 5.4 
revolution 
Murder 8 3.6 

Fraud 7 3.1 
Sabotage of 6 2.7 
cultural relic 
Theft1 burglary 5 2.2 
Neglect of duty 5 2.2 

176 78.9 



Twbie i6b.  Rank Order of Alleged Crimes, 1989 

Table 16a and Table 16b give the rank order of crimes reported in the samples for 

the three periods. The purpose of making two tables is to make the comparison of the 

three periods valid (all of rhem included only the second six months) and detect significant 

changes in crime reporting before and after June the 4th, 1989. It is surprising to find that 

crimes of counter-revolution were given much attention for all three periods (for 1983 and 

1989 this crime ranked ainong the top ten crimes, while for 1986, it was the 1 lth). It may 

indicate ihat, for the People's Daily, the consolidation of political power is a theme that 

deserves long-term attention. 

Jan.-Jun. N % 
Embezzlement 39 14.2 
Theft and burglary 32 11.7 
Robbery 20 7.3 
Bribery 16 5.8 
Murder 15 5.5 
Sabotage of cultural relic 13 4.7 
Fraud 4 1  4 
Smugglinglspeculation 1 : 4 
Beating, smashing and 11 4 
looting 
Assault 9 3.3 
Total 136 

I t  is shown in Table Ifia that the general patterns for the three periods are similar. 

?'rfhite-collar crimes were given more attention than were street crimes for all of the three 

periods. In 19S9, reports of embezzlement and bribery considerably increased. This can 

be explained by the occurrence of the movement before and around June 4th that was 

tr igered by r~nprecedented serious corruption of the government. In response to  people's 

Jul.-Dec. N % 
Embezzlement 66 29.6 
Bribery 35 15.7 
Pornography 18 8.1 
Smuggling/speculation 14 6.3 
Coiinterrevolution 12 5.4 
Murder 8 3.6 
Fraud 9 3.1 
Sabotage of cultural relic 6 2.7 
Theftlburglary 5 2.2 

Neglect of duty 5 2.2 
64.5iTotal 176 78.9 



anger and recluire~nents, the Party launched an anti-embezzlement campaign. As a result, 

more reports of the crime appeared in the People's D&, especially for the second haif of 

the year (See Tabie 16b). The reporting of this campaign will be discussed in the next 

chapter. 

Table 16b also shows that these were more reports of street crimes in the first half 

than the second half of 1989. There were 20 reports of robbery and 32 reports of 

thefihurg!ary in the first six months, whereas there were only 5 reports of thefilbwgiary 

and no report or" robbery in the second six months, Moreover, the number of niurder 

reports for the first six months was twice that for the second six months. %eating, 

smashing, and looting" that was made a crime in the Criminal Code in order to prevent 

the reoccurrence of what happened in the early stage of the Cultural KevoluPion in the 

1960s, reappeared during this period, Although no details of the cases were recorded 

during the process of coding, there is no doubt that the major theme of reporting before 

and around June 4th was to portray and denounce the 'kiot," thus the theme of crime- 

news reporting was related to public order and security. After the crackdown, the major 

emphasis was shifted to deal with the issue of government cornlption. 

It is shown in Table IGa that murder was the most frequently reported crime in the 

samples of 1986. A fi~rther analysis shows that more than half of the items concerned were 

carried in the "Legal Column" for- a discussion of the definition of murcfer. This pattern 

changed in 1989 (see Table 17). There were more reports of individual murder cases in 

that period. Besides the effect of June 4th discussed in the earlier paragraph, this change 

may also indicate that social problems were more openly discussed in the year of 1989, 



The issue of crime was no longer kept as secret as before, especially street crimes. There 

will be further djscussion of this issue in the section on murder reporting in the next 

chapter 

Table 17. Distsibutio~l of lieports of Murder by Type of Story (1986 and 1989 

11 986 (Jill.- Dec.) Ilr)89 (Jan.- Dec.) 

Despite the fact that, in 1983, the two "decisions" were issued regarding the severe 

and swift punishment of crimes endangering public security, the findings did not show an 

increase in tlie reporting of the crimes concerned. In the reporting of specific crime stories, 

a large proportion of stories contained more than one case (see Table 18). Thus, although 

tlie total space devated to, and tlie numbers of crime news items, were not large, there 

were many more cases involved in each report. This ma;. partly explain the phenomenon 

found in the 1983 data mentioned above. This style of multiple reporting may have 

different eflects than is the situation with single-case reporting. However, a quantitative 

afialysis cannot do much in this respect. As discussed in Chapter 111, the technique of 

quantitative content analysis should not be i~sed alone for examining the effects of the 

media (Wimmer 8:. Dominick, 1987). 

Specific crime 
General discussion 

Frequency Percent 
3 21.4 
1 7.2 

Frequency Percent 
16 69.6 
1 4.3 

Feature 14.3 
Legal colunin 57.1 

6 26.1 
0 0 

Total ,23 100 



Table $8. Proportion of Specific Crime Stories by Case Number, 1989. 

Only one case 
Between 2 and 5 cases 
Between 6 and 10 Cases 
11 cases and more 
Not applicable 
Total 

Value Label 

The present study did not intend to probe the images shown in the crime stories 

about the offender and the victim. From the very basic information collected, it is found 

that usually only offenders' names were given, while other information was always missing 

(Table 19). Table 20 shows t h a t  there were ofien multiple ofTenders in one crime story. 

One reason for this is what has been mentioned earlier, namely, that there were many 

multi-case crime stories in the samples. Victims were genera1.y invisible in the crime 

stories (Table 21). Therefore, the findings of this study in this respect are consistent with 

those found in Western newspapers. 

Frequency Percent 



Offender's sex 
Frequency Percent 
306 53.5 
28 4.9 
127 22.2 

Table 19. lnforrnation About the Offender 

Note: =- The catcgoi~ of "ofl-crtdcr ankno~\x" m a n s  that the offcndcr was not mentioned in the crime 
story. The catcgoiy of "instituiion" rcrcrs lo non-individual offenders. 

--C'Jiten the crinlc sloty was not about a spccific case and did not involve any individual offenders 
or victims, c.g. in most cascs of gctlcral c!iscossion. i t  was then cmgorized as 'hot applicable." This also 
applies to the lablcs bclow. 

Tdde 20. N~h~nber of Offenders in Crime Stories 

Offender's age 
7-. r requency Percent 
38 6.6 
4 19 73.3 
6 1 .O 

10 1.7 
9 9 17.3 

572 100 

Given 
Not given 
Offender 
Unknown 
Institution 
Not applicable 
Total 

Frequency 
One Person 25.2 
Between 2 and 5 20.8 
More than 5 22.2 
Not given 
Not app!icable 20.1 
Total 572 100 

Offender's name - Frequency Percent 
3 10 54.2 
147 25.7 
6 1 .O 

10 1 .'7 
99 17.3 

572 100 

Table 21. linfosmation About the Victim 

One to 3 sentences 
More than 3 sentences 

None 
Frequency Percent 
295 51.6 

In the samples, only a very small proportion of crime cases were repeatedly 

Not applicable 
Total 

reported. Generaily speaking, no long-term attention was paid to individual incidents. The 

172 30.1 

5 72 100 



only topic which received a series of reposts was the hijacking of a Chinese airplane by six 

Chinese citizens to South Korea in 1983. 

Crimes stories and official s t i~ t i s t i c~  

lit has been ~nentioged earlier that the oflkial data are very limited and 

questionable, However, they are the only source available. For 1983, there was no 

breakdown for the seven types of crimes usua!ly reported to Interpol since 1986. Only an 

aggregated number of the crimes was published. On the other hand, the total number of 

reports of the seven crimes in the newspaper sampled is only 15 f'or 1983 and 30 for B 986 

(Again, in this study, only the second six months of these two years were sampled). The 

sample sizes are considered too small to make a reasonable comparison. Therefore, only 

the data of 1989 were used for the pul-pose of this section. 

Table 22. Comparison of Selected Crimes Between Newspaper Reporting 
(People's Dailv) and Official Statistics in  China, 1989. 

Crime News 

- 
Murder 123 19.3 
Assault I I 9.2 
Robbery 2 1 17.6 
Rape 8 6.7 
Theft 37 31.1 
Fraud 18 15.1 
Counterfeit 2 0.08 
Total 120 100 

Crime Statistics 
Freq~rency Percent 

Table 22 compared the reporting of the seven crimes with official data. In the 

official data, the majority of the cases involved theft (about 85%), while each of the 

remainins crimes accounted for only a fraction of the total crimes in the official ~ a t a .  In 



the crime stories, however, the proportion of theft cases (31%) is considerably smaller 

than that in the official data, and for the four types of violent crimes, the totai proportion 

(53%) was rnuch larger than in the oficial data. Yet, it is not correct to conclude that, in 

the newspaper, violent crimes were over-represented, while property crimes were under- 

reported. It  woiild be safer to say that, comparing this group of crimes, the reversed 

representation is not as obvious as is the case in Western newspapers. It has been pointed 

out that a considerable proportion of crime stories contained more than one case in each 

item (see Table 18). Moreover, crinie statistics were an important part of general 

discussions of crime pheno~nena. Therefore, although the total number of individual crime 

stories was small, the total number of criminal cases referred to in these stories was 

probably much larger. Considering this style of reporting, it is not that straightforward to 

say which crinie is over-represented and which is under-represented. How the public's 

perception of the incidence of various crinies will be influenced by this style of reporting 

needs to be fi~rther examined 

As mentioned earlier, i t  was found i n  the present study that, in fact, the People's 

Dailv serves as an oficial source of crime statistics. Crime statistics were available from 

general discussions, reports of government institutions, or reports of major relevant 

conferences published in the newspaper, although they were not carried in a systematic 

and consistent manner. 

I t  is not the purpose of this study to get crime data fionn the newspaper. However, 

some data found in the samples are considered usefill for the discussion in this section. It 

was reported in the b l e ' s  Daily (October 26th, 1989, p.3) that a total of 71,055 cases 



of embezzlement and bribery (econoniic crinies) were reported to all the procuratorate 

institutions in the country fiom the beginning of January to the end of September, 1989 It 

was also said in the report that, compared \\/ith I9SS's figure during the same period, the 

number of e~nbezzletnent and bribery cases \vas more than two times largcr When looking 

at the cases filed by the procuratorate institutions, the number was only half of tliat of 

cases that were reported Moreover, a considerable number of the cases were reported and 

filed afier the joint "Announceii~enl" by the People's Supreme Court and the People's 

Supreme Procuratorate (see Chapter V) was published on A L I ~ L I S ~  15th,  1989 in the 

People's Daily These numbers give an  idea of the esient to which crimes of embezzlement 

and bribery existed in reality It can be inferred from the numbers that, even for the whole 

year, the total number of embezzlement and bribery cases was within six digits. This 

number was, thus, ~nuch smaller than the total number of those seven types s f  cri~iies 

published and reported to Interpol (see Table 22) flowever, enibezzlemcnt and bribery 

received more media attention than all of those crimes reported to Interpol put together 

(see Table 23) I t  contrasts with  Westerti studies, in which a media emphasis was put on 

street crime as compared to white-collar crime (see Chapter 11) 



TabSe 23. Freqrtmcy of Mention of Selected Crimes 

Murder 
Sex Offense 
Assault 
Robbery 
Theft 
Fraud 
Embezzlemen 
If 
Bribery 
Total 

1983 
Frequency Percent 
- - -- 

Frequency Percent 
14  26.9 

1989 
Frequency Percent 
23 8.3 
8 2.9 
11 4.0 
2 1 7.6 
3 9 14.1 
I8  6.5 

105 38.0 

Nevertheless, this comparison lends support to the view that was discussed in the 

earlier section. The People's Daily, as a quality newspaper as well as the organ of the 

Party, sets its targets at "those prostituting themselves for the high life in established 

institutions (political cor-ruption) more than those engaged in the low life of illicit 

prostitution (vice and 'nomiai crime')" (Ericson c /  nl. 1991:41). The mass media have an 

agenda-setting fimction. They made readers pay attention to certain issues (McCornbs and 

Shaw, 1972); in this case the issue is official misconduct or the campaign against 

corruption by individual government ofticials. From the newspaper, readers learn not only 

about this issue but also Iiow i~ii~ch importance to attach to it from the amount and 

prominence assigned to it. 

