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ABSTRACT 

. The thesis attempts t integrate two seemingly disparate views on the nature of news .media bias. 
*.. - 

Critical media scholars have suggested that the concept of bias be abandoned for the purposes of assessing 

news media output They claim tho concept has limited value as it h n o t  deal with B e  more pertinent 

issue of the ideological power the media exercise in constructing, maintainingand reproducing 'world 

views'. Y e l  the term continues to be widely used by those who disagree with media representations. 

Media institutions and personnel alike have adopted standards to guard themselves from charges of bias, 

and press councils and broadcast renewal coinmittees often mediate disputes which centre on the bias ~ 

claim. 

The thesis attempts to subsume these positions by making the notion of "bias" itself the object-of 

srudy. Unlike traditional approaches which use the term as an evaluator of news media messages, the 

thesis demonstrates that a more critical understanding of the term bias (and of the media) is achieved 
7 

when i-t is mvestqzated as part of media discourse itself. Through the examination of the institutional 

suuctures in place LO handle charges of bias, a facet of the hegemonic power of-the media is effectively 

analyzed. 

The thesis begins with a discussion of how notions of objectivity, balance. and impartiality are the 

mcans bt w h i a t h c  ideo1c::cal effectiveness of the media is achieved. This section is followed by a 

% 
historical examination of the rise of objective news practices, and then a critical examination of content 

and semiotic analysis. The final chapter examines the relationship between the bias call and the 

insuruuonal suyctures in place to deal with such charges. 

Thc thesis demonstrates that the hegemonic power of the media is achieved through the 
- 

~nsrirutional structures and procedures in place to handle charges of bias and paradoxically, through the 

assumptions of some those who make bias claims. I 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to express my appregiation to those who have helped me in t h i  process of completing 
..= 

this degree and thesis. I would like to thank: 
0 

- My supervisor, Martin Laba, whose enthusiasm, encouragement and patience were so freely given, 

- Committee member Robert Hacken, for his critical insigh& and suggestions. 
- 

- My fellow graduate students in the Communication Department for theirsupport, especially Myln 

Ruggles, Lynda Drury, Chris Creighton-KeIly. Janice Peck and Lynne Hissey. 

- Above all, Kat McGrath, who put up with me during the thesis' most critical phase. 

I thank you all very much. 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

-9 Approval .......................................................................................................... 1 ............................. ri ........................... ii 

- - .  Acknowledgements ..... ; ................. : ................................................................... , .................................. . . i .............. iv 

I.  INTRODUCTION ..*& .......................... , *..........................,..................... .1 

11, Bias/Objectivity/Ideology ........... ; ....................................... ........................................................................... 7 

Ljteratpre Review ................................................................................ .......................................................... 7 
> 

. , 

Bias as the result of the Production Process .................................................................................................. 9 

Bias as the result of Journalist's Political Views ........................................................................................ 10 

Bias as the Result of the Distortion of Social Reaiity ............................................................................. 12 

. Summary ....................... ;..............~...,.....:........:.........,..........,..........,..,.....................................P;I .. + .................... 23 

Objectivity as Strategic Ri_tual ....... ....................... ............... ........................................................................ 25 

Objectivity: Historical and Ekonomic Determinants .... : ................................................................ .......... 32 

Objectivity and the Positioning of the Public ............................................................. :... . ........................ 36 

I V : CONTENT ANALYSIS /SEMIOTICS /ENCO,ilING-DEC0.DING ................................................. 40 
y;; 

- - In.uoduction ........... ................................................................................................................................... . 40 
& 

Ianguaee and "Ideology ...................................................... ....................................................................... 41 
- 

-Content Analysis .............................................................,. ......................................................................... 43 
- 

Semiotics .......................... : .......................................................... ................................................................ 48 

The Reader in Semiotics ..................................................................................................................... . .......... 51 

Encoding / Decoding ........................................................................................................................... ........... 52 

t'. Hf STORY OF PRESS COUNCIa/CASE STUDY .............. : ...... i ......................................................... 59 

! ~ f f & t t f h  ................................................................................................................................................ 

Press Councils in Canada ............................................ ................. ................. ........................................... 61 
-- 

The British Columbia Press Council .................... , ................................... ................................................ 62 



........ Case Study ..............................:........................................................................................... : ....................... -63 
- - - - - - - - - - - - 

The Bias Call Revisited ...... A ........................................................................................................................... 69 .. . . ., 
. Q  
,. . - 

, . 3 ............................................ CONCLUSION ......,.A, ................................................................................................. 72 , . 
I 

REFERENCES .......... : ...........,,............ ,.,. ........................................... .................................................................... 76 



CHAPTER 1 

A prominent critical approach in the study of the news media suggests that the notion of bias has - 
lim~ted value when it is used w assess the way in which media representations actually work. This critical 

1 

approach argues that the t e h  bias,*when used to desi3-k news that is distorted or intentionally slanted, 

falsely assumes that news representations simply reflect a pre-given 'real' world. Furthermore, this 

conception assumes that the world is endowed with an essential truth that can be rendered without bias. 

As 1 will demonstrate, these assumptions are problematic. Events are, of course, very different from 

accounts or representations of events. Analysts who adopt a critical perspective towards the media argue- 
C - 

thereyore, that the concept of bias is too simplistic to account for the very real charact&istics of the media 
* 

thai. it  is supposed to describe. 

Increasingly, these scholars propose that the more pertinent question in dealing wiih the media's 

signifying practices should focus on the power the media exercise in constructing, maintaining, and 
-. 

repreducing "world views". Paft of the ideological work of the media then, can be understood as the 

means by which the media are able to accomplish this task. "According to O'Sullivan, the concept of 
1 

ideology has become cenual in the study of the media because it has been useful in showing that not only 

is there no 'natural' meaning inherent in an event or object. but that "the meanings in which events and 4 

objects are constructed are always socially oriented - aligned with class, gender, race, or other 

in~erests."(O'Sullivane~ a1.,1984:110.) Those who adhere to a critical perspective then, have suggested 

thar the term bias be avoided for the purpose of analysing news messages. As Robert Hackett notes: "the 

;iew that news operates as ideology fundamentally broadens and even contradicts the view, that news 

messages are biased in Bccoidance with the motivations of the communicators." (Hackett,1984:245.) Yet, 

in evevday interacrions of peogle ma the media, "bias" is rhe word news consumers often use to  describe 

- * 7 - 
/ 

&It must be made dear fiat amiough there is a tradition in Canadian scholiiship which+--/  
examines bias in reference to fwrn (%old Innis' "Bias of Cornrnunicatim" for instance), part 
of my concern in this thesis will be to critique those works which use the term as an 
evaluator of media content. 



their occasional di&tisfaction with media representations. Media institutions and editorial pcrsonhel 
- 

J- L 

alike have adopted standards to guard themselves from such claims, and institqions (press councils and - - 

- k -- 

broadcast licence ;enewal mmmiEees. for exmplej  often mediate-disputes which ccnpe on ihi bias claim, 

- 
a '\ ? 

I$& possible to integrate these differences? Might it be possible to retain a critical undcktandinp 

of the ideological effekveness of the media and, at the same time. take into account the everyday - - 

understanding,of the term bias. as it is used by actmLpmducers, consumers. and arbitrators of news media 
/ 

- ,-<ssasages? One way in which this concern may be addressed. is to make bias itself the obim of study. 

That is, unlike conventional approaches which use the term as an evaluator of news media messages. I - 
. suggest a more critical understanding of the term (and of the media) may be achieved if bias were to bc 

.examined as of media discourse. a 
C 

Media discourse, or more specifically, press discourse maybe understood not only as the newspapcr 
t 

content itself, but also includes the familiar codes, genres, conventions, and styles of the mainstream press. 

FuiThermore, press discourse includes the practices and textual devices and strategies we Ic4rG to idcnlifj; 

and expect (O'Sullivan, et r11.,19&:74.) The.concept of discourse however, denotes a further complex oi' 

factors. It includes a large body of sense-making representations "that have been established as h e  

available modes by means of which our watching or 'reading' ... is fixed, directed, regulated sad 

encouraged along panicular lines." (0'Sullivan.et al., 1983:75.) 'Hias' too, ma! be mvestigaied a5 part ol 
- 

media-discourse because. as 1-will dgmonstrate. our understanding of ~t is dlrcclcd and encouraged In 

certain ways. Therefore, in an effort to retain the common. ~veryday understanding of the term b m  (as 

the intentional or unintentional deviations from'objective truth / distortion, o r  a5 fbvouritism of onc ovcr 
7 - -- 

other incompatible perspectives), and at th: same time to recognize that the more pcrunenr iswe may well - 
- % 

be the ideological, role the media exercise, I propose to explore the "bias call" and the manner In which 

the media institution 'deal with such charges. 

media's particular or overall interpretation and/or neament of issue&d/or evena. Through an 



examination of the way in which the press council handles the bias. claim, and a critical assessment of the - -, 4 

? 

' 9  
procedures one need follow in order to gain a hearing before such a body, the ideological/hegemonic . ' J 

-- 

function of the media is more e 'velp understood and analyzed. P" 
,' 

- 
Conv.entiona1 studies of the news media claim that bias is the result of the organizational - - I 

I 
,-- I I I 

imperatives of news production or the result of intentional deviations From "objective truth". Chapter 1 - 
will ieview some *?the litermre from these perspectives. The discussion in this chapter will progress . 
from an understanding of bias as'a result of deviations from "objective mW. or as a coqsquence of 

L ", 
+-% 

panisanship. to an argument that nodons of "objectivity". "balancew. and "neutralityn, are the%eives thh' , ' '' 

means by which the ideological effectivenzss of-the media is achieved. - - i - - C 

- -- 

In chapter 2, two ways of understanding objectivity will be examined. The first way is suggested by 

Gaye Tuchman in "Objectiviry as Snategic Ritual" (Tu~hrnan,1972:660).~ She argues that a clearly - - 

defined set of formal procedures aids journalists in the gathering and processing of information. In 
- 

following these pracedwes (which may be exemplified by the use of quotation marks, the presentation of . 

conflicting truth claims, and the separation of fact and opinion, for example), journalists can Bairn 
5 

objechvi~~. Similarly. journalists are able to defend themselves from criticism (from their sources, their 
I 

editors, and the general public) by &ng the formal procedures followed In this way. Tuchman suggests 
-4  
1, - 

tha~ "objectivity'* may be understmd i s  a strategic ritual. protecting newsworkkn from the risks of their 
- 

Lradc (for instance, ro aid in the pro~ection from libel). The significance of understanding objectivity in 

I ~ I S  wa! will be emphasized whcn we examine the manner in which the "bias call" is dealt with by the 

press and the press council. 

Tne second wa! of understanding objectivity is through the particular historical conditions that 
t 

s m e d  to shape the contemporary press. .4 number of social, economic, and political factors led to the 

decline of the partisan "penny press" and the rise of the commercial press. The major factor in this 

deveiopmen~ advenisik, came to replace political subsidies which transformed news pr@uction into a ' 

I 

major commercial undertaking -"Objective" news, because it appeared as though it had no political, 



b 
a - t 

1 

- - 

partisan axe to grind, could satisfy the advertisers need b r  larger audiences and, sirnuk.i3eouslyincr&ie 

revenuer The second part of this cha$er then, will examine t h e e  historical- economic and &aLfacton 
-. 
i 

which led to the emergence of "objective" journalism. This section will also trace the khanges in the 
.-3 

conception of objectivity, and with it, the practices of objective journalism. This section concludes with a 

-discussion of hovr the "technical" angle, prominent in today's ".objectiven news practices. fundarne~mliy 
- - 

4_ 

alters the public's perception of, ari$ participation in, political lift?, l- 

. m - \-- - 

/ . Q - -- -i 
2 

- ---- - I ,  

* 4  

. , Chapter 3 begins with a critical examination of tw~pethodologies often used in the assessment of . ,. 
'Vnews media bias / id6010gy: content and semiotic analysis. Through this examination, two areas will be ,. 

5 

addressed. First, the conceptaf ideology as the "conscious or unconscious bias of the communicator" 

(Camey,1972:182.) will give way to an understanding of ideology as the structures through which "rcaliry" 
4 

is fashioned. Ideology here, is understood, in part. as "the practice of reproducing social relations of' 

inequality within the sphere of signifibtion and discourse." (O'SullivaMt al., 1983: 107.) 

Second, the concept of the reader will be considered in terms of both an unproblematic clcmeni in 

the communication process, (for example, content analysis) a i d  as a crucial variable .in the in the 

meaning-making process. After providing a description and critique of content, and semiotic analysis, I 
r 

C 0 

will introduce a model that more effectively deals with the role of the reader in terms of how actual 

readers and texts interact to produce meanings: the encoding / decoding model of Stuart Hall hnd Ilavc 
w 

Morky. As I will demonstrate, this model ma!: provide the theoretical base for a morc informed , 

understanding of bias - specifically the bias call. 

What emerges from examining these three methodologies in this particular sequence. 15 an- 

increasingl) clearer conception of the reader. For instance, content analysis never rams the issuc of Lhe 

reader. Meaning, as it is understood by this approach. is the property af the text alone Kcaders arc 
, 

assumed to take the meaning +om the text, as i t  is giveri.  semiotic^ on the other hand, acknowledges the 
- 

existence of the reader. However, the reader that semiotics is concerned with is not the actual reader, b u t  

the reader mcribed by the text The inscribeh reader may be undersrcmd as the p ~ i t i o n  that an actual - 



reader is invited to adopt through textual strategies Like point-of-view and mode-of-address. 

- - - / 

B The encoding / decoding model however, goes further, to examine how actual readers interact with . 
texts to accept, reject, or negotiate with the propositional messages of the text This approach attempts to 

understand how different reading publics produce eithes, pre@rred,snegotiated. or oppositional readings of 
-- 

h c  same lexts. While this model is in need of revisions, it is nonetheless effective in addressing the social 

and interactive nature of meaning prodxtion. It also provides a basis from which to understand various 

reading positions. 

I propose to take this model one step further. Unlike the encoding / decbding model which - - 
- addresses the relationship between readers and texts. I want to examine the hegemonic pdwer of the 

B 

media at the level of the relationship between actual readers and the media institubn. This will be . . 
* 

accomplished by first drawing on the category of the negdinted reading, (as define6by the encoding / - + 
decoding model) and explicating its similarities with the bias call. Chapter 4 then, will critically examine 

how h i s  group of readers (negotiated readers / bias ca&rs) - - enters into a "dialoguen.*ith the institutional 
- 

structures in place to deal with criticisms of this kind: the letters-to-the editor secti-the newspaper. 

and the press council. 
- 

Chapter 4 will begin with a brief discussion of the history and mandate of press 

and pmvidc a general overview of the British Columbia ~ i e s s  Council. Part two of 

\ ' Last stud!. and will exam~nc how charges of bias against the Vancouver Sun's coverage of the Solidarity 

C'aal~uon march of'ocrober 1983 was dealt with b! the newspaper (first by ~JS publisher, then by its 

lettcry-twhc ed~tor secuorr of the paper), and b! the British Columbia Press Council. In this waj 

Chapter 4 can be secn as an attempt to operauonalize the concept of the hegemonic power of the media 

hrough an examinadon of the "impartial" institutional structure of the press.council, the rules and 

procedures one need follow in order to gain a hearing at the council, and the exchange of letters between 
\- 

Koser bshier .  (who look this case to the B.C. Press Council) Bruce Larsen. IManaging Editor of the 

sun). and Gordon Punrer.(Erecutive ~ccrerar). of the B.C. Press Council). - 



I 

I will argue that the hegemonic power of the press is achieved both rhrokh-the slrucruro and ndrs 
L 

<L 

it  eslablishesto contain critical readings (in order to maintain the media / audience relationship cruoi~l to 

its ongoing commercial viabitit) ). and through the accive participation and consent of  rhe audience. H! 

positioning media representauons as deilations from the formal joumalisuc ideals of objecuvltr , 

neutrdity, and balance, readers who charge bias. paradoxicall!. reinforce and lrpit inwc prcva~llng orcdla 

practices which are themselves ideological. 