Stnges of reporting 

I n  the Western media a crime incident often appears as if it is a complete episode 

rather than part of a series of episodes. It is reported that the media generally focus on the 

beginning stages of the criminai justice system (Dussuyer, 1979; Garofalo, 1981; Graber, 



1980; Katz, 1987; Sherizen, 1978; Sur-ette, 1993). Typically, the first phase in a crime 

story is the reporting of an incident defined as criminal to the police who then may verifjl 

and investigate, apprehend and interrogate. Some findings (Dussuyer, 1979; Sherizen, 

1978) showed that two-thirds of crime-news items sampled were related to police actions. 

It was found that crime incidents, arrests, captures, suspect follow-up andlor charges were 

the most prevalent responses to reported crime. The commission of the crime provided the 

basis for the major details contained in the article (Dussuyer, 1979). 



Table 24. Percentage of Crime Stories by Stage of Criminal Justice Process 

Top Ten Ranks Only l ~ f t e r  arrest, Sentencing Execution Other Total 
(A11 Years) 

Murder 
Assault 
Theft and burglaly 
Embezzle~nent 
Sabotage of cultural 
relics 
Counten'evolution 
Smuggling/speculation 
Neglect of duty 
Beating, smashing & 

Note: In this a~:aiysis. thc term "csccution" means the carn'ing out of a sentence, in most cases, of death. 
lf thc sentence was imprisonment. then "csccu~ion" m a n s  thar the criminal was serving the sentence. 

before stages 
prosecution 
36.8 42.1 10.5 10.6 100 
46.2 30.8 15.4 7.6 100 
33.3 20.8 25 20.9 100 
33.9 29 12.9 24.2 100 
68.4 15.8 15.8 100 

38.9 44.4 11.1 5.6 100 
42.3 19.2 7.7 30.8 100 
38.5 15.4 46.1 100 
4 1.7 25 8.3 25 100 

looting 
Bribery 

The findings of this study also show a large proportion of crime-news reports at 

13.8 2 5 3.1 28.1 100 

the police stage. It is shown in Table 24 that about 40% of the crime news were reported 

after the offender or suspect was arrested. It was rare to report an incident when it had 

just occurred. Similar to what is found in Western newspapers, a typical report of a crime 

case at this stage includes mostly the description of the crime itself. Other aspects were 

rarely mentioned (see Table 27j. However, to report a crime only after the offender has 

been apprehended offers the public a visible suggestion that something is being done about 

it and that  he crime has been solved. It is not the particular incident that is thought to be 

newsworthy; what is more impoita~~t is tile message that there has been a victory over the 

"bad elements". In this way, potentially negative news is turned into good news. 



Table 25. Percentage of Crime Stories Cont:tiraI~ag Three or More Senteatces nbo~tt 
Various Stages in Criminal Justice Process ( All Years) 

Frequency Percent 
Description of Event 
Description of actions after arrest 
Description of Court Procedures 
Description of Sentence 
Not Applicab!e 
Total 

It was fo~ind in the findings of the Westeni st~tdies that the post-arrest stages of 

the criminal j~~stice system were seldom mentioned. The impression made by the news was 

that the police were busy arresting people but that nothing else was happening in the 

criminal justice system to back the police up .  The activities of the criminal justice agencies 

were thus described iiiainly as crime-fighting, leaving other aspects of these activities 

almost invisible (Dussuyer, 1979; Sherizen, 1978). Table 34 shows that little attention was 

given to the phases after arrest and before sentencing in this study. Almost no crimes were 

reported at the stages of proseccrtion and trial. There were almost no reports of what was 

happening afier the offender was arrested except the mention of a charge that was going 

to be laid against hindher. Also, there was little description of what was happening after 

the prosecution and during the trial (see Table 25). Also shown in Table 24, there was a 

larse proportion of crime stories that were reported at the stage of sentencing at the end 

of trial and at the stage of execution. A considerable number of crime stories were 

reported afier the execution of offenders who had been sentenced to death 

Dussuyer's study (1979) found that, of the post-arrest stages, the court procedures 

were the most often mentioned topics in the sampies. Criminal court proceedings are open 



to the public and to the press, Thus, according to him, what was reported at this stage of a 

criminal iccident depended Iess on what information was released and more on what the 

court reporter decided to select for news coverage. In crime stories, the courts were not 

generally shown as institutions, but as settings for individual cases; namely, they were 

mentioned only for the description of the development of individual cases (Surette, 1993). 

In China, criminal court proceedings and criminal cases in general are usually kept 

secret from the public. However, it was found in the samples that there were some reports 

of public trials and even public arrests In  the cases of public arrest, after the alleged 

crimes were denounced, the ofinder-s (usually there was a group of offenders involved in 

the same or different cases.) would be taken away by the police. In the case of a public 

trial, sentences would be announced and the offenders would be executed immediately 

after sentencing if they ivere given capital punishment. Findlay (1989) argues that the 

essential function of a public trial is to attract media treatment, and that the audience 

intended to be reached is an important consideration when examining the immediate and 

extended purposes for the display. This he calls the public trials after June 4th "show 

trials. " 

Dussuyer (1979) found that  the court verdict and sentence imposed represented 

half of the news iteins about court proceedings. Similarly, this study found very limited 

information about court procedures other than sentencing. If there was any information 

other than sentencing, it would routinely be the same one line, reporting that the criminal 

had appealed the decision of the first instance and that the appeal was denied. As 

discussed in Chapter 111, people in China were familiar with all the practices under the 



model of informal social coiltrol, while what was really happenins within the formal 

criminal justice system was not made known to the public, especially what happened 

during the phases after arrest and before sentencing. 

This study found that both crime fighting and punishment were greatly emphasized 

in the crime stories (see Table 25). These were two cn~cial parts in the reporting of crime 

news. The reporting of arrests shows that crimes were under control and solved, while the 

reporting of sentencing delivers the message that the criminals got what they deserved-- 

the punishment was memt as deterrence for criminals and potential criminals. The news 

media mostly ignore the slage of corrections (Dussuyer, 1979; Graber, 1980; Sherizen, 

1978; Surette, 1993). In fact, corrections are mentioned so infrequently in the news that 

content-analysis studies discussing corrections are practically nonexistent (Surette, 1993). 

It is argued that the minimum reporting of corrections could reflect on the efficiency of the 

correctional system in keeping the information about such newsworthy events as escapes 

or riots from becoming avaiIaOle to the public. The Western findings show that, when 

corrections did become the subject of a news story, they were always reported in a 

negative light (Surette, 1993). This sti~dy obtained sirnilar filldings for the newspaper 

sampled (see Table 26). Very few specific crime cases in the news were reported at the 

stage of corrections. Out of 572 crime stories, only 15 discussed corrections cr were 

relevant to that stage. ?!%en the information about corrections was given, it appeared 

either in a feature story or a general discussion. What is different froni the findings of the 

Western studies is that the reporting of corrections, if any, was usually in a positive light. 



Sentencing ii11d timeliaess 

Sentences reported by newspapers are atypical of actuai practice (Roberts and 

Doob, 1990). A content analysis conducted by the Canadian Sentencing Commission in 

1988 showed that, in 70% of all the sentencing stories sampled, the sentence reported was 

a period of imprisonment, whereas fines appeared in fewer than 10% of the stories. In 

reality, however, sentences of imprisonment are relatively rarely imposed in Canada, while 

fines are the most com~-nonly imposed sentences (ibid.:453). 

This study indicates similar- findings fr-om the Chinese paper, although the 

composition of the sentences imposed in reality is unknown. In fact, no official statistics of 

sentencing are available. As sho\vn in Table 26, the vast majority of sentences imposed 

found in the specific crime stories in which a sentence was given were imprisonment and 

death penalty. Ten percent of the stories did not specify the sentences imposed. Only 

fewer than 4% of the cases repo~ted involved sentences other than imprisonment or death 

penalty. The most serious sentence, the death penalty, constituted the largest proportion 

of the sentencing stories. This suggests that serious crimes and severe punishments were 

over-represented in the sarnpies of this study. 



Table 26. Sentences Reported in Crime Stories, 1989. 

6-month to 10-years 
11 or more years 
Life imprisonment 
Death penalty 
Unspecified 
Other 
Total 

Frequency Percent 

5 2 31.3 
14 8.4 
18 10.5 
60 36.1 
16 9.6 
6 3.6 

Note: In the '-General Provisions" of the Criminal Law of the Pcovlc's Revirblic of China, a 
distinction is niadc bct\vccn "fixed-term" imprisonmcnt and "life" imprisonmcnt. it defines, "thc 
term of fised-tcrm imprisonmcnt is not lcss than sis months mid not more than fifteen ycnrs." In its 
"Special Provisions." iio\\~cvcr, it scc~ns that n tcn->*car pcsiocl is uscd as a dcmnrcation. For liiany 
crimes dcfincd in thc m. thc pnnishnrcnt is cithcr less than rcn years or niorc than ten years. 
Tliese factors \\;ere takcn into acco~~iit ~vlii 'n tlic coding protocol \\'as dcsigncd, 

Moreover, it is sho\vn in Table 27 that the more severe the sentence imposed, the 

inore quickly the newspaper would respond to i t .  Such dramatic events as p ~ ~ b l i c  trials and 

execution were certainly newswortl~y topics, although :he messages delivered may vary. In 

this case, the purpose is "to execute one as a warniny to a hundred." The publicizing of the 

severe sentences is part of the continuous education process, This was openly 

acknowledged in the newspaper. For example, the headline of an article (October 26, 

1989, p.3) says, " C ~ o i n ~ i ~ ~ s l y  Handle Serious Cases; Severely Punish One In Order To 

Warn Hundreds." 



'Fable 27. Seatmces in Crime Stories by Time of Reporting, 1989 

Within 2 Within 1 Within 1 After 1 Time 
days week month month unspecified 4::: 5 . 8  18.4 50 

1 I or more years 16.7 16.7 50 
Life imprisonment 1:;:: 1 1 .  1 11.1 33.3 
Death penalty 18.4 6.1 24.5 
Other 33.3 16.7 50.0 
Not applicable 14.2 13. 1 5 . 1  51.1 

Roberts and Doob (1990) argue that news media treatment of sentencing must be 

seen in the context of media coverage of crime in general. The over-representation of the 

sentences of imprisonment is because the media over-represent crimes of violence. In the 

samples of the content analysis condiicted by the Canadian Sentencing Commission, more 

than 50% were sentences imposed upon offenders convicted of crimes involving violence, 

whereas official data showed that  fewer than 6% of all crimes involved violence (ibid.). 



Table 28. Sentenices Reported iln \\'bite-Collar and Violent Crime Stories, 8989 (in 
percen tnge) 

G 11 life death u~~specified other 
tnanths years ii~~psison- penalty 
to 10 or lnent 
years 111 ore -- 

Violent Crime 
Murder 
Sex offense 
Assault 
Robbeny 
Kidnapping 
Beating, smashing 
Unlawful detention 
Total Number 
White-Collar 
Crime 
Fraud 
Embezzlement 
Smuggling 
/speculation 
Neglect of duty 
Bribely 
Total Number 

Violent crimes were not over-represented in thc samples of this study. Table 28 

shows the distribution of sentences in the selected specific crime stories sampled To stress 

what has been discussed earlier, the boundaries between crime and non-crime, and the 

definitions of, and punishments for, crime are not made clear. The consequences of a 

certain deviant behaviour may not be predictable and instead depend on various factors 

To take as an example an article in the newspaper (July 18, 1989, p 4), it reported that a 

high-ranking county government ofticia1 was expelled from the Party and p~lnished under 

the Regulations on the Administrative Penalties for Public Security for watching 



pornographic videos and raping a 16-year-old giri. According to the article, people in that 

county were asking why no criminal sanctions were imposed on this oficiai. 

The findil?ys of the sti~dy conducted by the Canadian Sentencing Commission 

show that, in its samples, information about the offense or the oflender was very limited. 

As well, little exp!anation of the judicial reasoning behind the sentence was provided. This 

is true for the findings of this study. I t  was also found in this study that the reporting of 

severe sentencing increased over the years as did the proportion of 'hnspecified" 

sentences (Table 29). 

Table 29. Sentences Reported in  Crime Stories by Year 

&month to ]@year 
1 1 or nnox years 
Life imprisotment 
Death penalty 
Unspecified 
Other 

1983 * 1986" 1989 Total 
Yo Yo % Yo 
57.1 52.9 19.3 29 

3.9 7.8 6.5 
7.1 7.8 9 8.7 
28.6 11.8 35.5 29.9 
7.1 17.6 24.7 22.1 

5.9 3.6 3.9 

Evidt~iltion of criminal justice system 

Grabel- (1980) found tha t  the news provided little explicit system-wids information 

to help the public evaluate or conipsehend the information about individual crimes and 

cases. This was true for the Chinese paper sampled. It has been mentioned earjier that a 

typical crime story shcwn in the samples contained a brief description of the incident and 

the sentence imposed if it was reported at the stage of sentencing. What was happening 

after arrest and during trial \vas almost always missing in the stories (see Table 25). Even 



though a large proportion of specific crime stories were reported at the stage of arrest, 

there were usilally no detailed descriptions of the investigation and arrest itseif Therefore, 

no direct and explicit evali~ation could be found in the stories i~nless some particular 

words, that wore roctiriely ~lsed, were subjected to analysis. This will be done later in the 

qualitative analysis. 

As is pointed out by Sur-ette (1?93:64-5), most media evaluations of the criminal 

jst ice system are implicit, con.\leyed through references to the ability or inability of the 

system to control crime. Table 30 sho\vs the evaluations of the criminal justice system 

which were mostly gatliered from general discussions and editorials. It is found that the 

evaluations were explicitly and straightfonvardly conveyed. -Most of the evaluaticms were 

positive, while both negative and mixed comments accounted for only a s~nall proportion. 

Most negative evali~ations were about individual criminal justice ofticials whose improper 

behaviour was criticized. Comparatively, the number of cases with negative comments was 

larger for the court system. This Inay be caused by some stories citing reports from n 

couple of ~najor party/goveniment conferences in I989 that the courts had been too 

lenient to those who were charged with economic crimes such as embezzlement. 
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Table 311. Cnaises of Crime Given in Crime Stories (Ali Yews) 

Valid Percent 
60.4 
2.9 
0.5 
1.2 
1.9 
33.0 
0.2. 

Individital pathology 
Organizational pa ths lo~y  
Circumstances 
Western influence 

Total 11 144 100.0 

Frequency 
357 
17 
3 

Note: Causes of crimc wcl.e cloublc coclcd. Tllcrc \ \ w e  553 missing CiWs. Tltc w ~ n b c r  of valid cases was 
591. 

Old social customs 
Not given 

;I 1 
195 

Other I I 

Contrary to Graber's findings ( 1  980 70) \vhich showed that only 4% of the samples 

ever mentioned causes of crime, a large number of crime stories sampled in this study 

discussed the causes of crime, i~nplicitiy or explicitly. Table 31 gives percentages of 

different factors cited as causing crimes A ni~~nber of factors could explain this difference. 

As is discmsed in Chapter IV, the Jvay that  newsworthiness is perceived by the Chinese 

media is diff'erent from the way that  it is perceived by the Western media, owing to 

differences in types of media ownership, niarket orientation of audience, and fimctions. 

The Chinese newspaper mainly f~nctions to propagate the Party's line and to educate and 

mobilize the people The reposting of a n  incident sl~oi~ld be postponed unti l  a desired or 

satisfactory outcome has been obtained Then the incident can be used as ideal educational 

material. 

It is shown in Table 3 1 that  inclividuai pathology was identified as the cause of 

crimes in the majority of cases. According to Ericson crl (1991:275), individual 

pathology as an explanation attributes deviance to some disability of the individual, 



including physiological, mental, social, psychological, or some combination of these. Their 

findings show that this type of explanation was infr-equent. The present study borrowed 

the term. I t  is not totally accurate when applied to the samples because here it refers 

mainly to one aspect, i.e. misbehaviour caused by wrong thinking, which, according to 

what could be inferred from the crime stories, coi~ld be transformed through proper 

education and labour reform. I t  is also shown in the table that other types of explanations 

were rarely seen, c.g. osganizational malfi~nctions. This is unlike the study by Ericson ef al 

which shows that the most fi-equentiy occurring explanations dealt with mechanisms of 

bureai~cratic efliciency, especially for ?he quality newspaper sampled (1991:268-272). For 

the Chinese newspaper, it could be safer to blame the individual than an organizational 

structure or a system. I t  can also be explained by dit'ferent understandings of the causes of 

crime between China and the West. As the differences are caused by multiple factors, to 

explore and examine them can constitute another sesearch topic. 

Tnbk 32. Pc.rce~lt;lge of Crime Stories Cont:\ining Evi~lt~ntions~e@omnlendatioms 
(All Years) 

Siniilar to what \\]as found for explanations of crime, a large proportion of crime 

Evaluations in  Story 
Recommendations 

stories in 1989 can-ied evaluations (see Table 32). This can be explained by the high 

Frequency Percent 
460 80.4 

193 33.7 

proportion of general discussions, editorials and con~mentaries in the samples. Although 

the proportion was considesably larger, it is consistent with the findings of Ericson et trl 

(199 1 :262) which showed that neivs iterns carried in the quality newspaper were more 



evaluative. Table 32 aiso ~ i v e s  tlie proportion of crime stories that carried 

recommendations. These data only show that opinion-based statements were often 

provided in the crime stories sampled. They cannot be used for f~lrtfies at~alyses. 

This is also true for the discussion of headlines, According to Ericson cf trl 

(1991:262-5)- tlie headline is an additional and special format for presenting knowledge in 

the news. Fcllo~ving their design, this study examined several categories: control action, 

primary fact/background information, evaluation, reconiniendations, and other. Table 33  

gives proportionate frequencies for each categoly. I t  shows that the majority of the 

headlines contained 'tontl-01 action" and "kvrtluation" Ericson et crl (1991) use the tcrm 

'kontrol action" to describe actions taken by persons involved in tile events reported on. 

In the present study, it simply means that something has been done in regard to the crime 

concerned. Primary fact or background information refers to material that was directly or 

indirectly relevant to the crime story E\,aluation involves assessments of whcther soirleone 

or something was good or bad. Thus, the findings in this respect are consistent with what 

has been found fiom the content of the crime stories cliscilssed in the earlier paragraph. 

The messages delivered tlirougli headlines will be further discussed in the next chapter. 

Table 33. Type of K ~ ~ s n d e d g e  in I l e i ~ d l i t l ~ ~  of Crime Stories, All Ye;rrs 

I ~requency Percent 
Control action 121 7 37.9 
Primary fact/  background I 90 15.8 

Evaluation 

Recommendation 

Other 



This chapter discussed the main findings of the quantitative analysis of this study. 

The findings were compared with those of Western studies discussed in Chapter 11. 

Comparisons were also made for the three periods sampled. 

Taking into account the limitations imposed by tlie sample sizes, the comparisons 

of the three periods show some obvious changes in the samples: 

----The number of crime stories increased over the years, although it was still very small 

compared with that of Western newspapers. 

----The proportion of hard crime news increased over the years, while the amount of soft 

crime news coverage, especially editorials, decreased. 

----The size of crime stories was reduced. There were more short crime stories for 1989 

than for the other tlvo periods. 

----In the samples of I983 and 1986, it was common for an editorial to be written for a 

specific crime case, while this pattern was not present in the samples of 1989. 

----The criminal justice institutions became more often cited sources in the samples of 

1989 than before. 

----The types of crime reported in tlie news were consistent for the three periods. The 

most frequently reported crime was always embezzlement. 

----Compared with tlie other two periods, there were more reports of pcblic trials and 

more reports of the death penalty in 1989. 

----There were more crime statistics referred to in 1989 than in the other two periods. 

----A breakdown of 1989's data shows that there were considerably more reports of street 

criines in the first half than in the second half of the year, while the number of reports on 

embezzlement for the second period was almost twice as that of the first. These 

differences can be explained by the development of the June 4th event during that time. 



Since the event was officially denounced as a tounter-revolutionar), riot,"tlae theme of 

reporting correspondingly focused on maintaining social order and public security through 

putting down the rebellion. After the democratic movement was suppressed, the focus of 

reporting shifted to launching the anti-embezzlement campaign to deal witli government 

cornlption. 

----Crime waves occurred along witli campaigns launched by the governrnent/party. This 

was typically shown in the reporting of embezzlement and pornography. 

These clianges show that with the emphasizing and strengthening of the forrnal 

criminal justice system after the enactment of the CI-iniinal Law in 1980, the reporting of 

crime became less restricted and the style of reporting became less cautious. Crime cases 

and crime data were more open to the pitblic and,  at the same time, less interpretative 

statements were needed for the reporting of specific crime cases. This shdy cannot, 

however, examine changes in the informal social control system. Another important point 

is that the increased crime repor-tin2 is also the result of the political tilrmoil that was 

happening in the year of 1989 

to what extent this caused the 

More recent samples need to be examined in order to know 

increased coverage of crime in the Peojde's Daily. 