I will conclude with a proposal which calls for news practices themseivo to bc challrnpcd. u t l r i t l c ~  
, 

through the institutional smctures provided by the malnsueam media (b! a more informed. poss~hli . --  - 

, more effective 'bias call"). or through.instituuons o u a ~ d e  of the ma~nsucam mass media ( ~ h r & h  

audience parucipition in med~a  lobby groups, educauon and allernauvc media) 
I 

- - 
P 

7 - 



CHAPTER I1 ! u 

BEAS/OBJmIVrrY /IDEOLOGY 

\ 

fl  .I,trerature Review 

.Despite the requirements of "objectivity", "balance", "imparfiality", etc., the media remain 
or~enred within the framework of power: they,are part of a political and social system which 
is "structured in dominance". Objectivity, impartiality and balance are exercised within a 
framework and that framework is one which, overall, the powerful, not the powerless - 
clites, not audience - crucially define ... a way of perceiving an event, as well as a way of 
expfaining or contextualizing it." GIdl.1973:15-16.) o 

Contcmporar). approaches to the bias issue in media studies are numerous and f r a ~ h t  with 
/' 

d;ficulues. Various concepuons bf what constitutes bias, what conditions lead to bias, and the different 

methodological procedures used to identify bias in the news text, have for the most part, tended to focus 

on thc production prwess and the news product In these approaches, bias is conceived of as: 

(1)  the result of the condition of producuon and the production process on the news media messages; 
L 

(11)   he resul~ of journal~su' own poliucal bias; or 

( 1 1 1 )  resu11 of the failbre of the news product to reflect the reality it seeks to represent. , 

Through an ihvesti&tion of these approaches I hope to show the limitations of such 

undcrmnit~ngs. ThougH the! best represent the mannefin which bias has been conceived and analysed 

bb n m h a  scholars. these appraaches conrain three significant problems.  firs^ the notion of bias itself has 

been crtuc~scci for not bqmg a ver! useful mefaphor to exylam the wa) media representations actuall) 

i inrb Tnt. ion~cnrlonal~is~ penpecuve argues that the term implles that there exists a pregiven 'real' 

i t  ~>:lcl and th31 Chc medip's failure to 'reflect' this 'world' results in bias. As Fiske and Hartley point out, 
I 

t v c n ~ .  are sen. differmi from representations of events. ro these cannot simply reflect " 

7 

even&; and the idea that there ensts just one w t h  inherent in an event or a representation is - 
ubuall!. a sure sir$ of special pleading - where one's own point of view is imputed to the 
event itself. (0' ullivanet ai.,1983:22-23.) 
. , Y 

, 
: . .>  ., ." - -  : 

? k l  < . .  

Second. 'bias' im.$h&'&& the main problem with news is that it is deliberately manipulated. J will, 
, L 

Argut. to the conuar!, Qa: the suucture of the mass media is shaped by impersonal market forces, 



particularly the imperative of selling audiences to advertisers. more than b! the h n  prejudices d. - 
- - * 

some elite of media owners or news managers. 
- 

Third, even if we were to accept the notion of bias as the intentional or unintentional distortion of 

"objective truth", there remains yet another problem with the way i t  has been conceived and invcsupated. 
3 

The object of study in news media tSas is. for the most p a n ' t h e  news text. I t  is from thc messages 

embedded in the news text that analysts attempt to determine the possible cagses of news bias. As we . , 

h8;e seen, these approaches claim that bias is the result of the production process. of individual 

journalists' own bias, or of the failure of the media text to,'reflect' the.reality of thc cvcnr or isstrc ir srcks- 

to represent There have been however. veq few studies that focus on thc rolc of thc rcadcr in thc 

assessment of news media bias. ' 

T h ~ s  is a serious oversight because, a s a e  shall see, words. lmages and text\ do nor haw 'mcan~ng' 
- - 

in and df themselves. Meaning is what is generated from theinteraction betwccn text and readers - ;n 

readers ultimately bgng meanings to, and make interpretations of, news medla messages. Similqrl~. i r  - 
E C. - - 

must be understood that. to claim a news stoq is biased. is to clalm thal 'bias' IS thc propert\ of ~ h c  text 

alone. Yet, what may appear biased to one, gbv~ousl) ma) not to anothcr. Thrs problem 1s compounded 

when we consider the role of t$e analyst asW'reader'. As 1s often thc case, media scholars assumc thar 

their 'readmgs' of other 'readings ' are not onl) accurate but also unproblemaui Sharroch sntl Andenon 

note. 

'The reader' doss not make man! appearances in thc media lireraturc as anythinp othcr ~han 
2 passive dupe ... I t  does not seem to occur to these theorists that the viewer ma), bc n o  less 
capable than they, 'the experts', of exercising judgement. wi~,  scepticism. a xnsc  of- . 

proportion, a different conceptual scheme, an appreciation that ib only a newspaper stor). or 
a television item, or even a quasi-Marxist suspicion of' capitalis1 insutuu6n~ and 
organization.(Anderson.Sharrcck, 1979:374.) - 

In this waj, the role of the reader in the assessment of news biis h a  been a factor sdrclh ovcrluokcd. 

Thih problem wili be addressed in greater de'tail in Chapter 3. 
'(s +. 

'For instance, in *Biasing the News: '~echnical issues in Media S~udies". T_?r Journal oi & 
British Socioioeical Assmiation (September, 1979) p.367.. D.C. Anderson and W.W. Sharrw;): 
iriricize media scholars precisely for this oversight. \ 



I now wish to examine each of the approaches cited above. The fm two - "Bias as the result of 

the conditions of produnion" and "Bias a; &esult of journalists own politid bias". are briefly 

presented. The third approwh, "Bias as a result of the 'distoftion' of social realityw however, is 

considerably more complex and is therefore dealt with more extensively . In order to make this section 

more accessible, i t  will be broken down into the following subsections: (i) News as a 'reflection' of social 

reality, (ii) Media ~ A o n o r n ~ ,  (iii) Balance. (iv) Neutrality, and. (v)-~mpartiality. It must be kept in mind 

I 
that these categories are made for expository purposes only. 1n actuality there is a degree of overlap in 

rhcsc terms, especially in the latter three. 

- 

Hias as the result of the Production Process ------ 

Lee Sigelman's "Reporting the News: An Organizational Analysis" (Sigelman,l978:132-151.) 

attempts to characterize the technical requirements of news writing, editorial control and socialization and 

recruitmen[ of ncws staffers as all conspiring to render the news product as potentially biased. In the face 

of such claims. Peter Bruck argues, 

31 is evident b a t  any recruitment and socialization has an influence on the output of an 
organization ... in the case of the news meha, there is no non-organizational news production. 
'onsequently, all news shows the sc&, slants and virtues of its production process: At this 

- -  ko int the, concept of bias becomes meaningless as it loses its discriminatory function.(Bruck, 
1981:8.) 

Hc goes on to state that "there is no news which does not display 'biases' from these factors since there is 

no 'news' wirhour med~a organizations." (Bruck.1981: 18.) 

I r  bemmes apparent that recruiunent, socialization and editorial control .do have their influences on 
* 

ihc news media product - b u ~  to conflateathis influence with the term bias serves only to rcnder the 

dixr~mlnaton function of such a term useless. I t  would seem one short step from embracing a conspiracy \ 
[hear! of the media as well. In the area of recruitment for instance, if we extend this proposition to its 

* iopial C&CIUYO~.  we would find that political col&sts employed by the same newspaper would all 

espouse the same politiml convictions. Although the politml spectrum represented is indeed quite 



limited, a c m r y  emmination of, for instance, Vancouver will immediately dispel any such assertion. - - 

Columnists such as Peter McManin and Vaughn ~ h m e r  do offer someghat different views of provincial - - 

politics. (Indeed, they reflect the whole range of opinion to the right of the NDP.) Opposition as well as 

government statements are reported. and sometimes even demonstration organizers are quotcd, The 

commercial media could hardly do otherwise if they wish to ret& their credibility and mass audiencc 

appeal. (Hacketcet a1.,1986:2?8.) 

Bias as the result of ----- 
'a 

- Robert Lichter and Stanley Rothman's article "Media and Business Elites" aims to discover the 

background and outlooks of those responsible for news content and their attitudes towards Arncrican 

society and their own profession. A major finding of this study revealed that ideologicall), a majority of 

m% journalists in the U.S. descritEVlemselves as liberals. Citing Lichter and Kothmanys work as 

proof, there have been those who claim that journalists own political views shape their news slories. Yet. 
, 

the authors' own caveats clearly states: =- A 

The crucial task that remains is to discover what relationship, if any, exisu between how 
these individuals view the world and how they present that world LO the public.(l,ichter. 
kothman, 1981: 59-60.) 

A more recent disclaimer.appeared in a letter written by the authors LO The Wall Strccr Journal wh~ch 

stated that "journalists personal beiiefs ma&er only if the) effect coverage" bur tha! I \  waq " s l N  ;in opcn 

question? (Lichter and RothrnanJ985: 10.) Despite these and other disclaimers. man) ,nccrconsc.rvalivcs 

theorists have drawn fault!. inferences from this work to claim that journalisu' poliucal vicws arr rcflccuxl 

in mecfia content Terry Dolan, head of the National Conservative Foundation in thc U S . .  ci~cd d a u  

from Lichter and Rothrnan's subsequeni work (Lichter et a1.,1982: 26-27.) to j u s ~ i l  a million dollar 

ompa@ to dm the public to "media bias". (Gans, 1985:30.) The research has also bccn used by 

Michael P. McDonald of the American Legal Foundation to "support court cases and cornplams to rht: 

Federal Communication Commission in order to fight what McDonald calls the media's "I~beral outlook". 

(Gans, 1985:30.) 



Other evidence suggests that journalists do not have suong personal politics, as the 

werk h no1 encourage a pe& political development Edward J. Epstein in his book, News From 

Nowbere :Televis;lonanrj the News, notes that recruitment and promotions do not go to those-with "an 

axe to grind". (Epstein, 1974:22.) Similarly, the codes of plrofessional journalism inhibit journalists from 

deliberately introducing consciousbias into their news copy. 
- 

The conservative critique assumes rather than demonstrates a link between journalists' alleged 
2 

political views and news content. Yet, experimental pidence suggests that journalism studenp' own 
I 

attitudes towards a-source have little impact on their news-writing. It has been shown that, in some 
\ 

situations students have been known to overcompensate for their personal views. (Kerrick,et al., 

19M:207.) Furthermore. $e assumption that deliberate conkious partisanship is the byproduct of 

individual reporter's political subjectivities, implies that newsworkers are authors of their own practices. 

This view overlooks the organizationalsand structural factors which shape the news product 

Fundamentally. h e  way material is routinely classified. organized and transmitted provides the 

primary framework in which journalists must operate. For instance, it may true that for the most part, 

\ 
advertisers do&not direclly influence editorialncopY. There are however, more subtle constraints. Consider 

the narrative form or  a typical 'hard news' stor)..' I t  is an inverted pyramid, with the 'facts' of the story 

-- - presenicd in descending order of (perceived) importance. Should more advertising Space be required, the. 
-- 

arricic can be reduced by deleting as many sentences as necessary, from the bottom up. This is only one 

wa! in which the formal properues of news stories, as well as the methods used to o&in and present 

4 

'objccuvc' news accouna, influence news content at a level well beyond journalists' subjectivities. 

( H a o k e t u t  a1..1985:37.) 



Bias as the Result of the Distortion of Social Reality ------ 

position views bias as arising out of the relationship between the news pr&!uct and the 
I 

reality it is supposed to represent Several key assumptions become apparent, Briefly, these assumptions 

can be characterized as the belief @at news c2n and ought to be "objective. balanced and a reflection of 
- 

s ~ 5 d  reality." (Hackett,1984:234.) Eias, from this perspective, is&e result of news reports which do not 

meet these standards. A host of other terms as well are often used to characterize bias. Th~y~include 

such t e r n  as "distortion", "impartiality" and "partisan". Yet, as be dCmonstra~ed here. thcsc terms 

too are not without their problems when used to assess the validity of news messages. 

As I suggested in the opening of this chapter, this secticn is the most%ornplex and is best 
/ 

approached by five thematic subsections. They are: (i) news as a "reflection" of social reality. ( i i )  mcdia 

autonomy, (iii) balance, (iv) neutrality, and (v) impartiality. 

News as a Reflection ofSwial Reality 

It is often suggested that the media function like a mirror in an,effort to reflecr social realily. Thc 

concept of 'reflection' may be understood in two ways. First, though there are problems wilh thc 

apolitical nature of this formulation, it is often used by those who wbscribc LO a liberal-pluralist i 
. - 

conception of society. This view characterizes society as a complex strucryc oS competing groups and 

interests, not one of which is predominant all the time. In this way I hc  media are said to 'refleo~' Lhc 

diverse expressions and interests of competing groups. 

A more criucal understanding of the 'reflection' analogy has been used in a ncgative sensa. to claim 

that media fail to 'reflect' social'reality. This situation is often charac~erized as the result of. a distortion 

by the media, in the portrayal of events and/or issues. this formulation 1s the bclicf that a 

neutral, transparent translation of an external reality is as Morley argues. thc possibility of 

neuuality assumes there exists a neutral, valuefree language "in which the pure facts of' the world could 

be rendered without prejudice". Inevitably though, "evaluations are already implicit in the concepts, the 

- 



- 

language in terms of which one observes and records."(Morley.1976:246-7.) This is a position from 

which the notion of bias is critiqued. 'Reality' then, does not exist 'out there', awaiting a discovery that 

we &n can attach names te. Rather, language sigffiiies and does net starid in p~~ of the issue o r  event ' 

represented Fundamentally, the problem inherent in the assumption that language (and, by extension, 

- the media) merely reflects what is 'out thereY, stems from Ihe belief that there exiss a one-to-one . 

coneswndence between the word (signifier) $n&he object or concept it represents (signified). This 

assumption does not lake into account the arbitrary or polysemic nature of language. All language is 
- 

socially constructed. Language therefore does not simply reflect social 'reality'. As Fiske and Hartley 

, note: 
* 

Reality is never experienced by man in the raw. whether the reality in question is the 
brute force of nature or mens reltjons with other men, it is always experienced through the 

. mediating structure of languager And this mediation is not a distortion or even a reflection 
of the real, it is rather the active social process through which the red is made. 
(Fiske.HartleyJ978: 161.) 

There is no natural relationship between a word and its referent: all depends on the conventions of 

linguistic use, and on the.way in which language intervenes in nature in order to make sense of it As 

Stuart Hall has noted, at least two theoretical positions can be derived from this argument. First, a 

Kantian position would say that therefore "nothing exists except that which exists in and for language of 

discourse." Another position would argue that "though the world does exist outside language, we &n 

only make sense of it through its appropriation in discourse." (Ha11.198270.) Fiske and Hartley then. 

appear to adopt the former position here. By adopting the latter position however, we can say that the - 
media do not function apart from social realit!, but in fact help to actively shape and define i t  Though 

the niedia do not reflect social reality, they do play a s i g n i f i d  role as dqfiners of social reality. The 

nolion of media as definers of social reality enables a more critical understanding of the mediato* 
\ .  

function of the mass media. 11 does so because it acknowleges that through mediation, the news mepia - 
stnlcture what 'events' are reported. Furthermore, it suggests that the manner in which events are 

signified will habe a bearing on the way in which we perceive and come to act in the w o ~ l d  ' 



I 

-- 
The news media however, are not, the only definers of social reality. The media never work 

- 

\ 

independently of other social institutions. Invariably media significations are shared by 'and with other 
-- - 

institutional and organizational *definersn: the judiciary, police, government. business, and other social 

institutions. The nature of this mutually dependent relationship and the implications it raises in the 

perception of the power of the media are topics of considerable debate betheen those who subscribe to a 
7 f- 

pluralist conception of society and those who adopt a more critical.or marxist perspective. - 
I -. - 

Media Autonomy 
P 

Tbe following discussion will focus on o n 2  the more pertinent issues with regard LO the question of. 

- 
media autonomy. Not intended to be exhaustive, it will nonetheless point to ways of thinking about thc 

, / 

media that go well beyond the mere "reflection" analogy,and extend the discussion of the media as 
Q 

"definersn. This will be achieved through examination of  the two major currents within mass media 

studies: the liberal-pluralist and marxist perspectives. - 

The emergence of the liberal-pluralist tradition of social theory came about through 4 crlticlisni of' 

the mass society tradition of social theory which characterized society in terms of "the dissolution of non- 

rational forms of social attach men^ the weakening of traditional ties and obligations, (and) the attenuation 

of power of established hierarchies" (BennettJ982:39.). There arose a need within Weslcrn dernocraciq 

. "t* develop a theory that would distinguish the social structure of Weaern democracies from hwc ol 
/- 

,-' 

roralitarian political systems" (Bennett1982:40.) rather than lumping them together as the mass 5t~1ctg 

critique tended to do. 

Edward Shils, a leading theorist of the liberal pluralist perspective asserted that, if  b! 'mass socrcrg' 
* 

one meant a society in which "'the masses' had moved from the periphery LO the centre gf social, polriical 

and cultural lifen, then that was acceptable - that is, if 'the masses' were conceived of as "a pluralist 
- 

hotch-potch of differing regional, ethnic, religious and economic primary groupings." (Bcnnctb1982:3%) 
44 

The mass media from this perspective, is characterized as exercising an "important degree of autonomy 

from the state, political parties and institutional pressure groaps." (Bennetcl982:39.) Futhermore, i t  is 



argued that the mass medirt provide a forum whereby competing social and pol i t id  positions may-be - - 

I 

expressed and compete f6r public support. The media are able to do so because a mutual 

interdependence exists between media profkssionals and representatives of other social institutions. The 
L 

capacity of the media to-'deliver' large audiences, it is argued, guarantees them "a semi-independent 

power-base vis a viS other power centres in societyn(Curran. et al.,1982:21.) The implication is not that 

an equulity of power obtains between the media and other powerful institutions, but rather that some 
-- 

measure o h d e d p w e r  enters into the dealings of the media with these 
/ 

In the marxist conception. capitalist society is understood as one of exploiration and class 

domination. Marxists insist that capitalist smiety is fundamentally stratified and that the media' are best 

seen as part of an "ideological arena in which various class views are fought out, although within the 

context of the dominanceof certain classes."(Gurevitch. et al., 1982:l.) From this perspective the . 

communication media are seen as systematiczlly serving dominant interests. However. the manner in 

which thiS preferential treatmeslt is accompli!$ed ar,d the extent to which it is perceived as a determinant, 

closed system, is itself a contentious issue within marxist studies of the media. . 