Compared with Western findings, the findings of this study showed both 

differences and similarities. The main results are summarized as the following: 

----In the Peo*le's Daily, the total amount of space devoted to the reporting of crime news 

was significantly smaller than in Western necvspapers. 

----There were more opinion-based stories (general discussions, editorials, etc.) in the 

Chinese newspaper. 



----Governmerit sources accounted for the vast majority of the crime stories sampled 

(including the news organization itself), Compared with the findings of Western studies, 

especially for q~iality newspapers, the diKerence is just a matter of degree. 

----Unlike Western newspapers, there were more reports of property crimes than violent 

crimes. This is similar to what was found in Western quality newspapers. 

----Similar to Western newspapers, white collar crime was given more attention. Great 

attention was given to government official misconduct. However, corporate crime was 

invislbie for both Chinese and Western newspapers. 

----In the Chinese paper sampled, the information about the offender and the victim was 

also kept to a ~ninimum, and no long-term attention was given to individual incidents. 

----When compared with the official crime data, the over-representation of violent crimes 

was not as obvious as was the case in Western newspapers. In fact, the so-called economic 

crimes, e .g  embezzlement, were over-represented in the Chinese newspaper sampled. 

----While the crime-news reporting of Western newspapers focused on the early stages of 

criminal justice process, the reporting of crime in the Chinese paper concentrated on two 

stages, i.e. arrest and sentencing. There was little description of prosecution and 

courtroom procedures in the samples of the Chinese newspaper. 

----The findings of this study showed that serious crirnes, and sentences of imprisonment, 

were also over-represented in the Chinese newspaper. Similarly, there was little 

explanation of the sentences meted out. 

----Evaluations of the criminal jusfice institutions were not often presented, but they were 

mostly positive. While the police received more favourable evaluations than other criminal 

justice institutions in Western ne\vspapers, no differential treatment was found in the 

sarnpies of this study. Similar to Western findings, reports of corrections were almost 

absent from the sainples. However, when there were comments about corrections, they 

were always positive. 



----In the samples of this study, a large propodon of crime stories contained elements of 

evaluation or recornmenciation. This is silniiar to the findings of the ]Vestern studv for 

quality newspapers. 

----Causes of crime were often given, implicitly or explicitly, in the samples of this study, 

which is different fi-om the findings of Western newspapers. Moreover, in China, it was the 

individual who was to be blamed for the crime committed. 

Both Western and Chinese newspapers have similar fiincrions in their role as a 

socia! control apparatus. This appears in their over-reporting of selected crimes at selected 

stages. However, the differences between the Chinese paper and western papers are more 

dramatic. These differences can be explained by different types of ownership, different 

market orientations of audience, and diRerent perceptions of newsworthiness. The format 

and content of the People's Daily are determined by its special position as the Party's organ 

and its paternalistic stance to\vard its audience 



Chapter VIII. Discussion of Findings (Qualitative Analysis) 

Introduction 

The quantitative content analysis discussed in Chapter VI basically shows a general 

pattern of crime-news reporting in the Chinese newspaper. However, this type of analysis 

cannot tap the multiple layers of meaning in the news content. The messages being 

delivered through the ci-iine stories cannot be isolated from the flow of events and 

portrayed exclusively in quantitative terms. For this purpose, therefore, a more sensitive 

methodology than that oKered in quantitative content analysis is needed (Ericson et al, 

1991; Johnson, 1988). 

This chapter discusses the findings of this study in qualitative terms. In a 

qualitative analysis, a process of reconstn~ctive interpretation is undertaksn to produce the 

analyst's own test. Tn the process, the analyst picks out what is relevant for analysis and 

pieces it together to create tendencies, sequences, patterns, and orders (Ericson et a1 

1991:55). Reporting of murder and embezzlement will be examined to show exactly how 

an individual crime was repolxed mid the role of the newspaper in an anti-crime campaign. 

As qualitative content analyses shou!d function as the glue that cements the interpretation 

of convergent results (Johnson, 19SS:39), it is hoped that this analysis will further 

illustrate the arguments presented earlier. 

A qualitative anaiysis is designed to examine the text in a manner that reveals 

interpretations (Ericson et a/, I991:jrt). It should be noted that this present analysis is 

engaged in interpremion on two levels--not only in interpreting the writers' meaning but 



also in translating the language used for the readers of this text. Owing to the translation, 

it is inevitable that some hidden meani~gs in the 'raiig~izge are ilor k l ly  reveaied or even 

lost. 

Reporting of Murder 

It was shown in Chapter VI that infosnxtion about both the phenomenon of crime 

and the criminal justice system was significantly more restricted in the san~ples of this 

study than was the case in Western studies. In the quantitative analysis, most specific 

crime stories were short in length and limited in content, and most of them were reported 

when the crimes were considered solved, i.e. arrest or sentencing. Generally speaking, it 

was very rare that an incident involving crime was reported right after i t  happened, or 

before the offender was apprehended Also, no long-term coverage was given to specific 

individual cases. Usually, there was only a one-time report, no matter what happened 

before or afterwards. This pattesn applies to the reporting of murder. 

The reporting of murder cases can be divided into two types according to the 

major emphasis in the stories. One group focused on control actions, and the other 

presented role models for eenlulation. For most of the crime stories in the first group, t he  

crime committed was reported immediately after the criminals were sentenced to death or 

executed, while, for those in the second group, it  was the victim w h o  was at the centre of 

the reports. Although the styies of reporting were different for these two groups, the tone 

in each of them was the same. Both of the two types of reporting served to turn bad news 

into good news. 



For the first g-oup, six murder cases are taken as examples for the discussion. In 

+hio r , l l >  i;, ,,-A, U J ~ ,  the reports usitally started with the sentencing of the criminak to death and/or 

their execution. Case 1 (Feb. 13, 1989, p.4) reports the sentencing of an athlete to death. 

The headline reads "Athlete Li Zliizhong Sentexed to Death for Murder with a Gun", 

followed by two lines of caption, "Efigaged in fighting and brawling, rehsed to mend his 

ways despite, repeated admonitions, acted in utter disregard of law and discipline, he 

deserves the punishment." This headline is very typical of the reporting tone of the crime 

stories. The cririiinal is absolutely responsible for what he did. To sentence him to death is 

the only way to uphold justice after ~noral education and discipline have failed. In the 

article, there are four paragraphs in total. Tlie first paragraph contains one sentence, 

saying that  Li Zliizl~ong was sentenced to death and the deprivation of political rights by a 

provincial intermediate court on February 1 1 ,  1989. 

The second paragraph colistitutes the main body of this article, containing eight 

sentences. It describes the murder, including time, place, the triggering factor, names 

(mostly last names only), and sex of tlie victims. There were two offenders and seven 

victim (five killed, two seriously irijui-sd by gun shot or knife wound). The incident 

occurred on January 29, 1989 The two offenders fled. Li Zhizhong was caught the next 

day, and the other suspect was liilled when lie resisted arrest. The third paragraph of three 

sentences gives the two criminals' past police records. Tlie last paragraph is only one line, 

saying that Li Zhizhong does not agree with the judgments and wants to appeal. 

Murder is a sensational event by any standard. In this case, five people were killed 

and two badiy injured. The two offenders shot them with a szwn-off rifle. It is illegal to 



possess or use this type of weapon, r ~ d  gun control is very strict in China. Thus, this 

incident is a very serious and rare case. I t  is no doubt because of its seriousness and rarity 

that this murder case was reported i n  the newspaper. Such an unusual stoly will attract 

readers, however, i t  is probleniatic to report bad news, as is discussed in Chapter iV, for 

fear of undermining ihe ~over17iiient/pai-ty's image and intluence. Therefore, this incident 

was not reported until the ot'fcnder was apprehended, tried, and sentenced to death. By 

this time, the crime has been solved and the criminal has already been tried, found ~uilty, 

and sentenced. 

CaJe 2, C. ;e 3, Case 4 and Case 6 are about the imposition of the dcath penalty ota 

the murderers. Case 5 is about the arrest of a murderer. These cases share some 

sirn:'?rities. T' 6, tone and style of reporting in the five cases are the same as those of Case 

1, although they are even shorter in length Case 2 (March 19, 1989, p.2) involves two 

separate cases; one involves a rni~lxier, the other a sobbeiy. The ofyenders in both cases 

were given the death penalty. They were reported togetlier because the victims were 

Japanese travelers in both cases The iieadline says, "Mi~rderers and Robbers of Foreigners 

Sentenced to Death". The article reports t h a t  the two criminals had police records. 

In Case 3 (April 2, 1989, p.2), the of'i'ender, a temporary worker of a factory, 

kil!ed the director of the fzctory and inj~ired four, including a deputy director, with a 

home-mde bomb. Tile incident happened on March 21, 1989. The offender was 

sentenced on March 31, 1989 and execi~teci on the same day. The article contains only 

four sentences, with the headline "Criminal Jin Shaoping Executed in Guiyang," and the 

caption "Bombing Premeditated Revenge." 



Case 4 (April IS, 1959, p.2) and Case 5 (Nov. 9, 1989, p.4) have the same length 

of four sentences and sitnilat- headlines, stating that the murderer was sentenced to death. 

Case 4 is about a public trial of a case of theft and killing along the railway, which was 

considered a big problem at that time. Although it is not indicated in the headline, three 

offenders are reported to have been sentenced to death; one committed the murder of a 

raiiway staff person while on duty, the others theft of railway materials. Case 5 involves 

the killing of a government tax collector by a private entrepreneur. The headline of Case 6 

(Sept. 3, I9S9, p.4) is "h/Iurde~-er of Fen8 Yimiao Arrested"; and the caption "The 

offender is a Vagrant Repeat Offender.." Feng Yimiao, the victim, was one of the deputies 

of The People's Congress and General Manager of a department store in Fuzhou. 

These five cases \yere reported largely because of the victims' identities. In these 

cases, the victims were a deputy of the People's Congress (well respected by people), 

foreigners (international reputation), government oficials on duty (current social 

problems), and it leading entrepreneur (tremendous impact). On the other hand, the 

criminals were of lower social status or simply recidivists. (They were originally 

considered to be "bad elements"). Obviously, this type of reporting is to serve as a 

deterrent to other potential 01Tenders. It  also reassures the public that crime is under 

control and that social order is maintained. Justice always wins out. Those who commit 

crimes are ~~nable  to escape the net of justice. They must pay for what they have done. 

This is the major emphasis embedded in the articles and their headlines. 

Altliough the empilasis is the control action, the activities of the criminal justice 

system are almost invisible, except for the one line, saying routinely that the criminal was 



sentenced to death by an interniediate cotirt. This is partly a consequence of the limitation 

of space. Also, it Is becaiise the Toais of r-epoi-ring is sii ihe outcome of an incident rather 

than the process of the criminal j~~stice system, which is not yet widely open to the public. 

As the purpose of titillating and entertaining is n i~~ch  less obvious for the Pxmple's Daily 

than it is for Western newspapers (Vounivakis and Ericson, 1984), an incident, no matter 

how dramatic or sensational, should not be reported until i t  is made sure that the outcome 

is positive. Even at this stage, the description of details is restricted and downplays the 

incident itself in order to make the outcome positive. 

Five cases are taken froni the second group of reports as examples for the 

discussion. In these cases, the focus of reporting is on the victims. However, they are not 

just victims; they are heroes or heroines and may be considered as role models for people 

to emulate. As was the case in the first group, the incidents of murder in this group were 

not previo~lsly reported. The iength of the reports is also about the same as the first group, 

except for one case. 

Case 1 (h4arch 23, 1989,p.2) has the lieadline, "Wang Yunling Gave Her Life for 

Passengers' Safety," and the caption, "Ruffian Brandishes Knife Violently; Attendant 

Fights Back Courageo~lsly."The article consists of three paragraphs. The first one has one 

sefitence, saying that, at a general gathering held by the Railway Bureau of Guiyang, 

Guizhou Province, the title of "Revolutionar-)I Martyr" was conferred on Wan Yunling, a 

female attendant, for her death in the line of duty when fighting bravely with a murderer 

for the safety of passengers. 



The second and last paragraphs, each containing three sentences, briefly described 

the Incident causing he: death On a moving train, Wan Yun1ir.g tried to stop a peasant 

pointing a long knife at another man, but she herself was stabbed in the stomach instead. 

The murderer went on killing in another- two carriages. About half an hour later he was 

caught by other attendants and railway police The last sentence states, "Because of the 

serious nature of her injury, Wang Yunling died a glorious death at the age of only 23." 

The article does not indicate whether anybody else was killed or injured before the 

murderer was caught and what happened to him. 

The story of Case 2 (Jan. 12, 1989, p.4) is similar to Case 1. A young store 

manager "died heroically while fighting courageously with two escaped criminals with 

guns." The title of "Revol~~tiona~y Martyr" was also conferred on him. The two criminals 

were killed later when resisting arrest. The end of the article says that those who once 

accepted the hero's otl'er of help cherished their memories of this martyr. These two 

stories show how m~~rder  cases typically become known by the public through the media 

in this way. Tlie reporting of these cases has the function of educating and mobilizing 

people to learn from these h o e s  or heroines. 

Cases 3 to 5 are about role models in the police force. In these cases, the 

policenien reported ivere all killed and either posthu~nously admitted as members of the 

Communist Party 31- awarded such titles as "People's Bodyguard" and first class or second 

class "Heroic Madel." The headlines for Case 3 (August 18, 1989, p.4), Case 4 (August 

25, 19239, p.S), and Case S (Dec. S, !9S9, p.3) are the following: "Song Yonghe Died A 

Glorious Death Courageously Fighting with Rufian" (Case 3); "Facing Ruffian with Gun 



in Wanton Killing, People's Guards, Conipletely Disregarding Their Own Safety, Captured 

the Criminal," with the caption, "The Party Committee of Fitjian Province Calls Peeple to 

Learn From Chen Shanmin, Liu Xiqiang, etc." (Case 4), and "Courageously Fighting with 

Murderer, Laying Down His Life for the People" (Case 5). 

Case 3 is the shortest of the three cases, but it is not uncommon. It contains three 

paragraphs with one seiitence in each paragraph. The first one says that Song Fenghe, a 

railway policeman, was awarded the title of "Class Two Heroic Model" by the Bcijing 

Bureau of Railway Public Security, "Revoliltionary Martyr" by the government of Beijing 

Municipality, and postltumously admitted as a member of the Communist Party by t91e 

Party Committee of Beijing. The second parag-aph says that Song was killed on h/Iarch 

21, 19S9, when fighting wit11 a murderer wanted by the Ministry of Public Security. The 

third paragraph states that Song's wife and sister were recruited by the police force. The 

message embedded here is that there are successors to carty on his cause. 

In Case 4, a railway policeman who was shot and killed while on duty was 

awarded the title of "People's Bodyguard" and the manager of a railway service company 

shot to death in the same incident was granted the title of "Revolutionary Martyr."Their 

heroic acts of "struggling coi~rageously with the ruffian" were highly praised. The articles 

listed the awards they had previously received and described their good deeds when they 

were alive. The artic!e says that they (including other people who helped catch the 

criminal) "made great contributions to the stability of society and protection of people's 

life and property." It concluded that, at the crucial moment, it is the Party members who, 



through their own conduct, win praise from the peopie and help improve the Party's 

image. 

Case 5 is similar to Case 4, but a more detailed description was provided. In this 

story, the hero was also shot to death. Me was posthumously admitted as Party member 

and awarded the tities of "Class One Heroic Model," "Heroic Policeman Who Indomitably 

Fights with the Enemy," and "Revolutionary Martyr." It is said in the article that the hero 

"passed away with boundless love for the people and deep-seated hatred toward the 

crimina! "The words used in this article to describe the criminal are typical of language 

used to depict people who committed street crimes. When there is a description of the 

criminals, it  is not rare to see such ~vords as vicious, wicked, evil, sly, unbridled and 

desperate. They are described as ruffians, scoundrels, evildoers, devils, fiends, or 

recidivists. It is always thcse criminals who are solely responsible for the crimes 

committed. In  the articles discussed above, there is no mention of where, when, why and 

how the criminals obtained strictly controlled weapons (some of them are only used in the 

military). The tone and style of reporting do not encourage readers to question this. 

Another example is a feature story about a prison riot which involved the death of 

a prison guard (May 3, 1989, p.4). The headline clearly shows the tone of the article: "A 

Battle Between Human Beings and Demons." As usual, the prisoners in the riot are 

described with some of the words listed above, wliile the prison guards are reported as 

heroes. Again, there is no quesiioning of the administration of the prison or any 

malfunctions of the system. The riot happened because inmates were malicious. 



This type of report honours heroes and encourages people to learn fiom them. 

People are supposed to emulate the ro!e lnodels and fight againsi ;tie criminals. This type 

of reporting is deemed necessaty so people will not be negatively influenced by the 

criminal's nlisconduct. Neither will they fear becoming vicrin~s of crime because they are 

assured that social order- will be maintained at any cost. Criminals can never escape the net 

of criminal justice, formal and informal. In  the Chinese newspaper sampled, crime news is 

thus turned into good news. 

However, although the Chinese newspaper- may exhibit a style of crime-news 

reporting significantly diKerent from that of Western newspapers, the functions they serve 

are siinilar. In their longitudinal analysis of a murder story reported in direrent news 

outlets, Ericson el crl ( 1  991 : 106) argue tlmt the reporting of this mrmler story delivers the 

message that it is only through the actions of both the authorities and the people that order 

can be restored and a feeling of security senewed. "It  is not only the heroics of individual 

decision-makers, but the strength of institutions and 'the system' that is on view: images of 

institutional success through its rituals of morality, procedz~re, and hierarchy" (ibid.: l 10). 

They find that the victim is characterized as respectable, successful, and innocent, whereas 

the accused is described as violent, dangerous, and less than human. This is comparable to 

what is found in the inurder stories in the People's Daily. However, the Chinese 

newspaper does not dramatize the details of the crime itself. Creating a sense of insecurity 

or disorder is avoided. There is no recourse to special erTects to entertain the reader and 

enlarge the circulation. Logically, people are more interested in local crime news. It is 

common that a local newspaper would play up local crimes (Ericson el ui., 1991). 



Therefore, it  is understandable that, as a national newspaper, the People's Daily does not 

report crimes ~rnless reporting is considered to have educational value. In this sense, the 

newspaper is more like the quality newspaper sampied in the study conducted by Ericson 

el a/.(199 1).  

Reporting of Ernbezzlesnent 

It is found tha t  e~nbezzlemeilf was a constant theme in the samples of this study 

(see Chapter VI). The reporting of embezzlement became increasingly frequent over time. 

Toward the end of 1989, it seemed that a inass campaign against economic crime and 

corruption had been launched and was reaching its high tide. This section tries to unveil 

the style of' reporting about embezzlen~ent and the role of the newspaper in this campaign. 

As explained in the earlier chapters, embezzlement, bribery, and speculation were always 

cited together as econo~nic crims. Thus, the other two crimes will inevitably be involved 

in the analysis. The crime of speculation is not seen in Western criminal codes. Although it 

is named in the Chinese Criniinal Code, it is not defined at all (McCabe, 1989). As the 

focus of this analysis is on how embezzlement was reported in the newspaper, events that 

might have caused or promoted the reporting are not considered to be within the range of 

discussion. 

Embezzlement became such a popular thenre of news reporting in 1989 that every 

month relevant reports were carried in the newspaper, many of which appeared on the 

front page. (This was unlike reports of murder which were usually carried on less 

prominent pages.) It was found in the samples that the punishment for embezzlement 



could be very harsh, and the death penalty jvas ofleu imposed on otl'enders. The message 

of the reports \vas that this crime could not be tolerated and  nus st be dealt with harshly. 

There are two types of report on hoxv embezzlers were punished. One type was 

used to report a specific case For esa~nple, in a short article (July 17, 1989, p 5) reporting 

a public trial of two offenders, the headline is "The Fate of tlie Worst Entbezzlers." The 

story has two short paragraph? The first one indicates that, during a public trial on June 

27, 1989 in a county of Hunan Province, two "exceptionally big embezzlers" (literal 

translation) were sentenced to death and deprivation of political rights for enibczzling 

380,000 yuan (the official ratio of the yuan to the US dollar in 1989 was approxinaately 

1.5). The second pal-agrapli gives tlie names, ages, and occ~~pations of the two ofTenders 

These offenders, taking advantaye of'tlmeir positions, conspired to steal bank loans totaling 

more than 3S0.000 yuan borrowed by more than 20 manufacturers from the county bank 

where one of them 'vorked The method they used to cover this crime is described in one 

sentence Afier the crime was know,  tlie repost continues, the government and party 

committee of the county formed a special group with tlie county procuratorate as the main 

body to investigate this case A jeep and fuel were supplied to the special group far its 

investigation With the joint efforts made by different local governments, party 

committees, procuratorates, and police departments, this case was cracked after two 

months and the two criminals were arr-ested By the time of trial, about 180,000 yuan had 

been recovered. The last sentence tells readers that another six offenders involved in this 

case were dealt with as a different case This sty!e of reporting is actually similar to that of 

the first group of IIILII-der stories discussed in the earlier section. Sample headlines indicate 



the essential character of this type of story. Consider these exampIes: "Yesterday's Man of 

the Hour and Today's Prisoncr--Director Li Lin Arrested for Embezzling A Huge Sum of 

Money" (June 7, 1989, p.2); "Beijing Sentences Group for Serious Economic Crimes-- 

Two Customs Oficials Given Death Penalty and Ten-year Imprisonment Respectively 

(January 27, 1989, p, I ) " ;  "Zhailg Bin, Department Deputy Chief, Ministry of Agriculture, 

Arrested--Making Use of Own Position to Obtain Bribes at Liquor Grading Meeting 

(August 25, 1989, p. 1)"; and "An Ugly SOLII" (July 24, 1989, p.5). 