The more orthodox (or instrumentalist) approaches suggest that the media are nothing more .than 

power brokers for the dominant interests of corporate and state caztalism. This perspective suggests that 
2' 

elites actively and consciousl~ use the media to reinforce their own political and ideological perspectives. 

of the capitalist sys~e rn... it is not surprising that the media engage 
existing state of affairs. They do this by reinforcing . 

and by not serving as an informative vehicle. 

The srrurruralist perspective of ttte media on the other hhnd, point to the impersonal s u u e ~ a l  -- 

forces that shape the media envirnnmFlnr Ti& perspective argues &hat the n e w  media organizations - 

funcuitn as relatively autonomous institutions, able to act independently of state and direct commercial 
\ - 

conuol, fet continue to relv on the definitions of atber powerful institutional organizations. The nature of 



- 
3- 

i' * 

this reliance is brought about by practical needs the news organizations face in their day  to day activities 

to obtain infdnnation which is bo&%eliable and timely. The structuralist perspectives acknowledge that, 
- 

powerful institutions and groups do have privileged access to the media. b e c a i e e  . 
regarded as more credible and tyustworthy. and because they have the r rces to proccss 
information and to offer the midis their views in a viable and attractive-ilor-mad, to. 
fit the r e q u i r e m ~ t s  of the media.(Bennettl982:20) -< - -  , - -. . 

The tendency to rely on "offtcial" sources however. shoultl not be construed as evidence of a - 
conspiracy, in which political and/or business elites collude with media owners in an effort to "dupc" thc 

public. Rather, as Stuart Half et al. claim in Policing the Crisis. (Hall. et a1.,1978.) the framing dcfinitions 
--- 

are shared with those institutions which provide the media with information. These authors arpuc that 

the definitions of the media and the discourse of the powerful tend to reinforce and sustain one another 

because of the close ties of dependency that exist b~tween rhem.  fiat is, the media depend-on dominant 

public figures as a primary source of news copy "just as the latter depend on thc mcdia for placing their 

diagnoses and prescriptions before a wider audience". (Benriett1982:301) The institutional mcdia then, 
\ 

do not function as a mere mouthpeice for dominant interests. They are nor a 'tool' of thc dominant class, 

used for the domina?ion over subordinate classes. Rather, the mass media. like the capitalist slate," arc 

able to exercise a degree of autonomy from the capitalist class thai  at times. allows them to pursue a~lions 
. n  

which may impinge on the riphis and privileges of the capitalist class.<~reier. 1982: 112.) In h i s  way thc 

media are granted a degree of autonomy and, at the same time, are secn as acting larpely "111 ~ a n d c n ~  with 
*. - 

the dominant inxitutions of society.". (Curran, et a1.,1982:21.) This issue will bc explored I'urthcr in my 

discussion of 'impartiality' 

.' . 
Because the media are often criticised by both ,the lef~ and the right, and bccausc such cri~icisms (a4 

well as pzential criticisms) can influence the way ir, which the media condnyc LO operate. ' the mcdia 

must be understood not as a clcsed ideological system, imposed from above, nor as a hotbed of r a d u l  
'-* - 

i 

'In a talk before a Universitl of B.C. audience dealing with- the Influx of "parusan. 
self-admitted bias commentators" in the mainsueam press, Marjorie Nichols noted that " ~ h c  
New York Times hiring of conservative speechwriter William Safire in the aftermath of the 
Watergate scandal ... was a gesture designed to appease the criucs ..." Pdrtrc~ of the Med~a, 
Vancouver Sun , 25 Febnmy 1985. pB5. 



progressivism.* It would W o r e  fruitful to understand the media as operating within a reformist 
- 

tradition. As Milliband suggests, the media might more properly be understood as an "idec&gical terrain 
- 

(thaq is by no means wholly occupied by 'the ideas of the ruling class' ... it is a highly contested 

temtory."(Miliband,l977:54.) This assertion@en, inevitably lads tofiestions concerning the hegemonic 
z! p-- / 

character of the d s s  media which wit1 be discussed in Chapter 3.' 2. 

In this section I have explored the fallacy of seeing the mass media as mere "reflectorsn of social 
B 

reality, explored the implications of conceiving them as "defmers" of social reality, and proposed that a 
'3 

more fruitful conception of the media may be tomderstand it as an ideological terrain - where power to - -4 

define is either won. &lost. 
'a - 243 

BALANCE 

One of' the first tenets of objective journalism is that news reports should present "bpth sides" of 

controversial issues. in practical terms, this practice creates a reliance on offsetting and juxtaposing 

conflicting statements from authoritative, official Spokespersqns and'representatives of interest groups who - 
have privileged access to define the "issuesw.- Consequently, such a practice has the tendency of orienting - 

- 
media's sense of social reality in the knowledge-generating routines and interests of the powerful - 

st the same time creating the appearance of an open f o m  for public debate. As we have seen in the I 

e 
eumplc of the official unemployment rate, the media's interdependency wim other social institutions - 

influences what it considers noticeable and newsworthy events or credible and important "facts". As 
. 

Hackctt notes. 6 

0 

.... the appearance of_'balancel between competing (views), the presentation of 'both sides of 
the story' may serve to deflect the viewers attention from t,he question of why the issue is 
being cast In terms, or why it i san issue at all, and why individuals are accorded 
the right to define the issue. (HackecR.A., 1984.:248.) 

& l a n c e  can also be understood in relation to its opposite - partisanship. h pol i t id  

c o m w i c s h ,  a news irem or news progmm an be seen as paEtism when it fa& €0 d b t e  e q d  time 
4 

to opposing viewpoints: or. as Fiske and Hartley note,"where what is said is less imprtant than the time 
L 



> - 

it is said in."(O'Suilivan et al..1983:113.) In print journalism. balance is often said to be acheived when - an - 
- - 

equal distribution of space is allocated for competing vi&s. (Dreier.1982113.) As will,be discussed in . 

i - - -- - 

the next section on objectivity. it is not in the newspapers' or broadcasters' interest to promote one a 

political view over and above others. The decline of the 'party press* at the turn of the centur! came 
- C 

about, in part. by the advertisers' need toattract a large audience which. in turn, spurred news . 
. . 

'a=+ 

organizationsto promote and w e r e  'objective' news practices. By providing news accounts which did nor t 

favor one party, the competition for larger audiences (and hknce. larger advertising revenues) could 
1 

commence. This was accomplished not by appealing to a particular segment of the political terrain, bur 
4 

by addressing an undifferentiated audience as consumers. 

f - - 
N eutraiit y 

- 

It is often said that journalists strive to be neutral. Implicit in this formulation is Ihe bclicl' that 

journalists can be detached and disinterested conveyors of information, especialry in their presentation ol' . r 
1 'the facts'. Notwithstanding the theory which states that the act of observation will hav n effect on "tsl 

what i.s observed, the above a s & i o n  assumes that, 

(i) The separation of fact from opinion is possible. In other words, that the reporting of. news is'separale 

from interpreting i t  Not only does this assertion assume that each have an independent exislcnce, but 

also ihat t h i  'facts' spkak for themselves; that they are finite and can be identified as such. 
= s 

(ii) News is amenable to a story format - with a beginning, a middle, and an end. This presumes that i r  

is possible to arrive at a set of discrete and newsworth) events that can be abstrac~cd from the csscnsc ol 

social life, whose boundaries are clea; and unproblematic. (Altheide,l97T 173.) 

(iii) News stories have two sides to them. As we have seen in our discussion df balance, the proposilioli 
-_ _ 

that there exists two 'sides' to a 'story' has a tendency of orienting media's sense of social rcality i n  the 

knowledge-generating routines and interests of the powerful. Furthermore, such a propositiori would 
P 

seem to overlook the fact that there exists a multiplicity of interacting and overlapping positions. Rather, 

. ' it assumes that interests are rigid and unchangeable. (~uchman.1978: 110:) 



- 
Irn partralrry 

* 

The notion of impartiality is often distinguished from two otbe'r concepts that have already been 
2 

1 

discussed, namely - %l&e and neutrality. The normative claims of the term implies something 
a f different. For instance, we can say that a news item s impartial when it is presented;n such a way that. 

the reporters own personal views do not identify with, or repudiate the subject of the repon 

Furthermore, the doctrine of impartiality is legally enshrined. It is a statutory requirement imposed on 

broadcasters (but not the press) by Parliament In practical terms this strategy aids in the accomodation 

belween broadcasters and the parliamentary political parties: "It is a strategy whereby reporters are 
2 

supposed to take account of (i)a full range of v iws  and opinions (ii)the relative weight of opinion ... and 
I - 

(iii) changes that occur in the range and weight of opinion over time." (O'Sullivan, et a1..1983:112.) 

With reference to currerq forms of representational party politics, the statutory requirements of due 

impartiality tends to reproduce the dominant view of those political parties which claim popular support 

(made evident through votes at the ballot-b:~).' This imbalanc; is achi,eved beause the formal 

requirement for reporters to take account of t$e "full rangeYmiews and opinion" is subsumed within the 

requirement "to take account of the weight of opinion which holds these views." (Conne11,1983:140.) In 

h i s  waj. positions which fall outside the consensual political,aren:.i - ccirnmunism, the Socialist left, and 

'terrorism' ( t o  ;lame on1  a few) are excluded. 

-*. 
5% 

I Ian Conncll sugg~sls that by fulfilling these formal requirements (especially #ii), television 

.~our~ia l is~~c practicca "reproduce accurately the way in which pubic opinion has already been y 

the pnrnar! domains of poliui$ and economic struggle. how i: has been smctured in dominance there."' . 
> 

(C'ontlc11.19831140.) That is to sa). although the norfnative claims of impartiality are operational 
b 

~ t i & ~ i e s  employed by news workers, the routine manner in which events are handled, inevitably leads to 

a clostng-off of possible alternauve understandings. Chibnall suggests that these "smcntres of meanings" 

are part of jwrnalism's "stcxk of knowledge". As conventional wisdoms, this "stuck d knowledge" 

'For instance, in the words of the United States' Federal communication Cornmisip (FCC). 
fairness rules are not intended "to make time available to Comrnunisk or to Communist 
\de\\poinrsw. (cited in Epstein.EJ. N e w s  porn Nowhere.  -p.@.) 



acts as both a source on which the journalist may d ~ a w  in arriving at understanding of 
phenomena, and a conservative consuaint on the consuuction of stones, in that they provldc 
'ready-made' interpretationsof new phenomena. (Chibna11.1977:35.) 

f 

Chibnall suggests that although these interprXations both draw on and .sus~ain newspaper irlcolopy, they 

- are nonetheless part of d,widely shared cultural belief system of understanding. With referencc to how - 
- 

the widely shared cultural belief system comes to inform media significations. Stuart Hall has starcd: 

These maps of meanings give plausibiliv, order and coherence to discrete events by placmp 
them within a common world of fneanings. Culture is knitted together by these overlappi~~g, 
partially closed, incomplete mappings of problematic social reality. Such "suucturcs" tend to 
define and limit the range of possible new meanings which can be consmcted to expla~n ncw 

events. In part, such normative structures are historicaf consuucu. cilreadj 
available as informal social howledge - "what everyone knows" about a 

e 

(HallJ974: 229.) 

Hall goes on to suggest that such normative definitions have a tendenck to "scc" eventr in certain ways. 

They tend to exclude otherkinds of additional inferences. In this way, the common-sen* w r l d  i~ 

'classified out' in stereotypical ways which simplify and crystallize complex social processes In dist~ncuvc. 

ways.   all: 1974:229.) 

---. 
Chibnall argues that there are two basic components in thc news thar lead thc prcss to "scc" and 

structure 'events in distinctive ways. These two components enable a clearer undcrstandi.ng of' thc 

ideological work of the press. They are: (1) the framework of concepts and values impliclr In new\ 

production and (2) the p~ofessional imperatives of journalism. 

- - 
The framework of concepfs and values 

The framework of concepts and values serves two basic f'unctions. I - I ~ S L .  i t  permits even[\ IO bc 

classified i n t ~  'types' of stories - human interest politica4, crime. ~ L C . .  Second, i~ shapcs thc n l c a n ~ q  of, 

events, implicitly defining ways in which the) are to be undcrstood. The framework of c o n q x s  and 

values is reflected in the language of the press. Terms such ar "the nauonal interest". "the rulc of law" 
'i 

and "the silent majority", for example, become ideological cues which set thc overall tonc for w a y  i n  

which issues and ev'ents are to be understood. Underlying media representations of reality is a bclicl in 

t h e  essentid justice and desirability of the present organization of s_ociety which. i t  is believed. is 



I 

/ *  , characterized by a bdic harmony of interests and consensus of values (Hacken: et &986:276.) 
I - 

I 

Chibnall iden4lies the dominant values of this ideology. whidqmvide - the criteria ;or evaluating 
I 

exrsting and emerged forms of d a l  behavior. He classifies the value system in terms of positive 

d i 

fcyumaung value$ and negative illegitimate v ues. So, for instance, values such as 'legality', 

'co-operauon', 'peacefulness' and 'firmness' can also be understood in reference to their opposites - 

'~llegalltj', 'confronption', 'violence', and 'weakness'. Accordiqg to Chibnall, those who.wa5t their actions 

and belief; s ip i f ie i  as legitimate by the news media, contrive to associgte themselves with p $ . i v e  
b 

lepurnating values.' hmilarl!, the legitimacy ofsmergent formsbf behaviour is assessed according to 

cm+mz&k@fra rn  posruve values. (Chibna11,1977:22.) 

Political social action can be identified by the media as "consuuctive or dpsmctive, open or secret, 
F 

rauonal or irrational, responsible or irre onsible and so on: while the means employed in pursuit of those 
J 

alms c a n  be rdentified as legal or illegal, moderate or exueme,violent or peaceful, fair or unfair, etc.." 

(Chibna11.1977:1?.) He further suggests that this precess of evaluation can only be accomplished by 

rncans ol s h a r d  backgroun$ assumptions concerning the meaning of 'fairness'. 'violence'."mbderation7 

and so on. in ag! given context The background assumptions, he argues, constitute the most unconscious 

par! of an! ide010g> system. The1 are pan of a stock of common sense knowledge, accessible only when 
/- 

re& ed ~n ~nncrc te  evaluauons. (Ch1bnall.,l97:2!.) e 

a 

I 

The profewonai Imperaus e5 of journalism rough]) correspond to what 1s convenuonall~ termed 

'mu.\ saiuc3' - rht crireria of relevancr which guide repme&' choice and constniction of newsworthy 

I 
s m t h  Nmh values are. raatl) accepted b! journaiists and learnt through the proces's of informal 

- 
C -  

prof'csalonal socialization. News values ar-s translaled into conventions of the journalistic craft which 

conkrain both the tlpes of redit) the reporters can accomodate in his accounts. and al& what kind of . 

sms: hc can make of acceprabie accounts. Chibnall notes: 
/ - 



Thus. while it can be wen that news values are part of the pmjcwonuf stock of kn~wledgr o? 
an occupation ... they (also) operate in a distinct pditicd fashion by systematically exclud~ng 
large segments of the wchl worM from rep~esentarioff and &ttssion of the new% ntedia. 
The effect of  this is that public knowlege of those segments is impoverished. (Chibnall.1977: 14.) 

The operation of the framework of concepts and values, according to Chibnall. is ordered and 

controlled by at least e'lght professional imperatives which act as guides to the construction of news stones. 

They are: (1) Immediacy, (2) Dramatization, (3) Personalization. (4)Simplification. ( 5 )  Titillation, 

(6)Conventio&lisrn. ( 7 )  Structured Access. and (8) Novelty. Chibnall suggests that the professional ncw5 

bove ptovide the necessap support for newspaper ideology: "They add to the 

- plausibility of ideological accounts and representations through the provision of working dcfin~uonhgf 

- news and practical rules for the accomplishment of rhetorical work." (Chibna11.1977:43.) 

News consumers may utilize different criteria in judging the pbusibilit! of news tntcrpretations. 

What @ides news consumers' criteria in judging news interpretations is rooted in common scnsc 
J 

understandings of the social world. In parucular. ihese "common sense undentandmgs" are based irrthc 

power of newspaper interpretations to make events intelligible at a mundanc. 'common scnsc' Icvcl. 

Chibnali suggests that this proce3s provides easy and convenient ways of undersmding even&: 

This common sense mode of understanding uades off myth and sLercoIypes which provide 
simple, comfortable, ready-made pic-turcs and explanations of things. I t  docs this becausc i l  
is grounded in even.day practical concems which allows no time to probe beneath b e  
surface of things. The interpretations of popular newspapers tend to fit admirably inlo thc 
common sense world of everyday life because they make feu intellectual demands on ~ h c .  
reader ... because the aspects selected are ones lo which most rcadcrs can casily rdare. 
(ChibnallJ97 j :  4.) 

- 
Chibnall is quick to point out however, thai readers are not neccssarilx creciulou~ i r t  thclr approach 

ro news. He argues rhar suspicion of newspapm' accounts is firm]! merained In ou r  culture. Thc 
-C- 

popuiar mxin? "not to believe ecer]..thing you read" is widespread in our a i e l ) .  Yer, he wgp! s .  i t  i \  

as ier  for ms! racier5 ro reject 6?e open. subanuv:: (facrual) conrent of ncwspape: accounts than thc 

n o r e  latent and implicit interprerive schema in which that &ten[ is embedded. 



This thesis will. in part, attempt to demonstrate that not only do charges of bias directed at the 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

- - - 

media take issue with only the more substantive content of newspapers (ignoring latent, interpretive 
A -- - - 

- 

khema) but alrp that the m e i a  institution itself ictiveb seeks to enrurechzrritidsrns do not extend 
1 -  - 

beqond this realm. " - 
* -  

It 
.I 

- Sumrnarv L. 
h 

"- 

Through an investigation of the nonnative cliims of journalistic standards, i t  becomes apparent that the 

problem is nor so much that the media are "biased", but that their very standards of "objectivity" 

reinforce dominant definitions of social reality. It is more fruitful then, to understand the media as 
, a  

~dedogical. The ideologiml work of the media however; does not arise through the intentional (or 

. urtin~rEimal) deviations f m  "&g&e tmfhs". Rather, the media achieves its ideologic& dfkdivity 
- 

c- precisely through an adherence to the requireme& of balance, neutrality, and impartiality. It is through -. 

an adherence to formal news practices, news values, and statutory requirements, t h i e  ideological and 

reproductive work of the media is accomplished. The media is reproductive in that, while maintaining a 

position of "objectivity", such media practices reproduce accurately "the way in which 'public opinion' has 

already been formed in the primary domains of political and economic struggle." (Conne11.1983:140.) 
- - 

Commercial media practices then, reproduce the way in which public opinion has been 'structured in 

- bminance' through the promouon and enhancement of common sense definitions of the social world. 

The sharing of values and social meanings between the news and other social agencies however, 

hhould nor be seen as an attempt by the powerful to dupe the public. Rather, the shared definitions and 

bei; consequences are the produc~ of an his~oncal process which "is deeply embedded in the discourses 

h r z i h  which we learn to lnleracr with the G r l d  ... in which we make sense of irW(Hartley, 1982:62.) 

Sews  therefore, is nor f ie  producer of ideological meanings, in the sense that they originate here. Rather. 
- - - - - - - - - 

n w s  reproduces dominant idwlogical discour*. Further, news is not a partisan ideology. The purpose 
- - 6 - - - - - -- - -- - - 

of news idwlogv is not io choose one opinion over another, but to translate, to generalize. News 
-- - -- - 

naturalizes the terrain on which "different sectional ideologies can contend"; in so doing, it mnstantly 



maps the lirni~sf gmtrovey. (Hartley. 198262.) - 
-4 
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' CHAFFER 111 - -  - -- 

OBJECTIVITY ' L 

- 

As was demonstrated in the previous section on bias, there are a number of factors which prohibit 

journalists from being able to provide what some critical scholars would regard as a truly objective 

assessment of social reality. Y e t  the term "bias" continues to hold c&ency among media practitioners 

and critics alike. 

The first section of this chapter will examine the normative claims of objectivity, and the ways in 

which objectivity is understood and used by those working in the media. Drawing from the work of Gaye 

Tuchman. I will demonstrate how the notion of objectivity helps journalists to obtain and process "facts", 

as well as serves as a means of forestalling criticism The second part of this chapter will explore the . 
, 

\ 

historic, economic and social factors which led to the emergence' of  the 183OYs, and 

with it, the rise of objective news practices. This chapter will possible effects the 

use of h e  'teghnical' angle in political news reporting might have o n  thepublic's perceptionaf, and 

participation in political life. 

Gaye Tuchman suggests that the term objectivity connotes a variety of meanings. It invokes 
J 

notions of science, philosphy and ideas of professionalism. (Tuchman.1972 :666.) Underlying each= 
3 

howeucr, is a problem which is common to all; namely. what conktutes a social "fact", and how might 
> 

such a "Pact" be established given the active intervention of the social subject? Do value-free social 

"facts" exist3 This issue was addressed in our previous discussion of bias. We saw how the nature of 

-7 language. the formal processes and internal requiremen& of sews organizations, the influeneeof - 

- all conspire to render the notion of "objectivity" problematic. 
- -- 



\\, / 

Though most reporters view the iommitmmt to objedvr re>m& serious andncdiblr,rmnjpp pp 1 
\ 

- journalists concede that it is impossible for,them to be truly objective 
- - - - -- 

striving towards). b e r e  are those on the other hand. who maintain that . - 
all pretense therefore, should be abandoied. They argue thatthe subjecVobject distinction in th 1: 
assessment of soda1 reality (for example, in the &a1 sciences) is not as clear cut as it is in fhe "hardn\- ' 

\ 
sciences. The proponents of this position then, advocate a highly individualistk style of reporting, where 

&eir own personal views are placed in the forefront of their reporting. Thus. "the New Journalismn i 

became a popdar style of news reporting in the early 1960's. Some critics claim that a morc subtle form 

of this practice has invaded interpretive reporting, the mainstay of todajs commercial press.' 
1 

- .  - 
For the most part however, journalists and news organizations alike continue to defcnd their ability 

to present objective-ws accounts of the social, political, economic and cultural world. This is not 

surp&ing, as this defence is not particular to the journalistic enterprise alone. As Tuchrnan points out 

journalists, like both doctors and lawyers. "declare objectivity to be the appropriate stance towards their A 

h 

clients ...( objectivity) stands as a bulwark between themselves and critics." (Tuchman.1972:660.) 

Understood in this way, we may begin to enquire into the nature of objectivity, not in the epistcmological 

sense, but rather in the normative sense. Tuchman suggests that objectivity might morc profitably be 

understood as a "strategic ritual" - a framework in which to understand how objective news practices 

serve as a method to accomplish given tasks. She notes that the "ritual" serves two funciions: i t  aids 

journalists in the processing of "facts" about social reality, and it is used as a means o f  prcicclini news .. . 
workers from the risks OF libel. She argues that news workers must be able LO evokc sorpe conccpl ol ' 

objectivity in order for them to process~"facu" about social reality. I t  should bc kept in mlnd [hat unlikc 

the social scientist who has the time to engage in "reflexive tpis temologi~~ examination", new\ workers 

must make snap decisions concerning th$lidity and "truth" in order to meel the problems imposed b) 
-- - 

deadlines. Further, Tuchman suggests that by adhering to the formal attributes listed below, news 

workers are able to argue that they have distinguished between what they think and what they report 

'See, for instance,Mary Anne Comber and Robert S. Mayne's The Newsmongers: How the 
Media Distort the Pditical News 1986; pp.31-33. 
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- - - - 

Similarly, by adhering to these ritualistic strategies, news w ~ ~ k e r s  ar&ablCio -deflzpoESalI - - - 

, .  . cmmms from air editors. news sources and the general public. The fhrea~ of libel for instance, 

permeates the journalistic environment; it is something journalists and &ws o~ganizations wish to avoid 

Let us examine these "ritual" strategies in mare detail. 

Journalists believe that in processing information through the following strategies, they are able to 

present "objective" accounts of the social world. These strategies include the following: -1 \ 

(i) The presentation of conflicting possibilities related to truth claims; 

(ii) The presentation of supplementary evidence to support a "fact"; - 
\ (iii) The use of quotation marks (" \) to indicate that they are not making truth claims; 

(i ,,: The presentation of the most material "facts" first; and, 
4 '  

, (v)  The careful separation of the "facts" from opinions by the use of structuiing devices such as the label 

"news analysis". 
* 

The presentation of conflicting Init h claims . 
' 

As we have seen in the discussion of balance , the belief that an objective account of issue or 

event is achieve6 by the presexftation of "both sidese ofthe "story", is highly contentious. -First because- 
-", 

journalists may not be in a position to judge the validity of truth-claims made by individ 1 sources (and 9 
because undermining such truth-claims would breach the journalistic code of impartiality), they may 

conflicting truth-claims from representatives from "both sides" of an issue in their news reports. 

In  doing so, journalists may claim to be "objective", in that they haqe not favored one "side" over the 

other. For the reader, such practices would seem to suggest that the "truth" of an event or issue resides 

somewhere between the two conflicting truth-claims. By presenting conflicting truth-claims in this way, 

the "objective" reporter tacitly invites the news consumer to decide fo: tkmselves who is "telling the 
- -- -- - - 

truth ". As Tuchrnan points out, . 
, 

- - - - -  

a morass of conflicting truth-claims might more profitably be viewed as an invitation for 
news censumers to exercise selective perception ... indeed, the invitation to selective 
perception is most insistent, for each version of reality claims equal potential 
vdidity.(Tu&~ti~~.l972:666.) 



f LL - - - - - - - 

~urthermore, she argues, it would be dimcult for news workers lo elairn rhat-ia presenting conflicting - - - -  

mth-claims may, in the bnd+ "serve to deflett the viewers attention from th; question of why the issue is 

being cast in these te rms... and why these individuals are accorded the right to define the issue." 

The presentation of supplementary eviderlce to support a fact 

- -- 

Here, Tuchman concedes that $ere are times when news workers can obtain evidence to support a 

kth-claim. However, supporting facts often consist of the lmting and citing of additional "facts" 

"which are commonly accepted as 'trufh?." (Tuchrnan.197 :667.) Once again, this raises issues that wcrc 
- - 

previously addressed in the discusswn of common sense. We saw how common sense understandings of 

-the social world contained a wealth of &ological assumptions. I t  is through common sense descriptions 
- .  

and understandings of the W a l  world that the ideological effectiveness of the media is most pronounccd. 

However, within the context of the present discussion, 1 wish only to suggest that an accumulation of \ 
"facts" does not in the end, constitute "truth". There is an underlying assumption here which suggests 

that by layering "fact" upon "fact", the "factsn will begin to speak for theJnselves. As was dixusscd in -. 
K 

- - -- - 

the previous chapter, "facts" do not speak for themselves. eAs David Altheide has noted, the rccokni tion . 

of a "fact" requires a great'deal of prior knowledge and theory about a particular phenomenon. 

The me of Quotation marks 

- - 
Tuchman suggests that j_ournaiists use quotation marks to show that they are not making 

truth-claims. She points out that newsworkers view quotations of other people's opmion as a form ol 

supporting evide She also suggests that in using quotation marks in this wat, journallsu bcllevc that 
- - - -  -- 

they are removing themselves frorii direct participation in the story by letting others speak for the "facu". 

. f have atready addressed some of the problems assocfated WZI Eiie fern Tacr*. However, T w%il To 

address the assumption that by quoting others, the journalist remains derached from the news stor). 

Upon reflection it becomes quite obvious that in deciding who to quote. whar quotes are to be used and 
- 



- - 4  - \ - 
& -- --- - 

how they will be used in the context inLtheframewo~Bsfk p ~ o v i d e s , ~ t l i e j o ~  fai-from-bi5ing a - - -- 

- - 

- detached transmitter of "the facts", plays a very active role in the shap* of the issue and the outcome. - A- - - -- - - -  - -- -- - - 

I 

Tuchrnan believes that the use of quo4tion marks q n  also be used as a signaling device. We have ' 

just seen how they are used tosignal that someone other than the reporter is making @e statement, but 
i 

quotation marks may also be used to undermine, that is, to indicate the " w ~ e d " .  For instance, 

Tuchman uses the example of a reporter using quotation marks around the term "New Left". In doing so. 
A 

the reponer is able to call into question the legitimacy of such 4 movement It would appear then, that 
- - - 

the journalist is able to cast doubt to editorialize, to bring his/&r judgement to bear on the validity of 
+2@ 

- 
X 

/ 

such a grouping by merely placing d i s  signaling device around the term This in itself should be enough - 
-. 
P1 

to indicate that the>eporter has breeched hidher commitment to be impartial. More importantly. 
- 

-4- 
- 

Tuchm+nTelieves, is the ease with which journalists can use quotation ma& in such a way to 

"manipulate his superiors and inte ject ... his own views, by following a pr h e  they associate with 9 
objectivity."(Tuchman,l972:669.) 

i 

Slructurr ng in fwmation In an appropriole sequence 

9 
~uchn& claims that another way in whichjournalists may-daim to have fulfded therequirements \ 

1 

for objectivity. is to claim to have presented information in an ap&@iite sequence. That is. they may 

claim to have presented thr: most material facts first foliowed by aU su_bsequent information arranged in 

order of decreasing importance. h e  structure of a news story -+en, resembles that of an inverted 

pyramid. Tuchman Suggests &at this is the most problematic formal aspect of objectivity for journalists. 

Unlike the three previous formal aspects that have been examined, the necessity for journalists topresent 
L ,  

the mas material "factsn first must rest on the decision of their own news judgement', They cannot 
.&@ : b - 

therefore claim that the chbice belo& to someone else, or that they are merely followingXormal 
, 

/'- procedural news practicer Invoking news judgement Tuchman &yes. a an inherently defensive stance 
- - - - - 7  - 

-- 

because news judgement entails the "ability to choose 'objectively' between and among competing 

'facts'"and towdecide which facts are moreimportant or interes%ngn (Tududan@:670.) Yet, the 

< 

29 



material facts of a story may not be conceived in the same wag by all journalists. It is in the choice of tfic , ' 

'lead' that the subjectivities of the journalist are most readily alyjarem With ~eference ra new 

organizations as a whole, Tuchman notes that newspapers may differ in their choice of material "factsn, 
* r 

. and their news polides might be radically diffirent, yeLall would claim to be objective. The importance 
1 

07 this issue will be explored in more detail in the section on the "bias call" - an instance in which ncws 

judgement, common sense, and content all converge, and are appropriated in the defence of the 

organization when confronted with a bias claim. 

- The presenlafior?of carefuly sepcirated 'fact$ from opinions by using srrugruring devieis such as the label 

'news analysis' 
0 d 

Tuchman argues that, if news workers were to have trouble identifying "material faclsn within the 

bounds of the newspaper's policy; they may describe instead the formal attributes of the newspaper itself'. 

, The daily newspaper is most often divided i ~ t o  sections. Generally. the first pages of the first section are 

feserved for the "straight objective" general stories, the current news items. The other sections contain 

the mofe specialized news. such as sports, business, entertainments, etc., and are clearly delineated as such. 

Tuchman points out that general stories that are not "objective" are placed either on the editorial page, or 

on the op. ed. page (the page opposite4to the editorial page). Shc claims that there are only two 

exceptions to this rule - the feature story and the news analysis piece. ' On some ncwspapcn, this 

distinction is formalized. News analysis pieces are generally placed on the pages of' the "straight 

objective" news pages, only if i t  is accompanied by the distinct formal label "news ana!vsis"., Shc sugpcsrs 
C 

that this label is used for a number of reasons. First, it may be used to "placc a barrier between I ~ C  
- 

problematic story and the other Stories on the general pages" (Tuchman,l97 :671.) Sccondly, the inwuon 

of the label "news analysis" tacitly suggests that the accompanving material neither "rcprcscnu thc 
L* 

opinion of the maaagement, nor is necessarily 'true'."(Tuchman.l972: 67 1.) What appears undcr thi5 

heading is merely an interpretation of the "facts" by ae journalist. In her two years of research, 

'Although there are those who argue that the feature story $ a ncws stor).., Tuchman poinL5 
out that many journalists continue to distinguish between the two forms. 



1 Tuchrnan found ttkc question. "How is objective reporting different from news analysis?", the most - 
difficult for her respondents t6 answer. One editor was able to muster this answer after many false starts: . 

c 

News analysis implies value judgements, straight news has no value judgements 
whatsoever ...y ou can't eliminate the label "news analysis" and say anything. No. I'd siy an 
alarm goes off in the editors mind who thinks, this is loaded and I want to get off the hook. 
(Although) the reader thinks the label ...( is) weighty and ponderous, the key point is the 
number and degree of value judgements undocumented at the time.(Tuchman,l97 :672.) 

Tuchman is able to glean some interesting observations from this answer. She notes for instance, 

that although the editor was able to delineate a formal technique to alert the reader, he could not say what 

determi& the number and degree of-value judgements undocumented a t  the time. (Tuchman.1972:672.) 