Another type of report is that which was classified as general discussion/crime 

statistics in the quantitative analysis. The length of this type of report may vary, but the 

contents are very similar. An article carried on the fr-ont page of the newspaper (August 8, 

1989) reports that fcr the first six months of 1989 the procuratorates at various levels 

handled more than 3300 cases which were classified as either serious or important, 

involving about 120 ofiicials at the rank of county or section leaders and 11 officials at the 

rank of department leaders. (As the ranking is complicated, whenever the ranks were 

mentioned they will be referred to as high-ranking in future discussion.) The headline of 

the article reads, "I~rocuratorates Deal Severely with Important Cases of Embezzlement 

and Bribery" The article says t!iat, "according to the department concerned within the 

People's Sup-eme Procuratol-ate, the procuratorates at various levels in the country have, 

since the beginning of this year, paid close attention to cases of embezzlement or bribery 

that involved a total sum of more than  10,000 p a n  and/or high-ranking criminals." It goes 

on to give some statistics that show an increasing trend of fiied cases of embezzlement and 

the serioi~sness of some of the cases, lvith the worst one involving nearly 2 million yuan. 



Then, the article describes what the People's Supreme Procuratorate had done to iinprove 

its eficiency, saying that it asked local procuratorates to "pay dose attention to the task of 

countering embezzlement and bribery and never slackening our eftor-ts". T n  the last 

paragraph, it reveals that more than 3000 report centres had been set up by procuratorate 

departments around the country for people to inform against those who were suspected of 

embezzlement or bribery. The role of these centres is reported to be very positive. In  some 

cases, for example. one letter of accusation could help uncover dozens of individuals 

guilty of embezzlement or bribery. 

This type of reporting served as either a summing-up or mobilization report. It tells 

what has been done, or should be done, according to the Party's current policies and 

procedures. In  this case, messages were sent out through this type of reporting that those 

who had con-i~nitted embezzlement would not be let o f t  they would be severely and 

swittly punished. The message was clear in the headlines of some reports. As it has an 

agenda-setting fi~nction, the People's Daily can surely manufacture a crime wave in the 

nation-wide print media. (To find out if it Is true, more newspalless, including national and 

local newspapers, and quality and popular newspapers, should be examinedj This 

concentrated coverage of the suiiming-up or mobilization reports, together with the 

reports of individual cases, will arouse public attention and response. By various ways and 

means developed under the informal social control system, the people are mobilized to 

participate in and support the anti-economic crime and corruption campaign launched by 

the Party through its central organ, the People's Daily. Thus, the journalists of the 



newspaper do not jilst create this theme by their instincts, they are keeping in step with the 

Party's line, a skil! they have learned by professional training (see Chapter IV). 

As mentioned above, to have peop!e participate and support this campaign, report 

centres and telephone numbers for reporting were set up all over the country for people to 

expose and denounce anonymously suspects of embezzlement. It is reported in another 

article (Jantiary 1 1 ,  1989, p. 1 )  that, from July 1988 to January 1989, the procuratorates at 

different levels had handled inore than 20,000 filed cases out of 200,000 reports, which 

led to investigation of more t h a n  1,000 filed cases, prosecutior, of more than 400 people, 

sentencing of about 100 criminais, and recoveiy of 127 million Yuan. The article says that, 

according to a survey, 60% of the reports received were believed to be true. Therefore, 

the establishnient of report centres is reporred as a big success. It is revealed in the article 

that, Oil that day, the People' Suprenie Procuratorate enacted the Regulations of Handling 

Reports by Procu~atorates (Trial) and established the Report Centre of the People's 

Supreme Procuratorate. 

To stress the active participation and support of people, the newspaper carried a 

number of similar repo~ts from different geographic areas. Here are some headlines. 

"Guangsi (Autonomous Region) Procuratorate Departments Seriously Handle Reports by 

People--Setting Up A Social Network for Cracking Down on Crimes" (January 27, 1989, 

p.4); "Shansi (Province) Tracked Down Nunlerous Cases of Embezzlement and Bribery-- 

Informed by Peopie, Crime Solved Promptly" (May 25, 1989, p.2); "Wuhan 

(Municipality) Criminals Surrendered One After Another--Thanks to Net Cast by People's 

Reports and Strict Measures Taken by Procuratorates" (July 1,. 1989, p.4); "Zhejian 





Vi. j The announcement asked those who had committed embezzlement, bribery and 

speculation to turn themse!ves in before the deadline of October 31, 1989. According to 

the article on the front page of the newspaper on August 16, 1989, the proclamation 

promised that leniency would be shown to those who made confessions before the 

deadline, while severity woi~ld characterize sentencing of those who did not. On the same 

page, another article reported that more than 400 economic criminals had turned 

themselves in and received lenient treatment. According to procuratorares, says the article, 

the motives of confession were ditT'erent Some were impelled by the Party's policies; some 

were awed by the power of people's exposure; some were forced by the fierce offensives 

launched by the procuratorates at various levels. 

Following the publication of this proclamation, reports about people making 

confessions frequently appeared in the newspaper. Most of them carried a similar line-- 

"under the deterrent force of the proclamation." It  was reported that two days after the 

proclamation was issued, a high-ranking ofllcial in Anhui Province turned himself in with 

his embezzled money (August 29, 1989, p. i ) ,  and that a dozen people had surrendered 

and made confessions in Beijing, Shanghai, Zhejiang Province and Hubei Province 

(Augi~st 19, 1989, p. 1 ). One week after the proclamation was issued, it was reported that 

more than 200 criminals turned themselves in and returned 1.4 million yuan of iilicit 

money. hfoieover, those who confessed also informed against others in order to atone for 

their crimes (August 21, 1 989, p. 1 ). 

It was reported that up to some 5,000 criminals surrendered within the first month 

of the prociamation. The People's Supreme Procuratorate issued a news release, urging 



those who were still hesitating to make wise and quick decisions (September 20, 1983, 

p.2). This type of report was continuously carried in the newspaper to suln up what had 

been achieved over time and to remind people ho\v ~neich rime was iefl before the 

deadline. The contents and tone of the reports \tiere generally similar. At the time of 

demonstrating the deterrent po\ver, t h e y  aalso stressed the conscience of the criminals 

aroused by the Announcement 

During this period, the newspaper carried several reports which contrasted two 

different ways of handling cases. I t  was shown that the promise was well kept. TIme who 

turned the~nselves in were exempted fi-om prosecution, whiie those who refi~sed to confess 

were severely punished One article reported two cases with the headtine, "Refusing to 

Confess, Zhang Ying Was Arrested; Giving himself up, Yang Guang Was Released 

(October 19, 1989, p.4)". At a so-called general gathering of lenience and severity, Zhang 

Ying was arrested on the spot, along lvitli five people. His case involved illegal profits 

made through speculation by a government-owned publishing house where he was the 

director. He was arrested because he did not investigate this or confess. On the other 

hand, three other persons were released at the gathering. Yang Guang committed the same 

crime of speculation and made illicit money which totaled 355,000 Yuan. He was released 

because he surrendered and returned the mol!ey, according to the report, influenced by the 

deterrent force of the proclalnation. 

To give one more example or" the reporting of contrasting disposition of cases, an 

article appearing on the front page of the newspaper (August 3 1 ,  1989) reported that a 

high-ranking official who made illegal profits of more than 400,000 yuan received a 



mitigated sentence of a 1 5-year term of imprisonment because of his confession, although 

he was subject to the dezth penalty according to what he had done. On the other hand, 

two other criminals wer-e sentenced to death for embezzling 140,000 yuan because, rather 

than turning themselves in, they had escaped across the national boundary and were later 

extradited back to China. 

Obviously, while showing the success of this anti-embezzlement movement, the 

reporting of these cases aimed to encourage more confessions. Toward the end of 1989, 

the articles carried in the newspaper became more like annual reports. They were mostly 

about the achieven~ents that had been made since the proclan~ation had been issued, the 

awards given to advanced groups or individuals who rendered good services in this 

campaign, future tasks and development, and problems yet to be solved. The tone of these 

news reports can be cleai-ly shotvn thl-ough some of their headlines, such as "Never Be 

Soft On Crimes s f  Embezzlement And Bribery--Four Key Tasks Of Procuratorates For 

Next Two Seasons (October 26. 1989, p.3)", "Cornbat Embezzlement Ax(! Bribery, Crack 

Down on Criminal Activities--Two Major Emphases For Procuratorates Required By 

Chief Proci~rator (December 26, 1989, p. I )" ,  etc. (As discussed earlier, the last headline 

shows that economic crimes were distinguished from criminal offenses in the reporting of 

crime.) 

S t i m ~ ~ ~ i l v  

This section has shown the style of reporting the progress of the anti- 

embezzlement campaign. The Party, represented by the criminal justice system, made its 

decisions and targets kno\vn to the people through its organ, the People's Daily. The 



newspaper functioned to send  he Party's messages down to the people and mobiiize thein 

t~ actively participate in and conti.ibilte to this movement. At the same time, it sought to 

create the impression tha t  no criminals could succeed in escaping. With the medium of the 

newspaper, the means of infonnal social control was colnbined with that of forn~ai social 

control. These two were inseparable and complementary in the anti-embezzlement 

campaign. Individuals ~vere held to be totaliy responsible for what they had done. The 

whole system was not open to question. As discussed in Chapter VI and the earlier 

section, there was no discussion of the crimes in terms of fi~ndamental flaws in an 

administrative structure or regulations (Ericson e l  a/.,  1991.210-3). 

This chapter discussed the style of nlurder reporting and reporting of 

embezzlement through a qualitative analysis in order to reveal meanings and messages in 

the reports which cannot be obtained through a quantitative analysis. For this qi~alitative 

analysis, the crime-news stories were diosen, interpreted and presented according to this 

researcher's reading. By esamininy the reporting of lnilrder cases and the anti- 

embezzlement campaign, the role of the newspaper was por-trayed as a central social 

control apparatus in relation to the discussion in earlier chapters. 



Chapter I X .  Summary and Conclusions 

As Garofalo (195 1 )  suggested, crirninolog~sts should take the media into account 

in their theories and research because of the pe~vasive pub!ic consumption of crime 

reporting by the media. In  this exploratory study, crime-news coverage in the People's 

Daily was syste~natically examined to reveal the images of crime and criminal justice 

institutions that were presented in the news. A combined method was used, involving 

quantitative and qualitative content analyses. Therefore, both overt content and less 

obvious meaning in the crime stories were examined. The style and content of reporting 

was discussed in relation to the filnctions of tlie newspaper and its various roles in the 

systems of both formal and informal social control. 

This st~rdy was designed and conducted on the basis of a review of Western 

studies of news media. The review of the literat~lre included analyses of newspaper 

ownership, tlie filnctions and needs of news organizations and journalists, the relationship 

between news organizations and their sources, the nature and essence of news; 

perceptions of newsworthiness in news selection, and the specific characteristics of crime 

news. In Western studies, the news media are portrayed as an agency of social control and 

as having fi~ncrions that are similar to tliose of the state (Cohen & Young, 1981; Ericson 

et al, 1987). News as ideology is constructed reality (Chapter Ij. News involves control 

through its routine selection, through the influence it has on its sources, and through its 

articulation of public opinion (Ericson et al, 199 1) .  