She also notes that the editor was able to recognize the discrepancy between "the reason for his action" 

(to include the label "news analysis") and the news consumers' interpretation of the action. Again, the 

defence mounted when faced with this con&adiction is one that relies on the ideas of professional news 
-. 

judgement: experience and common sense enables the editsr to assess "important" and "interesting 

facts".(Tuchman,l972:672.) She argues that news judgement 'is the special knowledge that news workers 

claim to possess which differentiates them from other people. As we will see in the discussion of the 

"bias call" -- news judgement is the sacred preserve of the profession. News workers will often use this - 
"ability" as a defensive shield when criticised by their readers. 

In  each of these examples, we have seen how "objectivity" refers to the routine procedures 

(escmplified as formal attributes) which help journalists in the gathering and structuring of facts, and as a 

protection from the risks of their trade. Having examined the normativeconsuaints and demands which 

susuin ot$ctivc news pra'ctices. a more broadly based social and historical inquiry into the rise of 

ob.icctivc ncws practices will now be undertaken. 
L. , 
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Obiectivitv: Historical & Economic Determinants 

In the last section, I explored the way in which the,notion of objectivity is used by journalists both 

to aid in the processing of "facts" and as a means of deflecting possible critibsms. '1 will now briefly 

examine the historical, economic. and s&al conditions which led to the introduction of objective news 
- 

i -- 
reporting. L 

In his book, ~ e w s :  The Politics of Illusion. Lance Bennett suggests that though i t  may appear as 
/' 

though professional journalistic practices are the logical derivations of the norm of objectiviiy, these 

practices actually preceded the norm: 

Journalism. like most professions, developed a practices first, then endowed 
those practices with a set of impressive and linally proceded to ,- 

rewrite its history in ways that made 
conceptian,'from an inspiring set of 

4 
In this sense, most modem journalistic practices (examined in the last section) can be traced LO the social 

and economic conditions affecting the success of mass market news around the middle of the nintecnth 

century. , 

In the early days of the United Stated press (pre-1830), there were essentially two kinds of 

newspapers- some were of a strictly commercial nature, while others were of a political nature. Thc 

commercial press catered to the needs of a mercantile class and was primarily concerncd with publishinp b 

information dealing with the movement of goods., Typical informauoh LO be round In thcie publ~catlon\ - 

would include ship arrival and departure umes, type of cargo and pnccs, as wcll a\  some somc 

advertisements. 

The political press, or "party press" as i t  wa5 somtimes called, was somcwhal dil'fcrcnt. Though i t  

too contained information dealing with the exchange of' pods  and services, its main conccrn was to - 
address national political issues and promote certain partisan political positions. As Michael Schudson 

notes, there was nothing deceptive about this practice. These newspapers were, alter all. "financed by 

political parties, factions of parties, or candidates for office who dictated editorial policy". 
M 



/Schudson.1978:15.) However. both the commercial press'and the party press shared two important 

features. First, they were both expensive. Copies sold for six cents, at a time a time when the average , 

daily wage for nonfarm labour was less than eighty-five cents. (Schudson.1978:15) Furthermorg, the ' 

newspapers muld be, obtained only by subscription. Second, because they were expensive, circulation of 

the newspapers was low,-and readership was therefore confined\ to political and mercantile elites. 

. - The 1830's ushered in dramatic socia1,economic and political change. Schudson suggests that this 

was a turning point in American journalism which radically altered all facets of newspaper production, 

distribution and consumption.  hi!! was the time of the "commercial revolution" in the American press. 

The term refers to those newspapers which established the model on which today's newspapers are based. 

The "penny papers" were radically different from ti~eir predecessor in five distinct ways: their cost, 

dis~ribution. large circulation, political independence, and advertising. 

First, the cost of the penny paper was eminently affordable. Secqndly, one need not subscribe; 
Q 

papers were hawked in the streets each day by newsboys. And third, their circulation was enormous 

compared to the six cent papers. The first penny paper, the New York Sun, appeared on the streets on * 

- September 3, 1833. Within a period of four months it had claimed a circulation of 5,000 a da5, and 

~riplcd this firgure within the next two years. (Schudson,l978:18.)1 
I 

... 

Fourth, unlike the party press, most of the penny papers claimed they were politically independent. 

For insrance, the Evening Transcri~t in its inaugural issue claimed that so far as politics goes "we have 

none." I n  Boston. the Daily Times also claimed to be "neutral in politics". (Schudson,1978:20.) By not 
- 

rcs~ricting themselves to targeting specific political audiences, the penny papers were able to attract a 

larger number of readers. Even thoqgh there were some, such as the New York Herald, that did cover 
Ir 

politia, thcy did not, as Schudson notes. "identify their mission or their hopes with partisan politics; to 

In .June, 1835, the combined daily circulation of the three pennyjapers; the New York 
Sun, the Eveninq Transcri~t  and the New York Herald, was 44.000. When the &I began in 
1533. the combined circulation of all the city's .eleven dailies had been only 26,000. (Willard 
G. Rleyer. Main Currents in the Hlstory of American Journalism. 1927,p.166.) As cited in 
Michael Schudson's, Discoverine &g News, 1978 p.18. 



some extent 

. . 

Fifth. 

b- 

the world of parties became just a pan of a larger universe of news." (Schudson,l978:22.) 

unlike the commercial and pan) press, which were dependent on dirm palitid m~uibu~hns 

and high susbcription rates for their survival, the penny press was able to flourish on the revenues gained 

through the selling of advertising space. The shift in dependence from political contributions ro 
-- - 

advertising revenues was to drastically alter the economic structure of the daily press: 

The penny papers made their way in the world by seeking large circulation and h e  
advertising it attracted, rather than by trusting to subscription fees and subsidies from 
political parties. This rationali~ed the economic structure of newspaper publishing. Sourcch 
of income i?:~ depended on social ties or political feeling were replaced by marker-based 
income from'advertising and sales.(Schudson,l978:18.) " - 
The penny press' novelty was not restricted to its political stance and economic orpanilation. IL\ 

content too displayed a marked difference from. the commercial and pcnny papers. Consider for insrancc. 

the mainstay of tqdays press - "news". As Schudson notes, the penny press invented the modcrrl 

concept of "news" - the newspaper in America "made it a reEularprac~ice to print pollliml ~ w s ,  nor 

just forcign but domestic, and not just national, but local; for the first time i t  prlnted reports from thc 

police, from the courts, from the sueets, and from private households." (~chudson,19%:22.) 

The penny papers actively sought out information in a variety of areas. Reporicrs werc h l r d  lor 

the first time to cover lml events. 1<was the penny papers which made the 'human iniercsr slor!' not 

only an important part of daily journalism, but its mosl charac~eristic fea~ure. Verbatim rcpum 0 1  thc 

r 
courts, political speeches and similar kinds of information ernanaking form various of'lic~al. burcsucr;ltic 

i 

institutions were regularl> featured In these papers. And, whcrc the s l ~  ccnt paper\ had dcpcndcd or1 
- 4  

incoming ships for information from abroad. the penny papers were the Jim io muon  lorclpn 

correspondents in major clties of North America and Europe. 

The penny press then, ushered in a neu age of journalism. As I haw shown, i t  had Important 

distinctive features. Firs: because the penny press relied on rhe revenues from advertising and not on 
\ 

suscriplion, it sold cheaply and its dsmbution was more widespread. Furthermore, rhc penny press a 
. . 

product to a large generai readership and sirnulraneously sold this readership to advcrtixri. Second. i t  
I 



- ! 

was politically distinctive in that it had no formal ties with any political party, Finally, i t  was 
* * 

jr 

substantively distinctive in two respects: first., in its creation and focus on news as opposed to the editorial, 

and xcond. through its emphasis on the "factsn over editorial opinion. (Schudson,1978:30.) 

The changes that took place in journalism in the 1830's did not occur in a vacuum. These changes 

were closely connected to broad social, economic, and political change happening at that time, namely, 

rise of the "democratic market society ". Schudson &ms that the growth of the American market 
4 

economy in the 1820's and 1830's "integrated and rationalized" American economic life. More people ' 

and a greater range of goods participated in the marketplace, F-urthermore, he suggests, the culture of the 

market became a more pervasive feature of human consciousness. The press of the .183OYs then, bolh 

reflected and helped foster the expansion of the market if democratic culture. What 
- 

e ~ e c c *  were these developrnenb to have on the press, and whatgight they 

tell us of the press' normauve claim of objectivity? 

4 
To a large extent, the normative claims of objectivity can be understood as rationalizations-of 

1 

practices which. in the final analysis may be seen as ~conomically motivated. F& instance, the population . shift to the cities created, fur the first time. a "mass" audience for news. This mass audience coupled with 

the expansion of the American territories in the nineteenth century, the rapid developments in 
* 

communicauon technologies, the rise of public education, and an increase in literacy, all led to tremendous 

changes in the press. With the formation of the Associated Press in 1848, the first major s ~ p  in the 

- - + m & m h m n  or news look place. News had become a cornmodit!. By pmling reporters and then 

selling the same story to hundreds, and eventually thousands of newspapers, the 'wires' uansformed the - 
Y 

nr..w> inlo a profitable mass market commodiry. (M'.LBennetL1984:79.) 
P - 

In  order to sell this service to newspapers of all political persuasions (for a papers' politics could 

sG! bc asccr~ained b!' its editorials), the news had to be stripped of its overtly political messages. Thus 

a r m  the documentan style of reporting - the who, whar, where, when and why of an event provided 

the "perfect skeleral form " for uansmi tting information over the 'wires'. (W .LBennettl978:79.) 



! 

, 

Therefore, constructing news axounts along these lihes enabled a cheap transmission and easy 

reconstruction on the other end. The 'objective' accounts provided by the 'wire' services to thetr 
* .  

members, in turn guaranteed a larger number of readers. By avoiding partisan political views in their - 
news reports, the press was able to appeal to a larger, un'iiifferentiated reading public. 

7 
I 

As noted earlier, with the rise of the penny press, there'had come to be a greater reliance on 

, advertising revenues. The newspaper sold a product to a general readership and simullaneously. sold this 

readership to advenisers. Because the press had come to rely. less on revenues generated bj'ncwspaptr 

sales and more on advertising revenues, those papers which were able to deliver a larger numbcr of 

readers uiadvertisers stood to gain a larger percenuge of'the market share. The implication of rhesc ahrl 

3 other developments were to radically alter the relationship between news, advertising and readers (a 

situation that will be explored in more detail & the nest section). 

- - -  

Obiectivitv and the Positioning of the Public 

The rise of the commercial mass media in the 1830's had paradoxical political consoqucnccs. As 

. Daniel Hallin notes, 
C 

on the one hand it democratized the market for newspapers. bur on the other i r  cenuali~ed 
the means of political communications in the hands of large co~orauons  and causcd auophy ' 

of the mobilizing and advocacy roles previously fulfilled by the newspaper. (Hallin. 1485: 128.) 

T i e  commercialization of the press then, both democrati~cd the markct f o r  newspapers whili. a l  thc sanw 

nme cenualizlng the proaucuon of political informatior,. What werc b c  long trrm cfiecrs (I! thlq 

development? 

Fir% Hallin sugge3rs the rise of i ~ e  commercial pcnn! press rupiured h:: ~onnectlon bcrwccn thc 

prcss and an active public. Newspapers prior to the 1830's wcrc small and numerous. 1 he press ai  this 

time was a "quintessential institution of the public sphere" w h u h  i@-k~as r w d  m a rdtively small 

segment of the population. (HallinJ985: 128.1 However.access to that who required it wa5 assured. 

With the rise of the comrnerciaIgress. he public's ability to access the pages of the dad) pre'ss was 



cmtailed. ~emnd :  the rise of @e commercial ' m s  media uansformed not only  the institutional structure 

of political communication. but the structure of the discourse itself. "Objective" lournailsm, with its - 
penchant for "the facts", changed tfie standards for what needed to be said in a newspaper and how it 

should be said. 

\ 

"Objective" news practices too had undergone changes. For instance, prior to the 1920's. though 

thcrc had been an increasing commitment by journalists to "get the facts", they had not at this time, made 

the separation of "facts" from "values". It was possible, for instance, for a journalist to be a recorder of 

the facb and, at the same time, adopt a personal, political stance. By the early twentieth century however, 

the separation between fact and value had taken place. Schudson characterizes this transition as "a faith 

in the 'facts', a distrust of 'values', and a commitment to their segregation." (Schudson,1976:6.) This 

uansition was to radically alter the journalist's participation in, and description of the political world 

Journalists came to think of themselves "not as participants in a process of political discussion. even of a 

non-partisan character. but as professionals, :&ding above the political fray." (Hallin,1985: 130.) 
Q 

. - 
. > Hallin notes that from the period of World War 11, through to the 1960's not only did objectivity 

require a sum separation between "fact" and "value", but also between "fact" and "interpretation". This - 
- 
\ 

penod. he suggests, was the heyday of straight objective journalism. The political conflicts and social 

unresb of the 1950's and 1960's however, shattered the "naive realism" of objective journalism. 'The clash 

of s u q h t .  objective news practices with the political climate of the 1960's and 197OYs, "produced both a 

; redib~l~t~ gap ( a  quesuonmg of uaditional sources of poli~cal information) and a clash of interpretations 

uniinoljn in the >ears of wartlme and cold war consensus." (Hallin,1985:130.) 

Out of the poliual atmosphere of the 1960's and 1970's then, journalists' began to provide 

audlcnces not on1 with the "facts" but with other elements as well. Journalists at this time began to 

ciplain the relevance of news issues, to put them in perspective. They began to Enterpret how the facts fit 

rogerher, and what the) meant These changes in journalistic practices however, did not pioduce a 

queslloning of objectivity itself. Schudson argues that it was precisely &cause the interpretation of reali,ty 



. r 
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- . 
had become subject to political debate, that an adherence to "objectivi~" remained paramount, The 

political debate over the nature of reality increased the journalists' and flews organizatiuns' need ,to appear 

strictly objective. This was a problem because journalists still had to provide analysis without appearing 

to depart from disinterested journalism. The best way to accomplish this, Hallin suggests, was for 

journalists to focus on questions ,of effectiveness, strategy and technique: questions that could be 

approached "with detached realism ... which did not touch directly on conflicts of interest or clashes ovcr 

the ends . a d  values of public life." (Hallin,1985:130.) Thus, for instance, political reporting is 

repetitively framed in terms of the success and failures of certain poli party suategics and &tics. itnci - 

political "winners" and "losersn. The tendency to frame and analyze in these terms is, in Hall~n's 

view, characteristic of modem day journalistic practices. 

For example, political election coverage is routinely framed as a competition between parLy leaders. 

or presented as a strategic battle of wits. Discussion of party policy (which is seldom raised by the party 

leading in the often gives way to coverage of leaders and their media performance. During the 

British Columbia elections of 1986 for example, one could not open the newspaper or [urn on Lhc 

television without being inundated with news items such as: "KICK-OFF 'ROHPLED' (Vancouvcr 

Province. September 25,1986:5.), or "SKELLY STUMBLES AGAIN". (Vancouver Province, October 17, 

1986:4.) Eiren when Skelly's speeches went well, more emphasis was placed on the way he spoke rather. 
L 

than on what was said. "SKELLY SEEMS TO OVERCOME SPEECH DIFFICUL.TIES." (HCTV. 

October 19,1986.) 

What are the implications ofthe use of ;he technical angle' in news repobrting? According to Hall~n, 

the technical angle tends to convey the realm of politics a5 a specwor sport -- as sorncthing one wa~chca 

on television, or reads about in the newspaper, rather than as an activity one participates In. A\ Conncll 
i 

also notes, the audience positioq contemporary political reporting constructs, "is separated out: the 

audience is constantly hailed as witness of, but not participant in, the suugglc and argument over issucs." 

(Conne11,1981:139.) Furthermore, such news practices tend to portray politics as tither "a maucr of' 

administration or as a more or less sordid struggle for power." (Hallin,1985:134.) 



- Tale rise of the c o ~ e r c i a l  mass media, and professionalization in news reporting then, hgd 
- 9 - 

significant effects on public perception of, and participation in, political life. These factors, transformed 
I I 

the newspaper as a medium for the dissemination of political information and discussion into a commodity 

whose survival in the marketplace depended on the success of selling audiences to advertisers. 
* 

Furthermore, the 'technical' angle in news reporting, aided in changing the reader as a participant in 
. - 

political debate and action, into a consumer of an authoritative account of the state of the world. 

Where for instance, in today's press, is one to find relatively direct public input in political 

discussion and debate? I suggest it can be found in two places: the 'op-ed' page, which often provides 

space for articles written by members of the public (usually 'experts' of one kind or another), and in the 

. letters-to-the editor section of the paper. A brief examination of the latter will be undertaken in chapter 

4. Such an examination will-reveal the limitations and cormaints this form of participation engenders. 
-4 



CHAPTER I\' / 

CONTEhT ANALYSIS /SEMIOTICS /ENCODINGDECODING 

Introduction 

In the last chapter, two approaches in the investigation of objectivity were examined. First. we saw 

how the normative claims of objectivity both aided journalists in the processing of 'facts' and scrved as a 

means of forestalling criticism. Second, the historical examination of th? press revcalrd how objective 

news practices aided the economic interests of the institution, and fundamentally altered thc public's 

perception of, and participation in political life. 

In this chapter I would like to once again turn to an invekigation of bias. Howcvcr. unlike chaper 

1 which sought to critique the 'common sense' understandings ahd reveal the ideological undercurrents of' 

'objective' news practices, this chapter critically.examines methodologies often used in thc assessmcnr of 

news media bias/ideology: content analysis and semiotic analysis. Through this examination two spccilic 

areas of concern will emerge: the way in which the concept of ideology is understood by each 01' these 

methods and the way in which the reader is conceptualized. After providinga ~ ~ i t i c a l  a&cssmcnt ol. these 

approaches, I will examine a model that more appropriately deals with the crucial role of the rcadcr -- 

Stuart Hall's and Dave Morley's encoding / decoding model. In examining thc methodologies In thia 

sequence, a progressively clearer and more critical understanding of the role readers play in thc crealion 

of news messages meanings will emerge. 

The problems and limitations of both content analvsis and semiotics will bccomc cviclcnt. Conrcnl 

analysis implicitly assumes that meaning is the property ol' thc text, and that readcrs accept thc proposcd 

meanings generated by the text Semiotics on the other hand, is more cff'ective In analyling thc rolc ol 

the reader. The reader that semiotics is concerned with however, is not the & reader, b u ~  rather, thc 

reader inscribed by the text That is, through examining textual structures like point-of-vlzw. 2nd 

mode-of-address, semioti'a investigates how (potential) readers are invited to make sense of the t e x ~  
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The encoding / decoding model goes one step further. This model understands that actual readers need 

not aLpt the &ition the text proposer This method understands that actual readers bring to the text a 

set of preconceptions that are determined, to a large extent, by their socioeconomic and cultural 

back&ounds. Using the theoretical model provided by Smn Hall. Dave Morley attempts to t nderstand 
-* - 

how various reading publics produce either "preferred", "negotiated", or "oppositional" readings of the 

same 

these 

text 

As we shall see, this model is not without its problems. It becomes clear for example, that though 
Y 

categories are helpful in unpacking various reading positions, no direct causal link can be established 

between readers socio-economic status m d  the type of readings they make - "s&osition in no way 

dirccll y. or unproblematicall y , correlates with decoding" (Morley.1983: 117.) 

D 

After providing a critical examination of these methodologies, I will explore the similarities of the 

negotiated reading position and the bias call. I will then suggest that this group of readers (negotiated 

rcaderdbias callers) and the institutional structures in place to handle charges of bias, provides an arena 

in which the hegemonic power of the media'may be examined. 

I 
What emerges from investigating the three methods in this sequence, is an attempt to arrive at a 

posiuon in which actual readers and the meanings they generate in a negotiation with media institutions - 
can be analyzed. Unlike semiotics and the encoding / decoding model which address the relationship 

bcrwcen readers and the text (in an attempt to understand how ideology operates to position the reader), I 

\van[ ro explore the hegcmonic character of the media at the level of the relationship between readers and 

the nmiia institution., 

B 

Conrent analysis, semiotic analysis and the encoding/decoding model all share a common concern. 

The! are all interested in the generation of meaning and its analysis through an examination of language. 



For content analysis, we can say that language is understood suictly at the level of denotation. That is. 

-- language is conceived 'uanspqently' - words. Images and utterances. and their referents. are understood 

to be synonymous. For semiotics and the e n d i n g  / demding model however. language is undrrstaod as 

a signifying system-with three basic characteristics: ( I )  meaning is understood "not as the resulr of thc . 
intrinsic properties of individual signs or words", but as "the systematic relations between the differcnr 

elementsn; (2)language is understood "not as  an empirical thingn but as a "social capacity "; and 

(3)individuals are understood "not as the source of ianpage but its product Language always escapes the 

individual and even the mid will. " (O'Sullivan.1984: 126-7.) - 

I 

Here, we may begin to examine the relationship between language and ideology. As many theorists 
,. 

have pointed out, the study of language and the theory of ideology are rwo concerns which bcar close 

r resembbce. This is especially true when the concept of ideology retams i~ cntikl  edge; h a t  is. when - 

ideology is understood as a process of sustaining or contesting asymmetrical relations of power. The 

analysis of ideology understood in this way is fundamentally concerned with language because lanpuagc ih 

the principle medium of meaning (sigdficati6ii) which serves to sustain relations of dominance. Thc 

study of ideology, according to Thompson, 

is in a fundamental respect, the study of language in the social world. since i t  is primarily 
within language that meaning is mobilized in the interests of particular individuals and * 

groups.(Thompson,1984: 73.) 

Language plays a central role in the stud)- of ideology because it is both a deternlir~cr and a 'detcrmincxl 

As Halliday explains "...language is controlled by the social suucure. and tht social strucrurc is 

maintained and transmitted through language." (Hallida), 1978: 85.) .An investlganon of tach of' thro 
I 

methodologies cited above thzrefore, will reveal the wag in which ideolog- is understtwd and tht wa) in 

which the reader is conceptualized. 1-will now turn to an examination of'content analysk. 



Content Anafvsis 

Content analysis may be und-astood as a methad that is prqnnly concerned with systematically 
-\ 

+ I 

identifying and counting frequencies of items present in the manifest content of messages. It is a 

statistid method desjgned to prbduce measurable, verifiable and objective account of large bodies of 
- - 

works rather than individual items. 

In this a p p r o a c G e  analyst's first step is to construct a set of analyucal categories which are - 
deemed applicable ~o the content and unproblematic in interpretation. That is, the units cpunted by the 

- i 

researcher can be anything s/he wishes, as long as they can be readily identifiable and occur frequently 

enough for valid statistical results. These conditions are said to-constittite the method's objectivity and its 

systematic nature. Once the categories have been established the key operation of this method begihs - 

che numerical quantification of "the extent to which the analytical categories appear in the content". 

(Berelson.1966: 22.) 

. An example will illustrate the method. Let us assume that we are interested in how a particular 
- 2 

newspaper dealt with the firebombing of Red Hot Video (an actual occurance which took place in 

\'ancouvcr in 1983.) Let us imagine that part of our concern is'to examine the way in which the notion of 

~lolence was addressed by the news stones. It would be necessary first to go through all the news items 
&a 

dealing with this issue and Indicate the various ways in which the notimof;,olence was&&esGd. Once 

completed. u e  ma! end up with sa), two categories: (1) the firebombing act as v i o l a  (2) the act as a 

response to pornographh's violence against women. We could then count and compare the total number 

of umes each occur in the coverage of this inadent What we have done here is to describe the content in . 
L 

3 prucular wa!. , 
1 

Accorchng to Basil &ereison, a major proponent of such a method, the object of content analysis js a 

"a bod! of meaning". But it  soon becomes evident that it is only those meanings which are shared 

between the communicator. hisjher audience and the analyst that are to be investigated Given the nature . 



of how meaning is understood here, it is clear thatbntent analysis is concdrned with only thc manifbsl 

content Content analysis' methodology is founded on an empiricist episremology which is premised on 
A ---- 

the belief that a universal, objective reality is available to s tud~.  and that it is possible to devise n~ethods 

of studying this reality objectively. Furthermore. content analysis accepts the surface elements of 

pessages as given. Bemuse of these assumptEns, there is a reliance on the denotative significrs. 

Proponents of this method often believe that t!!e intentions of the author are readily accessible through an 

investigatiem of the manifest content It is for this reason that content analysis is thought to be a suitable 

method for those who conceive of bias as partisanship. It would seem then, that the basic assunlption of 

cantent analysis is that a relationship exists between the frequency of certain items as they appear in a - 

text, the interests or intention of the producer, and the response of the audience. (Dyer.1982: 108.) 

H;ving provided a brief description and indicated the basic assumptions of this approach, here is a 

need more c~%ically to assess its shortcomings and address both its implicit and explicit conceptions of. 

ideology. Before doing so however. I wish to bracket the following criticism by stating that I believe that 

content analysis may be useful when used in conjuction with informed social theories; h a t  is. whcn thc 

results it produces are used to illustrate why certain signifiers should exist in a discourse. Y el wntenl 

analysis, in and of itself. has no theory of signification: it merely assumes that "significancc cxias in what 

it counts." (Surnrler, 1979:69.) In other words content analysis assumes that signilicauon is opcrabvc 

within the denotative level of the sign. As has been argued, signs arc open to a numbcr ol readmgs on 

the connotative level. content analysis looks no further than the dcnomive Icvcl, thcrcby suggcsunp that 

words (signs) are signifiknt in and of rhemselves. ' 

-? Three basic aspects inherm in content analysis will be examincd hcrc: (1)  the InLcnrron of !.he 

d' 
communicator; ( 2 )  the creation of categories; and (3) the significancc of repetition. 0 

'FOT an example of how content anlysis may be used with an informed critical social theory 
see, U'.Leiss, S.Kline, S. Jhalll; Social Communication Advertising, Methuen, 1986. fl 



The lntenfion of the Communicator 

\ 

First, let us examine the propositiontbat the intention of the author fir11 be asseked th the =+ 

quantification of items present in the message. such an assertioh reflects the 'processy model of 

communication theory. This theory understands communication as simply a process whereby one person 
- 

emits a message which is received and understood by another person. Communication here is perceived 

simply as an "interpersonal interactional process where meanings ... are held to be created and affirmed" 

(denied or negotiated) by reciprocal, conscious interpretive subjects." (Surnner. 1979:71.) Furthermore. 
d 

the process model understands the message in terms of "what the sender puts into it by whatever m.@." 

(Fiske, 1982:3.) The grounding in the 'process' model of communication, according to Sumner, is content 

analysis' greatest flaw, because the question of ideological production becomes simply a question of ' 

conscious/unconscious bias on the pan of prejudiced communicating subjects. As a consequence, those 

1 who adhere to such a method believe the identification of frequent themes will reflect that bias. 

Hecause the 'process' model of communication is inherent within content analysis, proponents of 

this method often conflate ideology with personal bias -an alleged measurable phenomenon, apparent on 

the surface of propositional messages. For instance, in his discussion of ways in which content analysis 

may be helpful in the detection of ideological bias, T.F. Carney states: "A writer's actual words- 

adjectives Tor inslance - often directly yield telltale clues to his evaluative ideological or moral 

viewpoint" (Carney, 1972182.) The absence or presence of ideology as far as content analysis is 

conccrncd. is underslood to be in the consciousness of the communicator. Furthermore, it is believed that 
\ 

the counting of the selective denotative sigkiralhe text will produce evidence of the communica~or's 

~dcolop!. Bur as Sumner convincingly argues, ideologies and prejudices are not invented by individuals: 

"such signs and cmesponding psychological, sscially located communicators may use and purvey certain 
/ 

ideologies. bur they themselves do not invent those ideologies or their corresponding psychological states." 

(Sumner. 1979:71.) 



- Personal bias and its alleged quantitative indicators are, accbrding to Sumner, only "superficial - - 

/ 

points of focus" because such a method cannot begin to address how *ideology structures the. message". 
- 

(Hackett, 1984:241.) Content analysis only assumes that ideology is in what it counts - observable units 

of alleged conscious or unconscious items of repetitive 'telltale' d6tortion. The procedure of counting the . 
r 

appearances of denotative signifien then. is justified in this approach by the alleged "shared. 1inive~11 
P 

nature of dencitated signification". -(Sumner,1979: 68.) 
i 

The Creation of Calegories - 

In h e  method of content analysis, the creation of the categories is the first step taken in thc- 
0 

assessment of the material under examination. Proponents of this method claim that heir caiegorics arc 
I -" 

intrinsic to the body of material they are investigating. That is, the categories are not arbitrarily crcakd. 
b 

but are generated by observable items within the content itself. This procedure. i t  is claimed. constitutes 

its ohjectivity. -.But, texts can be categorized in an infinite number of ways. The seleclion of' categories 

deemed to be significant, invarably calls for value judgements to be made - a precondition the m~~thod 

(ironically) opposes. Surnner suggests that the categories are nothing more than the "practical arm bf' rhc 
1 - < 

undeveloped concept of denotation" (Surnner,1979:70.) He argues that the categories are not simply 

in&nsic to the selected signs of the discourse, but rather arise out of the prlmacy given to the denolativc 

signifiers which, he claims, are themselves linked to an understanding of ideology - as a 'pcrvcrsion' of 

1 (truth. Content analysis' concept of denotation and ideology is then. "transfbmcd inu) a 'neutral', 

objective techniquek, thereb? claimin; the selections from the discursive material as "obvio~sly signili$:nl --. 
/ .  

denotative units" (Sumner, 1979:70.): 
, - 

What begins as a vague concept of ideology, as a distortion of truth or genuine discourse, 
finally ends its life as a method of arbitrary selection. The ideology inscribed in the practice 
of content analysis is thus embodied in the method of caregory selection and disappears, so 
enabling the conclusion that the method or practice is abjective or sl.ientific.(~usnner,l~79:7f~-71.) 

The ahalysr then, is unable to abandon his./hcr conception of ideology as distortiqn which. in a 

fundamental way, informs the categories set up to gauge content Furthermore, the motivations of: thc P 

analyst are never raised, suggesting that the desire to ' d i q e r '  bias springs naturally from the discourse 
2 

' Q 

* 



The' Significance of Repetition 

As we have seen ffom the example cited earlier, the next step in this approach involves the 
' 4 

counting the frequency of significant items. As I have suggested above, because content analysis does not 

have any theory of signification, it is unable to address the way in which "ideology structures the - 

message". Instead, content analysis conflates ideology with 'distortion of truth' which, it claims, can be 

asertained at the level of the manifest content. 

There is however, another problem that arises out of the practice of counting the frequencies of 

sclccte'd'items. Content analysis holds that the repetition of the selected items is significant. Yet, as has 

=been demonstrated, content analysis has no theory of signs or of signification and therefore can provide -u 

"no knowledge of the significasce of what is repeated." (Sumner,1979:69.) As I have suggested. this - 

, method merely assumes that significance exists in what it counts. As Sumner explains, 

Repetition itself is insipnificanL..It is not the significance of repetition that is imqortant but 
rather the repetition of significance ... However much a mcscage is repeated, if the receiver 
cannot give it meaning then it is not communicated to hix. (Sumner.1979:68-9.) 

Thc reader and reading practices are of no concern t s  the proponents of this method. Readers, as far as 

conrent anlaysis is concerned, are posited as nothing more than mere receptors of the cornrnunicators 

propositional messages. As will be discussed in more detail further on in this chapter, meaning does not 

rcsldr in the [ex[ proper; rather,-meaning is the result of the interaction between actual readers and the 

Having critically investigated the assumptions that ground the methodology of content anabsis and 

e~jirnincd the limited manner in which ideology is understood, I will proceed with an investigation of a 

more sophisticated method; one that deals more effectively with the thorny problems of meaning and 

~ 1 ~ ~ .  



A theoretical apytroach, semiotics is concerned with the social production of meaninpthrouph the 

investigation bf the sign system While content analysis is concerned with the analysis of the mewpe 

system at the level of what is said - semiotics is concerned with revealing and analysing how meanings 

are produced' "out of the structural relations that exist within any sign system. " (~ '~ull ivan,-er  31.. 

1983:210.) This approach borrows tools and concepts of analysis from structural lingui&ics "which 

attempts to uncover the internal relationships which give different languages their form and function." 

(Dyer,1982:115.) Although language, both written and spoken, is the object of study for structural 

" linguists, semiotics extends its inquiry into 'any system of signs'. be they visual, aural, verbal or a 

combination of signs. Semiotic analysis is concerned with the analysis of 'systems of significance' as [he\ 
- 
a p m  in a variety of forms: drama, comedy. news items, cinema, architecture and adverusli~p. t c ~  name 

only s few. z 

' Unlike structural linguistics which looks at the relationship of signs withln a systcrn -- semiotics 

extends its inquiry through G area of semantics (the way in which words ref& to cxternal reality) LO 

4 
examine how signs work in a culture. Semiotics then, inserts the dimension ol'cultural values at ~ h c  lcvcl 

d 

of signification. (Fiske,1962:78.) 

Semiotics analyzes a "structured set of relationships which enables a messapc to signify sorncrhing." 

(Fiske,1982:42.) I t  is a text-centred enterprise, interested in how meaning systems producc rncanings via 

texts. Because it is interested in investigating the "systems of'rclations" as thcy operatc i n  strucrurcs likc 

the texC this approach has been criticized for its lack of historical grounding. and lor its ahstrac~ion, and 

formalism. (O'Sullivan,et al., 1983:210.) Semiotics however, is also concerned wilh the social produclic~n 

of meaning. and has sought to rela~e this production to orhc; kinds of production and to social relations. 

%dike content analysis which claims meaning is the product of the text and thc intention of the author, 

semiotics sees meaning as the result of the interaction of the texts and readers, made P C M I ~ I C  through 

shared cultural codes. 