Crime news is a staple in Western newspapers. Crime news, however, does not 

reflect reality For example, in this study, the major issues examined in a review of content 

analyses of crime news included the amount of space devoted to crinte news; the 

relationship between crime news and statistics; the stages of the criminal justice process 

reported; and the images of crime, the criniinal justice system, the victim, and the offender 

presented in Western newspapers This I-evieiv provided the basis and fi-arnework for the 

present study. The general pattern found in the content analyses facilitated a comparison 

with the findings of the present study 

The Chinese news media were esamined agsinst the backcloth of their social and 

cultural settings. The Chinese systeni of informal social control was discussed, as the 

social control system in China !las nianifested certain unique characteristics that are 

different from both developed and underdeveloped coimtries. The system and its practices 

have their roots in ci~lti~ral traditions. The informal and formal social control systems have, 

through history, been used to complement each other. Both are used as a means of 

moulding and controlling Sehaviour The informal system is more widely used, while the 

formal system, which is still in its infancy, is used only as the last resort. 

The Chinese communication system contains two major elements, the mass media 

and interpersonal communication through small groups. The mass media use a variety of 

means that are supported by a network of interpersonal communication at the grassroots 

level. In China, the media are the most powesfid channel for announcing and spreading the 

Party's messages with the force of law. The media have been used as an educational tool 

and used to promote social change. The press, in particular, has been used as a means to 



educate and mobilize the people and to propagate t!ie Pasty's policies. This study focused 

on the media, specifically, on newspapers. Newspapers play a key role for the Party in its 

quest to achieve its objectives. The People's Dailv, as the Party's principal organ, is 

completely financed and controlled by the Party. It is the pacesetter for the entire media 

system, and its joc~rnalists serve as both propagandists and intelligence gatherers. The 

newspaper firnctions to indoctrinate, mobilize and guide the people for the implementation 

of the Party's ideology and philosophy. Unlike its counterparts in Western countries, 

crime news did not appear in the People's Daily unti l  the last decade. 

The quantitative and qualitative content analyses aimed at revealing the pattern and 

style of crime-news repotting in the Chinese newspaper. These analyses examined what 

types of crime were reportecl, and at which stages of the criminal justice process the 

crimes were most often seported, as compared with official data; what were the images of 

the phenomenon of crime and the criminal justice system presented in the crime news; 

what were the explanations of the causes of crime; and how did the newspaper in its 

crime-news reporting selve as a social control apparatus. 

Two types of comparison were made in the quantitative analysis. Firstly, since 

recent crime is believed to be related to the niodernization effort in China (Troyer, 1989). 

three different sample periods were examined to see if there was a trend towards 

increasins crime news coverage over time that was parallel to the economic reforms and 

the %pen door" policy that were introduced in China during the 1980s. Political and 

socio-economic changes may bring about changes in real crime patterns and in crime-news 

reporting. The findings showed a trend to increased volume of crime-news reporting, 



although no major change was found in the tyues of crime reported. It is likeiy that crime 

reporting became more open to the public during the 1980s--a period in which the role of 

the formal criminal justice system was emphasized and strengthened. An alternative 

explanation is that the increase may have been caused by a 'trime wave." Crime waves 

raise public awareness of the crime at issue. They are the outcome of joint efforts made by 

news organizations and their sources, law enforcement institutions (Fishman, 1975). The 

increased coverage of crimes can also be explained by the event of June 4th. More street 

crimes that were thouiJit to be related to 'kiot" were reported during tlie first six months, 

and more reports of embezzlement were reported during the second six months in 

response to the anti-embezzlement campaign. 

Embezzlement was the most frequently reported crime for all the three periods 

studied. This indicates that corruption among yovernment sficials is perceived by the 

newspaper to be a long-lasting social problem. I n  other words, anti-corruption has been 

the most important theme of reporting for tlie People's Daily. This lends support to the 

discussion of the fi~nctions of the newspaper in eariier chapters. However, although the 

total number of crime stories increased over the years, the average size of the story was 

reduced along with a decrease in soft crime news, especially editorials which were written 

for specific crime cases. This change in the style of reporting may suggest that, when 

crime cases and crime data became more open to the public, fewer explanations and 

comments were needed for the reporting of specific crime cases. 

Secondly, the findings of this study were compared with those of Western studies. 

There were a number of sirniiarities revealed by the comparison. It was found that in both 



the People's Daily and Western newspapers government sources were the most commonly 

cited sources in crime news. This is particularly true for the Chinese newspaper. In both 

the Chinese and Western quality newspapers, white collar crime was given more attention. 

However, corporate crime was almost invisible. In the Chinese case, this may be 

explained by the application of various means of punishment and sanctions outside of the 

formal criminal j~lstice system. In fact, corporate crimimality is rarely dealt with by the 

criminal justice system. In both cases, the information about the offender and the victim 

was kept to a minimum, and no long-term attention was given to individual incidents. 

Serious crimes and sentences of imprisonment were over-represented. Moreover, there 

was little explanation of the sentences meted out. Evaluation of criminal justice institutions 

was not often presented in either the Chinese or the Western newspapers, especially in the 

case of corrections. However, unlike Western newspapers, no differential treatment was 

found in the Chinese newspaper sampled. In fact, a positive image of corrections was 

always portrayed in the samples of this study. 

The findings also uncovered some aspects of the Chinese newspaper that were 

similar to those of the quality newspapers but different from those of the popular 

newspapers in the Western studies. While violent crime was over-represented in Western 

popular newspapers, there were more reports of property crimes than violent crimes in the 

Chinese newspaper sampled, which is similar to what was found in relation to the Western 

quality newspapers. Altl~ough thro~~gh the process of selecting news both the Chinese 

newspaper and the Western newspapers gave a distorted impression of crime, the types of 

crime that were over-represented, as compared with official data, were not the same. 



Unlike Western popular newspapers, government official miscondact attracted 

disproportionally greater attention, which was again similar to what was found in  studies 

of Western quality newspapers. Si~nilar to the findings of studies of Western quality 

newspapers, a large proportion of crime stories in the saniples of this study contained 

elements of' evaluation 01- recon;niendation, 

The comparison revealed some difierences which appeared more significant than 

the similarities The total amount of space devored to the reporting of crime news w2s 

significantly smaller than was the case i n  Western newspapers. Compared wit11 the history 

of crime-news reporting in Western newspapers, crime reposting in Chinese newspapers is 

still a relatively new practice. As discussed in Chapter 111, Chinese society has, 

traditionally, relied on its infor~nal social control system. The formal criminal justice 

system is still in its infancy as coinpared with its Western counterparts. This may partly 

contribute to the fact that less attention lvas paici to the phenomenon of crime and the 

criminal justice systern in the Chinese newspaper. 

The findings of the pr-esent study showed that there were more opinion-based 

crime stories in the Chinese newspaper than was the case in Western newspapers. 

Moreover, the causes of crime were more often given in the Chinese newspaper. The 

Chinese Party/governnient has historically adopted a paternalistic stance towards the 

people. The newspaper was required to portray a positive picture so as not to adversely 

affect the people and the image of the Party. Crime stories were not reported for the 

purposes of entertaining the reader or of enlarging the circulation. They were considered 



as a vehicle for guidance and education. Therefore, Interpretative statements were needed 

ts satisfy these purposes 

While the crime-news reporting of Western newspapers focused on the early 

stages of the criminal justice psocess, the reporting of crime in the Chinese newspaper 

concentratecf on the stages of arrest and sentencing. Other stages were rarely described in 

the samples of this study. This can be explained by the fact that only solved crimes were 

generally considered suitable for p~~blication. Once a crime is solved, i.e., the criminal has 

been apprehended or punished, a negative incident will then be reported as good news. 

Through the reporting of the incident, the news is supposed to deliver some messages for 

desired effects, whereas the particular incident- itself may not be considered to be 

newsworthy. The fsequent reporting a[ the stage of sentencing may also reflect an 

emphasis on deterrence and p~inisl~n~ent in the Chinese perception of crime. On the other 

hand, the criminal justice process was neither widely open, nor really known to the public, 

including the journaiists. This may explain why pre-trial and courtroom procedures were 

almost never mentioned in the samples of this study. 

I n  the qualitative analysis, the reporting of two types of specific crimes was 

systematically esa~iiined i n  order to reveal the multiple layers of meaning in the news 

content which cannot be obtair~ed thsough a quantitative analysis. The reporting of murder 

cases was first discirssed to sho\v how potentially negative news was turned into good 

news. Two types of reports sf murder cases were examined. One group of cases was 

generally reported immediately after the criminals were punished for the crime committed, 

while the other g s o q  was repixted \\.it11 the empliasis on the heroism of the victims as 



portrayed in the stories. The reporting oi'tliese murder cases served to reassure the public 

that crime was under control and that social order was being mai!~tair~ed. 'c?liile the 

criminals paid for what they bad done, the heroes and heroines were reported as role 

models for people to emulate The fows of reporting was always on the outcon~e of an 

incident, whereas tlie incident itself was given little atiention. This was different fronr 

reports in Western newspapers, especialiy popular newspapers. For the m l e ' s  Daily, no 

matter how dramatic or sensational an incident was, it was not reported until the outcon~e 

turned out to be positive and educati\,e The philosophy underlying this style of reporting 

could be that people shot11d not be ne~atively influenced by the criminals' miscondi~ct and 

that no sense of insecurity or ctisorde:- should be induced by reading the newspaper. It was 

revealed in the discussion tlizt, in the Chinese newspaper? murder stories were actually 

reported as "good news." 

The discussion of the reposting of embezziement basically demonstrated the 

important role that the newspapes played in launching a mass campaign against economic 

crime and cornlption that was designed by the Party/government to guide and mobilize 

people. Compared xvith that of ~iiurder cases, the reporting of ernbezzle~nent was given 

much more prominence, with m n y  articles appearing on the front page. The message in 

the reports of embezzlement was that  this crime must be dealt with harshly. The people 

shodd support and actively participate in this movement launched by t!ie Party through 

the newspaper. 

To make tlie Party's campaign successful, people were urged to utilize report 

centres and special telephone niimbers, lvhich were set up ail over ihe country, to expose 



suspects of embezzlement. Those who provided information and helped uncover serious 

cases were praised, whi!e I-etaliaticn against accusers was warned against. Moreover, 

differential punishments were repeatedly reported in order to contrast the consequences 

for those who confessed and turned themselves in with those who did not. From time to 

time, reports that sum~ned u p  what had been achieved were carried in the newspaper, 

which helped form the impression that no criminals could succeed in escaping. Thus, it 

was shown in the reporting of embezzlement how the Party, represented by the criminal 

justice system, made its decisions and targets known to the people , through the People's 

Dailv. Throt~gh the rnediiini of the newspaper, the means of informal social control were 

smoothly combined tvith those of formal social control. Both forms of social control were 

inseparable and con~plementary in the campaign. In the reporting of both murder and 

embezzlement, individuals were always held responsible for their own behaviour, whereas 

the social order itself was never open to question. 