Y 
The basic unit of analysis in semiotics is the sign. It contains three key elements; (1) it is 

something perceivable by the senses, (2) it refers to something other than itself, (3) it must be recognized 
' 

0 .  

and used by people as a sign. In order to examine this method in greater detail, it will be broker. up into 

five subsections; signification, denotation, connotation, myth, and signification/ideology, 

Signification 

Roland Barthes' theory of the "two orders of significationn can be seen as an attempt to understand 

how signs relate to the reader and his/her socio-cultural position. Barthes' concern was twofold: he 

wanted to understand both how signs in the text interact with the personal and cultural experiences of the 

user. and the way in which the conventions in the texts mesh with the conventions expected and 

' experienced by the reader. (Fiske,1982:90.) To this end, Barthes devised two a ~ l y t i c a l  categories in an 

atrempt to undersmd how signs operated within a given socio-cultural context: the denotative and the 

connorat~ve signifiers. 

Denotation 

The "first order of signification"- denotation, is the order of signification concerned with the 

rclationshtp between the signifiers and the signifieds operative within the sign. Denotated significatjon 

rercrs ro the relationship between the physical form of the sign. perceived through the senses (signifier), 

and thr menu1 concept of what thar sign refers to (signified). Denotation refcrs to the common-sense 

meaning of the siyn - its literal meaning. 

The "sxond order signification" - connotation, is concerned with how the denotative meaniqgs of 

chc sign comes to stand for' the "value system of the culture or the person using i t "  (O'Sullivan, et al., 

138?:716.) Meaning here. moves towards the intersubjective: "when the interpretant is influenced as 

+-==- 
much by the inrerpreter as by the objebt or the sign." The term is used to deskbe  the interaction that 

cxcurs when "the sign meets the feelin~s or emotions of the user and the values of his/her culture." 



Accordiqg to Barthes, the connotative levels ofsignification have a close connection w i h  

knowledge, culture, and his tory.... and "it is through them that the environmental world invades thc 

linguistic and semantic system They are. if you like, the fragments of ideology." (Barthes, 196732.) 

Other theorists were later to qualify the distinction between the denotative and connowive orders 01' 

signification by arguing that the-distinction is valid for analytical purposes on\!.: "analytical J w n c t w n s  

must not be confuse: with distinctions in the real world." (HaIl.l9XO:133)- 

Myth: Second order signification. 

Barthes employs the term "myth" in an anthropological scnsc. For him, myth describes wltlel~ 

- - shared cultural values used to explain and conceptualize beliefs of a culture. I t  is the means tq whlch ~ h c  

members of a culture "conceptualize or understand a particular ropk or par1 of thc~r  saial  cxpcricwc." 

(O'Sullivan, et al., 1983:216.) In Barthes' concept, myth works along a cham of rclated concepls 7 0  usc 

an example provided by O'Sullivan: 

A typical twqntieth-centuq advertisement shows a farnil) plcknickinp In a meadow bcvdc a 
stream, with their car parked In the background. Thc mother is preparing Ihe meal. ~ h c  
father and son are locking a football, and the daughter 1s picklng flowcrs. (O'Sull~van el. 
a1.,1983:216.) 

The advertisement here, works in such a wa! that 11 15 able to acuvatc our m \ t h \  of farrill>. \ex-role\, 

countryside, work-and-leisure, and so on. In order 10 make scnsc of t h ~ \  ad. we,  ~ h t .  r u d ~ n p  autJlcrrcc, 

inject our precbncepuons. our wa! of conceprualizing these elemcnb preicnted t o  u\ 111 ~ h c  ~ x t .  I I  wc 

%ere of a culture thar did no1 share thest m ~ t h c ,  &en the adverusemeni woult! mcan I l r r i c .  o r  nothlry to 

The sign then, 1s nu ionger seen simpih a< an mdependenr entlr, bu! ha4 \hiftcd LO Lhc rcdnl 01 thc . 

su~ j ecuve  o r e o r e  specificdij, to Lh€ kvel of inler-subjecuvr rcspon\:s Kt,ponw are ~llter-iubjictlv~ 

ir! thar rhe: are shared wtth members of a similar culture or background. hven though response\ cxcur i n  

rhe indvidual, they are not individual in nature. As John Fiske and John Mardq norc. 

t, 



intersubjectivity is culturally determined, and is one of the ways in which cultural 
affect the individuals in any culture, and through whirh cultural membership is .s= 
(Fiske7Hartley,l978:46.) 

Signijcation and Idedogy Third wder of signification 

John Fiske and John Hartley extend Barthes' second level of signification to include a third level- 

one that links the dynamic interaction of connotation and' myth to ideology. These authors argue that 

"the connotations and myths of a culture are the manifest signs of its ideology." (O'Sullivan, et 

a1.,1983:217.) They suggest that the way.in which connotation and myth fit together to create sense of 

wholeness is evidence of an underlying, invisible principle - ideology. 

The Reader in Semiotics 
I 

As I have suggested earlier, semioticsis a text-centred enterprise, concerned with analysing how 

meaning systems provide meanings via texts. However, unlike content acalysis which makes no mention 

of the reader, semiotics acknow1,eges the crucial role the rehder plays in the meaning making process. The 

~eader  that semiotics is concerned with however, is not the active, actual reader, but the "reader" inscribed 

bj thc tekt That is, through examming textual structures such as point-of-view and mode of address, 
1 

semtoucs ma! t e p n  to see how actual readers are positioned, or invited to create a sense of the text. This 

pmition or 'space' provided b!, the test for the actual reader may be understood as the positioning of the 

sub,it.ct within the l eu  or, as I have ahead!- suggested. as the inscribed reader. 

Tnt. wbjecr pbstuoning the text proposes however, ma>. nor necessaril) be &ken up b! actual 
1 

rc;ijcrh 1; bccame evident thar acruai readers need not adopt the reading proposed by the text, as the text 

:wli 1s still open to a number of poientia1,readings. Ir was this realization which led to the examination 

of thr m.1 in ~vhich actual readers and tests come together in social processes to produce interprerations. 



Encoding I Decodinq 

Realizing that audiences may interpret the messages of the text in ways not intended by the 

communicators, Dave   or ley (borrowing from 9 e  theoretical model of Stuart Hall) was concerned with 

demonstrating how members of different classes and groups interpret the same message differently. ' 

4 
Unlike thqse theories whichattempt to explain interpretation in terms of individual. iaiosyncratlr 

pryesses (e.g. selective perception). the encoding / decoding model conceives of interprctaiion in broader 

terms. This model rests upon a tiieory which understands reading as "the generation pf meaning that 

occurs when the structure of the text meet with the socially located mcaning system or disco~mc ol' Lhc . 

reader." (O'Sullivan et al., 1983: 179.) 

The premises of the encoding/decoding approach cap be outlined briefly in thc lbllowing manner. 

First, the production of a meaningful message in the media text (be it  television or the press) is always a , 

problematic 'worky- the same event can be encoded in any number of ways. The prime concern Ibr this 

approach then, is "how and why certain production practices and smcturcs tend to produce certain 

messages, which embody their meanings in certain recurring forms.'! (Morley.198O:lO.) Second. thc 

message is always complex in form and structure. Messages always contain than one po~cntial 

reading. Media messages may prefer certain readings over others but they cannot be closcd ofl a m n d  

one reading. Reading then remains polysemic. Third, the acuvit) of 'gett~ng mcaning' or decoding 

messages is also a problemauc practice. Regardless of how natural or transparen\ m e w p  nn,  wm. 

they can be decoded in ways that are different horn their encoding. 

This model attempts to steer a path between whal Morley I'ccls arc two unsatisfic~or!. po4tiorrs 

taken in relation to the messages of the media text The first position as advanced by Scrccn heoris~s,  
L 

adheres to the notion of what has been characterized as the 'closed' tesl. Sharing s i m i l a r i ~ c ~  with xmc 

of the concerns raised in the dissussion of semjftin. these theorists suggew that actual readcn arc 

positioned by the inscribed .;pace of the text in such a way as to be manipulated by the. t e x t  I-rom this 

perspective, actual readers and inscribed readers are conflated so as to render actual rcadcis passive to thc 



texu preferred meaning. The text here, is understood as containing or imposing one fixed meaning. 

The other position taken in relation to the power of €he text over the direction of meaning, can be 

seen in those theorists who grant "the reader the power to determine hislher own reading." 

(Wren-Lewis.l.983: 183.)' This position goes to the other. extreme, in that it conceives the messages of the 

text as being potentially 'open' to all interpretation. In this theory (such as uses and gratification theory) 
-+ 

"any notion of particular forms of textual organization as conspints on the production of meaning - 

disapcar entirely." (Morley,1981:5.) 

As mentioned above. the encodingldecoding model attempts to bridge these positions. On the one 

hand, i t  grants that productive work does take place on the part of the reader, but suggests that the reader 

is nonetheless bounded by the parameters inscribed by the encoded moment: "audiences produce , 

meaning, but have to work on material which has been preselected and organized in particular ways by 

producers". (Morley,1981:5.) This model then, conceives of the media message as a complex sign in 

which a preferred reading has been inscribed, but which retains the potential of communicating a 

dillerent meaning. Although meanings of the text can never be totally fixed or 'closed', all meanings do 

not cxlst equally in the message. As we have seen in Chapter 1, media signifying practices are 'structured 

In dominance'. (Morley.1980: 10.) 

Morle! then. wanted to understand how differnt sub-cultural structures and formations within the 

~ u d ~ c n c c ,  and Ihc sharlng of differem classes and groups "determine the decoding of the message for the 

iilf'lrrcnt secuons of the audience". (Morle)~,1950:14-15.) I t  is important to note however, that Morley is 

airarc of the iomplexity of audience responses. He argues therefore, that textual decodings cannot be 

'rcad o f r  fro.m clas~!pender/ethnic/sub-cultural positions anymore than 'meaning' can be 'read off from 

te\kual characmistin: "The fundamental point (is) that social position in no way directly, or 

unproblematicall! . correlates with decoding." (Morley.1983: 10!+110.) Rather, specific readings are 

produced both b) readers' social positions and particular discourse positions. 

The problemauc proposed here does not attempt to derive decodings directly from social 
class position or reduce them to it; it is always a question of how social position p l x  



particular discourse positions specific readings: readings which are structured 
bemuse the structure of access to different discourses js determined by social position. -. 
(Morley.1980: 134.) 

In an attempt to understand how these concerns operated within the media environmcn~ Morie?; 

investigated audience responses to a British television programme called Nationwide. Here. he esaniincd 

the reaction of 29 socially and culturally diverse groups, to the show's coverage of the government's new 

budget He then plotted their reactions within a schemata of three basic reading positions: thc 

"prefened" or "dominant" reading position, the "negotiated" reading position, and the "oppos~tional" 

reading position.' Let us examine these pdsitions in more detail. 

The Dominant ccde 

A readerhiewer is operating within the dominant code when s/he acccpk thc connoicd meanings 

provided by the media text as it was encoded. In other words, in Lhc decoding of the message wiihin rhc 

dominant code, the reader/viewer accepts the message as it was intended. Here, we can say char a 

perfectly 'transparent' communication has been achieved: meanings givcn by the encoder arc thc sanic ;is 

meanings made by the decoder. Another way of saying this is to say that the reader has acccpluti, and  i 
3 .  . I 

decoding within the 'preferred reading'. 

As I have stated above, in this reading position, the reader a m p &  thc denoied meanings a 

presented. I t  is important to note however, that Hall and hilorley understand thc l.unction ol thi\ 

analytical category differently than conceived by traditional semiolics. A5 wc.+havc. seen in thc  cl~scuss~o~i 

of semiotics, the splitting of the sign into two distinct realms was proposed by Roland Harlhis .  

c .  Denotation refers to the literal meaning of' the sign. Connomion refers to thc  morc asx)ulativc rnwlrnp 

the s g n  generates. Hall and Morle! argue that this disunction is 01-11!, vahd lor a n a l  llcal purpchc5. 

'in his later work, "The Nationwide Audience' - A Critical Postscript", Morlc) sqgesls !-he 
need to expand the number of decoding positions, claiming it. is necessary to firs1 establish 
how the reader/xiewer feels about the text as a panjcular cultural form: "do they enjoy it. 
feel bored by it, recognize it as relevant to their concerns? These quesuons ... need to bc 
asked before exploring whether or not they agree, disagree or partly agree with h e  
ideological propositions of the t e x t "  (Morley.1981: 10.) 
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"analjrtjcal distinctions must not be confused with distinctions in the real world." (Hal1.1980:133.) 

F u r t h e m e ,  because connotative aspects of the sign generate broad, associative meanings, €he - 

connotative level of signification was understood as an area in which the active intervention of ideologies - 

was most pronounced. Though this notion may be true, Hall and Morley suggest that the denotative 

aspects of the sign docs not operate ohside of ideology. On the contrary, it is within the denotative level 

of signification that ideological value can be said to be more sedimented "This does not mem that the 

denolative or 'literal' meaning is outside ideology. Indeed, we could say !hat its ideolo&al value is 

strongly fixed - because it has become so fully universal and 'natural'." (Hal1.1980:133.) Decoding 

withi; the dominant code then. may entail the acceptance of both the propositional message of the text as 

well as the scdimented ideological premises from which they spring. 

The Negotiated Ccde 

Readerslviewers operating within the negotiated code acknowledge the legitimacy of the dominant 

codc and. at the same time, modify their reading according to their own situational context In other 

words. in' the negotiated reading, decoders may take meaning broadly as encoded, but by relating the 

message lo their own situation and interests, they may modify or partly inflect the meanings. 

Decoding within the negotiated version contains a mixture of adaptive and oppositional 
elements: it acknowledges the legitimacy of the hegemonic definitions to make the grand , 

significations ... while at a more restricted, situational level, it makes its own ground rules - it 
operates within exceptions to the rule. (Ha11,1980:137.) 

. 
The similarities of the 'negoiiated' rcadi& position and the 'bias call' will be discussed in more 

detail in the nest'chapter. As we will see, an examination of the "bias call" within the framework of the 

nqotiared code, provides revealing theoretical implications. 
. . 

Readers'viewers operating within the oppositional code may understand both the connotative and 

literal inflection of the 

dominant encdinp, or 

message, but decode it in a totally contrary way. Here, the decoder recogmzes the 

preferred reading, but interprets the message in an oppositional manner. For. 
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instance, a news report on the B.C. government's proposed changes to the labour code is framed by the 

government aRd thtyimh dike in terms of "democracy in the wmkplace". An oppositionar readink 

would reject both the literal and connotative meaning and read instead. "union busting". A negotiated 

reading may be suspicious of the underlying motives for changes in the labour code. but accept the notion 

of "democratization" as desireable and beneficial. A dominant reading would understand both thc litcral 

and connotative meahings and accept them wholeheartedly. 
-3 

Only a cursory examination of the encoding/decoding model has been provided. Ycl, its heuristic 

value, for our purposes here, is evident in two significant ways. First, as we have seen, the , 

encoding/decoding model goes one step further than a semiotic analysis with respect to its concern for 

actual (as opposed to inscribed) readers and their relationship to the media LexL AI the same time. Lhc 

encoding/decoding model may be used as a stepping-stone to approach a broader concern, namely -- an 
--% 

investigation of actual readers and their relationship LO the media institution. That is. Lhe 

encoding/decoding model, with its concern for actual readers in relation ro the media texl will give way to 

an examination of the relationship of actual readers and the media instltuuon. Second, as already touched 

upon and to be developed in more detail in the following chapter, h e  similarirv of the "negotia~cd" 

reading position and the "bias call" will provids the groundwork for a more criucal undersmding ol' Ihc: 

notion of bias. 

These two elements - the similarity of the  "bias call" with the "negouared" reading, and thc. 

concern with the reader - media institution relauonship -- will be combinc~. This will be accomplishc.d 

inrough an ~westigauon of the negouauon wnlch takes place between tho&? reader\ charging bla\ (whlch I 

wili demonsuate, are operaung withm the "negouated" code), and h e  ins~ltuuonal, bureaucratic ~ I ~ I I C ~ U ~ C ' ~  

and guidelmes of the pses and the press council In place to deal with such charges. 



Hegemony 

Our discussion of the ideological power of the media has been addressed in terms of how 
- 

journalistic practices often tend to reproduce the defmitions of the powerful. and consistently map the 

limits in which issues are to be understood. As Gitlin has noted, the mass qedia at times generate, and at 

other times legitimate discourses that will shape the public's definition of any given situation. It is not'so 

much that the fiedia tell us what to think. but rather, encourages us to think of issues in particular ways. 
7 

They present frameworks for how we should think about issues and events. Yet, to posit the workings of 

ideology strictly in terms of journalistic practices and their consequences, is to overlook how such practices 

are accepted as legitimate by the general public. We cannot speak simply in termsof an ideological 

production (as though it was a phenomenon 'imposed from above', unwittingly accepted by passive dupes) 

without addressing the way in which readers/viewers come to accept as legitimate media definitions of the 

social world. The concept of hegemony proves to be a useful tool for an understanding of this process. .. 