Lending support to Herman 8( Cho:i~sky's argument (1988) presented in Chapter 

I, this Chinese case study shows, more clearly than Western cases, how the media fimction 

as a key fonn of social control. I n  spite of their similar hnctions, however, the Chinese 

and Western ~nedia have operated i n  ways which appear to have more differences than 

similarities . The difTerences in their crime-news reporting are the result of multiple 

factors. The People's Daily is the Communist Party's principal organ with people from all 

walks of life as its audience. I t  is openly stated that the newspaper must follow the Party's 

line and serve the Partfs needs. Therefore, objectivity and impartiality are not required in 

the reporting of crime news. Nor is there any need to resort to special effects to entertain 



the reader and enlarye its circulation The ne\vspaper, financed by the Party, is not 

required to make profits The style of crime-news reporting shown i n  the newspaper has 

its roots in traditional Chinese culture 2nd pliilosoplip and the notion that authorities 

should guide and educate peopie I t  is also determined by the traditional reliance on the 

informal social control system to deal ~ ~ 4 t h  crinie and deviance 

The sample ~ ~ s e d  for the study covered three periods, including two half-year 

periods and one fi~ll-year period. The sample size was considered adequate to be i~sed for 

the purposes of this analysis. To choose three periods also made it possible to examine 

potential trends or changes in types and styles of crime-news reporting that might have 

been brought about by the economic reforms and political changes. 

More inlportantly, both qualitative and quantitative analyses were conducted in 

this study. The quantitative analysis systematically showed a basic pattern of crime-news 

reporting in the ne\vspaper sampled, while the qualitative anaiysis revealed implied 

meanings in the news and portrayed social and political values underlying the crime-news 

reporting. These nt.0 analyses thus isel-e complementary and worked togethcr to facilitate 

a better understanding of crime-neivs repor-ting in Chinese newspapers As they were 

made on the basis of reviewing and comparing with the findings of Western studies of 

newspapers. tlie differences and similarities in crime-news reporting between the two types 

of newspapers could therefore be explored and discussed 

As an exploratory study, however-, this study showed only a general picture and 

provides only preliminary results. It did not attempt to discuss the effect of crime-news 



reporting by the newspaper. To repeat what was pointed out in Chapter V, the 

comparisons discussed in this study were not made in strict terms because of differences in 

definitions of crime and criminal events between Western countries and China. On the 

other hand, this study c o ~ ~ l d  have provided more insights if a local Chinese newspaper had 

been incl~lded in the samples. Moreover, the discussion of the relationship between crime 

statistics and crime-news reporting in the newspaper was largely restricted as a result of 

the unavailability of ot3cial data. 

It is suggested that fitrther stildies can be conducted on the basis of the findings of 

this study. More nelvspapers, especially local newspapers, should be examined to reveal 

diRerent patterns of crinle-news reporting The findings obtained could be compared with 

the present findings This type of study aims to reveal major functions of Chinese 

newspapers and the 'hgenda-setting" ro;e of the Party newspaper in the development of a 

'brirne wave,"or in leading a political campaign. Other media, such as television and radio 

broadcast, should also be examined together with newspapers. An ethnographic study of 

the relationship betlveen neivs organizations and their sources needs to be conducted to 

examine the process of news selection. These types of study could draw on the studies 

conducted by Ericson and his colieagues (1987, 1991). Such studies may show more 

clearly the fimctions of the Chinese media, their relationship with the criminal justice 

system, and the role of the media in shaping the public perception of crime, crime-related 

issues, and the criminal justice system. it is also recommended that, on the basis of the 

present study, fi~rtl~er comparative studies be conducted with more specific research 

questions and betrer designed methodologies. As China is in a phase of rapid change, 



more recent periods should be esatnined in order to show ~vhetlier the pattern of crime- 

news reporting remains unchanged 

Studies of public perceptions of the phenomenon of crime and the crimiraal justice 

system should also be conducted ro explore the eRect of the media on the audience. For 

this type of study, Graber's study (1980) may help determine the degree to which the 

public relies on crime news to form their opinions about crime issues and if there is fear of 

crime among ihe public that is caused by the media Longitudinal studies should be 

designed to reveal possible trends and changes in crime-news reporting over time. Such 

studies need to take into account changes in both the formal cri~ninal justice system and 

the informal social control system Such studies are necessary to better understand crime 

and criminality i n  China. 



1 Date 01 -31 Day of Month 
2 Month G I  -1 2 July to December 
3 Year 3 1983 

6 1986 
9 1989 

4 Page number 01-08 When a story appears on more than one page, 
or when the headline appears on the front 
page and the main body is elsewhere, code 
the page number on which the main body 
appears. 

01-10 Stories appear on the same page are 5 Story number 

6 Story length 

7 Story size 

3 
8 Number of cases in story 

9 Timeliness 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

10 Type of source 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

numbered consecutively. 
Measured by square centimeter including 
headlines 
Code according to Variable 4. 
Short (smaller than 92 square centimeters) 
Medium (smaller than 428 square 
centimeters,i.e. 1 I4 page) 
Long (larger than one-quarter of a page) 
Code according to number of cases reported 
in each story. 
Only one case. 
Between 2 and 5 cases. 
Between 6 and 10 cases. 
11 cases and more. 
Not applicable 
Time between event and reporting. 
Reported within two days. 
Reported within one week. 
Reported within one month. 
Reported in one year. 
Reported after one year. 
Time unspecified. 

Own organization 
Oiher news agency 
Criminal justice 
Other government sources 
Other 



6 
11 Type of Story 

I 
2 
3 
4 
5 
12 

12 Nature of crime 

Unspecified 
Each story will be categorized on the basis of 
its major emphasis. 
Specific crime 
General discussion of crimes 
Editoriallcommentary 
Feature 
legal column 
other 
Two types of crime may be coded in order of 
emphasis 
Crimes of counterrevolution 
Hijacking 
Crimes of endangering public security 
Mismanagement causing major accident 
Bombing 
Sabotages of communications equipment 
Arsonlpoison 
Sabotages of electric power, gas or other 
explosive equipment 
Sabotages of means of transportation 
Crimes of undermining the socialist economic 
order 
Smuggling/speculation 
Tax cheating 
Misappropriating state funds or materials for 
disaster relief 
Counterfeiting 
Violation of trademark control 
Violation of forestry protection 
Crimes of infringing upon the rights of the 
person and the democratic rights of citizens 
Murder 
Sex offense 
Assault 
Taking hostage 
Beating, smashing and looting 
Unlawful detention 
Libel 
Publicly insulting by using posters 
Violation of freedom of correspondence 
Kidnapping 
Crimes of property violation 



90 
9 1 
92 
93 
94 

13 Nature of crime 
14 Stage of reporting 

Robbery 
Theft and burglary 
Fraud 
Embezzlement 
Crimes of disrupting the order of social 
administration 
Sabotage of cultural relics or paces of h ist~r ic 
interest 
Hooligan 
Violations of boundary control 
Illegal drug offenses 
Prostitution 
Gambling 
Pornography 
Perjury 
Posing as state personnel 
Assembling a crowd to disturb public order 
Obstruction of justice 
Weapon violations 
Protecting criminals 
Witchcraft 
Crimes of dereliction of duty 
Bribery 
Neglect of duty causing major losses 
Other official misconduct 
Others 
Traffic offenses 
Juvenile delinquency 
Corporate crime 
Not applicable 
Unspecified 

Coded by the stage of the criminal justice 
process. 
Upon event 
After event, before arrest. 
After arrest, before prosecution. 
After prosecution, before trial. 
After trial, before sentencing. 
Sentencing 
Execution 
After release 
Not applicable 



12 Other 
15 Descripiion of event Code only fact of mention 

1 None 
2 Some (1 to 3 sentences) 
3 A lot (more than three sentences). 
4 Not applicable 

16 Description of actions after Code only fact of mention. 
arrest and before prosecution 

1 None 
2 Some 
3 A lot 
4 Not applicable 

17 Description of coclrt room Code only fact of mention 
procedure 

1 None 
2 Some 
3 A lot 
4 Not applicable 

18 Description of Code only fact of mention. 
sentence/disposition 

1 
2 
3 
4 

19 Sentenceldisposition 
1 

2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
12 

20 Sentenceldisposition 
21 Offender's name 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

22 Offender's age 
1 
2 

None 
Some 
A lot 
Not applicable 
Two sentences may be coded for each story. 
Six months to 10 years of fixed-term 
imprisonment. 
11 or more years fixed-term imprisonment. 
Life imprisonment 
Death penalty 
Unspecified 
Not applicable 
Other 

Given 
Not given 
Offender unknown 
Institution 
Not applicable 

Given 
Not given 



3 
4 
5 

23 Offender's sex 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

24 Offender's 
membership 

1 
2 
3 
4 

25 Offender's occupation 
1 
2 
3 
4 

Offender unknown 
Institution 
Not applicable 

Male 
Female 
Offender unknown 
Institution 
Not applicable 
Whether the offender was a party member. 

Yes 
No 
Not given 
Not applicable 

Government official 
Non-government official 
Not given 
Not applicable 

26 Number of offenders in each story 

27 Victim's information 

28 Causes of crime 

29 Causes of crime 
30 Evaluation of police 

One person 
Between 2 and 5 persons. 
More than 5 persons. 
Not given. 
Not applicable 

None 
Some 
A lot 
Not applicable 
Up to two causes may be coded. 
Individual pathology 
Organizational pathology 
Circumstances 
Western influence 
Old social customs 
Not given 
Other 

Positive 



31 Evaluation of prosecution 

Evaluation of court 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

of 33 Evaluation 
correction 

I 
2 
3 
4 
5 

Secondary knowledge 
story 

1 
2 
3 

Type of knowledge 
headlines 

36 Novelty of story 

37 Evaluations in story 

Negative 
Mixed 
Not given 
Not applicable 

Positive 
Negative 
Mixed 
Not given 
Not'applicable 

Positive 
Negative 
Mixed 
Not given 
Not applicable 

Positive 
Negative 
Mixed 
Not given 
Not applicable 

in 

Yes 
None 
Unclear 

in 

Contrcl action 
Primary fact 
Background 
Evaluation 
Recommendation 
Other 
Use this category to indicate an unfolding 
stcry of specific crimes or court cases. 
New 
Major update 
Undetermined 
Not applicable 



1 Yes 
2 None 
3 Unclear 

38 Recommendations in story 
1 Yes 
2 No 
3 Unclear 

Note: This coding protocol is constrticrcd on thc bask of the designs of the studies conducted by Graber 
(1980) ant1 Ericson ct al. (1991). Cornparcd \\.it11 Gi-abcr's dcsign. the prcsent one is greatly simplified 
and modilicd to suit 111c purposcs of this stucl!,. Most of the variables in this protocol reflect, more or less, 
her originr~lity. Variables 25. 29. 34. 35. 37 and 35 slioii~ somc similarity to the design of Ericson et a1 . 
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