, 

Hegemony may be understood as the tendency and process by which dominant groups and classes 

exercise political and cultural power - through the shaping of popular consent. Popular consent is 

"won" through ideological means - for example, in the creation of a naturalized and legitimized sense of 

thc world in the images of popular culture. Hegemony is used to describe a situation in which dominant 

groups are able to win the consent of those subordinate groups i s of perceptions of the world, 

human nature and social relations. It refers to a situation in which 4ur consent is actiqely sought, and 

encourages us 10 make sense of the world in ways that are congruent with the interests of the powerful. 

Kaimond Williams suggests that the notion of hegemony can he understood as "a whole body of practices 

and  expectrluons which constitutes a sense of reality f a  most people in socieq." Hegemony naturalizes 

durn~nant ideology and renders it into a form of common sense. (GitlinJ980:lO.) * 
- 

Hegemony then. in nor mechanically 'determining', but more actively constituled. It unites 

"psrsusion from above with consent from below ... operating through a complex web of social activities 

arid institutional  procedure^" (Gitlin.1980:lO.) Hegemony is exerted by the dominant and collaborated 



in by the dorniri ,ated. In this way, our active parti &ion in understanding ourselves. our social relations 

and the world at large, results in our complicity to our own subocdinatian. 

Through the investigation of the institutional. bureaucratic structures and guidelines in place In deal 

1 
with charges of bias, and the ensuing 'negotiation' which hkes place between the institution and 

individuals charging bias, I hope to illustrate an instance of the hegemonic process at work. I will argue 

that the hegemonic power of the media is achieved, in part, through the insitutions ability to absorb and 

contain criticisms of its definitions of s&al r e a I i ~ .  

- '? 



CHAPTER V 

HISTORY OF PRESS COUNCILSKASE STUDY 
* 

Introduction 

- -- 

This chapter is concerned with how the bias call is dealt with by the press and the press council. 

Bias calls can be understood as those claims made by individuals and/or groups who disagree with the 

media's representation of particular and/or overall issues and/or events. It must be clear however, that 

neither the alleged bias of the media nor the readers perception of bias are at issue here. That is, through 
- 

an examination of the case study in the next section, I will not be concerned with whether or not the press 

had been biased in their representation of the event Nor will I be concerned with evaluating the readers' 

perceptions of bias. Both conceptions are static and do not begin to deal with the complexity of the 
- 

situation. The former position suggests that meaning (in this case 'bias') is the property of the text alone 
0 Q 

( in  rcfcrence to its depiction of an actual event or discussion of an issue).. This perspective overlooks the 

role readers in the meaningmaking process. The latter position is similarly flawed in that it gives 

precedence to individuals' idiosyncratic readings. It does not acknowledge the fact that meanings are 

sociall~~ generated and, as such. can generally elicit only a limited range of responses. 

This chapter will atrempt to deal with this dilemma by stripping the term bias of all its evaluative 

connoutions. In other words, 1 suggest that the term be used not as a benchmark to gauge the validity of 
. * 

rncdia messages. bur rather, be examined as pan of the discourse of the press itself. By press discourse I 

not only mean the newspaper content, but also the elements of familiar codes, genres. conventions and 

styles of the mainstream press. Press discourse includes the professional practices and textual devices and 

suarepies we learn to identify and expect (O'Sdlivan, et a1,,1983:74.) Press discourse includes an 

cnormous bod! of sensemaking representations "that have been es&blished as the available modes by 

which our watching or 'reading' ... is fixed, directed, regulated and encouraged along particular lines." 

(O'Sulhvan. eL al.,l983: 75.) In an effort to demonstrate how conventional, or literal notions of bias are 



also "fixed, directed, regulated and encouraged along particular lines". 1 propose to elcplore the notion of - 

bias wi@in the broad framework of press discourse and to examine the way in which the media institution 

(through the press council and letters-to-the-editor) deal with charges of bias made against i t  Though 

exploratory in nature, I believe such an attempt may begin to provide a heuristic model in which to more 

critically understand the hegemonic power of the media. 

As we have seen, semiotics posits the inscribed reader within the test to show the ideolop.ical 

positioning of the reader. The encoding/decoding model extends this equation by looking at how actual 

readers are positioned by the text and their social situation to produce preferred, negatiated, or 

oppositiotzaf readings. As I have indicated, I wish to go one step further and to look at actual readers, but 

'k not in relation to the media text Rather. I want to explore the relationship between actual readers and " 

the institutional structures set up to deal with their complaints and show how the bias call is a negotiated 

reading. The analysis h e ~ g s q g e s t s  that this 'negotiated ' intervention into the media's signifying 
x1-'+ 

practices may, in the end, serve to legitimize the power of the press in constructing, maintaining and 

world views. This chapter then. can be seen as an attempt to opera~ionalize the concept of 

the hegemonic power of the press through a critical examination of the following: 

(i) the 'impartial' institutional structures of the press council, its rules and procedures onc nccd follow In 

order to gain a hearing; 

(ii) the letters-to-the editor section of the paper; and, 

(iii) the active, consensual participation of actual readers enterinp Into a suucrurcd negouatm w ~ r h  thc 

institution. 

In the first part of the chapter, I wilrprovide a brief his~ory and description of p r w  councils i n  

Canada, and a very brief description of the British Columbia Press Council. Part two 0 1  h is  chapter will 

* 
be a case study. Here, an examination of how the Vancouver Sun and the H.C. Press Council &alr wilh 

charges of bias arising out of the paper's coverage of the Solidarity Coalition mar& of Dcmbcr 1983 will 

be investigated. In this section the following documents will be examined. 
d 

(i) The British Columbia Press Council's complaints procedure; 



(ii) The written correspondence between Dr. Roger Boshier (who took his charge of bias to the B.C. 

Press Guncil) the publisher. Bruce Larsen, and Gordon purver, Executive Secretary of the B.C. 

Press Council; and, I 

(iii) the 16 letters also c'harging the with bias. .. 

Press Councils in Canada 

Press'councils have existed in Ontario since 1972 and in Quebec since 1973. The Ontario press 

council has served as a model for other Canadian press councils. - 4 non-judicial review board, the press 
, 

council was established to provide a public forum to hear complaints and iesolve disputes between the 

public and member newspapers. Their broad mandate is to preserve "the established freedom of the 

press." Press Councils in Canada have no connection Gith government and claim to operate 

a'u~onomously from member newspapers, except as their source of funding. 
i 

, . 
Canadian press councils are self-regulated and opefate on a voluntary basis. Membership too is 

voluntary. Until 1983, there were only three press councils irf Canada, Ontario: Quebec and Alberta, 
J 

representing less than one-third of the 117 daily newspapers. There are now eight press councils 

, operating in Canada. 

After thc Royal Commission Enquiry into Newspaper Concentration brought forth its,proposal to 

c.sublish mandatory membership in a Daily Newspaper Advisory Council, (The Kent Commission of 
--* d 

r 1981 ), newspapers from across the country began to join existing voluntary press councils and to establish 

p r w  councils wherc none had existed before. (Bildwe11.1965:68.) The creation of press councils after 
4 

, 1983 and rht. speed with which other newspapers became members of existing councils can be seen as.a . 
&mscious effon on the part of the industry to forestall government intervention in the operations of the 

. - 
I 
"press. 



- 

- Aside from the Quebec Press Council (Le Conseil de presse du Quebec). Canada's press councils 

will only hear complaints about newspaperspd not other media. Ftlnhermore. press c~uncils, aga~n . 
- 

excluding the Quebec Council, are reactive bodies -- they do not initiate discussion of matters affeciing 
L i 

, the press. It has been noted that press councils throughout Canada have failed to take a stand on general 
, 

issues affecting the profession "or to formulate guidelines for the profession, aside from whar could bc 

inferred from their adjudications." (SalterJ985: 5C.) 

With reference to the,public, press councils have not encouraged research that would providc 11w 

public with information regarding the press in this counuy. As Mr. Jean Claude Huruand or thc 
' 

University of Paris, speaking at  the first meeting of the Council of Canadian Press Councils in  198.3 noted: 

Complaints arc few and far between and often quite futile regarding the true sins of' thc 
press; the sins of omission and distortion. The quality of media professional training, 
research, the concentration of ownership and the unbridled commercialism of the mcdm 
unfortunately are not often subjects of concern to the Councils. Their influence is not great 

c 

and their noteworthy sucess is very limited. Generally speaking, they have been 
disappointing and there is no counuy where their presence has contributed to appreciably 
improving the media. (Conseil de Presse du Quebec, Conference of the Canadian Press 
Councils,1983:3.) 

1 

Canadian press councils overall have very litqe clout. If a council should rulc in Savor of ;i 

complainant, all that is required by the newspaper charged is the publication of the councils rulrng on t h t  

case. The same is true if the co'uncils should ru)e against the complainant_ Furthcrrnore, fcw press 

councils permit appeals of their decisions. One aspect of the press council's powcr then, can tx \cvn ;I\ 

i" roviding only a moral corrective. 

/ The British Columbia Press Council 

The British Columbia Press-Council was creaked in June 1983. All cightccn dailic5 in  Hritish 

~ o l u m b i a  are members of the council. The council is made up of eight directors, a chairman who is alw 

a director, and an Executive Secretary. There are four directors representing the public arid four ' . 
represenring the industry. Formed at the initiative of the newspaper publishers ir! Hritish Columbia, thc 



C 

.. , 

, H.C. Press Council is funded by contributions froin member newspapers, yet claims it is "a wholly 

independent and unbiased body." (B.C. e e s s  council brochure.1983.) 

Since its inception, the B.C. Press Council has received 122 written complaints, adjudicating on 

only eighteen. Most of these complaints were for "perceivedn inaccuracies and "perceivedn biases: Of 

the 18, approximately half were ruled in favor of the complainant None of these however, were for those -em 

cases that charged bias. 

Case Studv -- 

- In June 1983 the Social Credit government of British Columbia introduced legislation which was to 

seriously alter the political climate in the province. The newly re-elected govemrneA of Bill Bennett 

inuoduced this legislation under the banner of "restraint". As a result, a large and diverse coalition of 

/' 
individuals and o~panizations opposed a government which was restructuring human right, social services , 

and educational funding. The organized response took form in rallies, community meetings, petitions, and 

work stoppages - ultimately bringing the entire province to the edge of a general strike. This movement 

became known as the Solidarih Coalition. 

On Sa~urday. Oc~obcr 15, 1983, one of many marches took place in which 50,000 to 70,000 people 

rcprcscnting a broad cross-section ol' individuals and interest groups in British Columbia marched in 

downmwn Vancouver. The following Monda), the Vancouver Sun printed a story and photograph of e 
, * 

?h 

march. The coverage of this evenr by the Sun struck a responsive chord in 6 large number of readers 

(evidcnl in the over 60 letters i t  received claiming that they had been biased). The story and the picture 

nppenrcd on the upper left hand comer of page A 16.. two dajs after the march. The photo showed a 

group of marchers carrying placards which read: "Bennett must G o  ... Communist Party of Canada". On 

Ssturda>, October 22, eighteen letters appeared in the editorial page accompanied by four smaH 

'The quotation marks are used to indicate what the Executive Secretary wanted to make v e v  '-- 
dear to me: that in many of the cases, complaints had arisen out of a perception of 
inaccura6es and/or biases. 



that had been taken at the march. All but two OF hese  letters clal@icd the & h d  been 
- - - 

biased in their presentation of the event ' Most of the letters had claimed that h e  chaice d thc 

photograph was an attempt to undermine the credibility of the movernem \ 
If I were lbking for a photograph to subti!: influence the politically unaware cwxrning  > 
Solidarity, I would be hard pressed to find a better one. There were more than 5O.UOCt 
participam in the rally and you chose to print a tightly cropped photograph in which 11 of 
the 12 placards represented the Comm,unist Party of Canada. Come on Sun, wherc's ywr  
objectivity. Lynda Olsen (Vancouver Sun. October 22,1983: AS.) 

0 t h e S  felt both the photograph and the manner in which the stor! was buricd o c  page .4 16. wcrc 
P 

indications of'a conscious red-baiting campaign mounted b! the Sun. 

Is this your very obGous attempt to link su$porters of Solidarit! wrth Commun~sm" ).or 
shame. Lucinda Taylor (Vancouver Sun,October 22.1983:A5.) 

Your treatment of the march was appalling. The picture presen& a con~p lc~e  disturuon ... l o  
add fire to an already critical situation is irresponsible. Kenneth Smith (Vancouver 
Sun,October 22,19X3:A5.) 

l 3 e  march was noteworthy enough to receive exposure on the front page of thc Giobr and 
Mail yet.. the Sun deemed it to be of less interest than a score of assoned human inrcrcsr 
stories. Kevin O'Keefe (Vancuuver Sun,October 22,1983:AS.) 

I t  is interesting to note that all letters - both those that claim the newspaper had prcscn~cd a biawl (o i  

distorted) view, and those who wrote that the photo used was indeed repreticntatjve of'all the rnarchcrs - 

shared in the implicit belief thaz h ' e  Communist Party was a pariah lo bc shunned 

Another letter appeared on the  27th of Ocrober. y i t t e n  b! h c  Pro\lnc~al Icader of thc ( o r m u n w  

par;! of Canada, it stated i i i  pan: 

Your reportage, your placing of the  story, and ),our selection of thc  Comrnunlv Part: 
contingent as representative of the march. showed high]! biascd reporung. Thc- SUII i g n o r e  
most of the public activities of the Communist Party. so wc werc very surprisetl thar L(h 
chose to show a photograph of the ,Communist   art^ as represenrativc of a pu bllc 
protest..We recognize that we are a small part of b a t  moverncnc bur we  do nor likc b c ~ q  
used by the media to further their political objectives .... Mauricc Rush (C'ancuuver Sun, 
October 27,1983:AS.) 

'The 16/2 ratio of letters a g a ~ n u  and in suppon of the covers$-was represenratlvt of a i i  
letters received. ) 



Letters- t~ [he- Editor Genre 

Before going on to examine the way in which this issue was dealt with by the B.C. Press Council. 

4 
wme of the general characteristics of the letters-to-the-editor genre should be examined. 

First, the form of this genre is similar to a dialogue. Readers are invited to write in with their 
1 
T 

opinions and criticisms. The letters are usually a response to what has previously appeared in the pages 

bl b e  newspaper. Rarely, however, do the letters initiate discussion. Furthermore. this particular type of 
. 

djalo&~e is not an exchange among equals. The power of the editor to select, change, highlight, a f i x  

headlines and photographs indicates that the letter writer is always being granted the permission to speak. 

As Kuggles has suggested, despite this imbalance, the location of the leners on the same page of the 

uns~gned editorials underlines the close and privileged relationship between the paper and its readers. 

W h y  would newspapers offer readers this son of access to its pages? Ruggles explains, 

h e r  columns are one of the most-read of aily daily ... it's popular with the readers. 
attracts them LO the paper; it's cheaper than paying journalists - the paper gets a selection 
of free editorial copy and gets to chose the best written; the letters columns reinforce a 
paper's claim to representing various points of view, to being balanced in its cornrnqts and 
coverage, and to being -open-minded and liberal, even when editorials (may) display plainly 
conservative views; the opportunih to see other readers negotiate interpretations of events is 
Icsurance against the loss of readers due to political disagreement (Ruggles,1986:6.) 

C 

Fcrt.hermore, there appean LO be a reductive process that takes place when letters enter into a 

"dinioguc" with the media institution. Criticism of the media's signifying practices for instance, may be 
il 

xLiui.i.d or usnslarcd inro merc difference while at the same time, genuin; public concern of political 

l ? - w L  ma! br. reduced to individual personal opinion. Whether this process is particular to media 

inst~turlons alone. or if '  all contemporar! bureaucracies have this leveling potential, is still an open 

Hav~ng examined 'mdl ine general characteristics of the 'letters' page and the lette- IS sent in 

rcspunsc to the Solidarity march, 1 will now examine the negotiated process of bias charge. This 
b 

euminabon involves a consideration of the leners of cone~ponck~nce between a reader claiming bias, the 

nlanagmp ediror of the Sun, and the executive secretay of the B.C. ~ r e &  Council. Reference will also be 
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made to the B.C. Press Council's Rules and Regulations. 

Professor Roger Boshier of the Adult Education Program at the University of British Columbia 

decided to take his complainr, charging the with bias, to the newly formed British Columbia Prcss 

Council. Before the Council will hear an$ complaix!t hovdevcr, it is necessary to first go through a numbcr 

of procedures. First, the complainant must write a letter to the publisher and the Press Council. detailing 

their complaint If the complainant is not satisfied with the publisher's response. s/he may then apply l o r  

a hearing before the Council. 

The council may deal with a complaint against a member newspaper only if the cornpla~nanr -- 
has given the newspaper an opportunity to satisfy the complain an^ If whatevcr action thc 
newspaper takes does not satisfy the complainant, the council will then arrange to hear thc 
complaint (B.C. Press Councii Annual Repon1983: 31.) 

Following this procedural requirement, Boshier sent a letter to both Bruce Larscn. managing cdilor 

of the Vancouver Sun and to Gordon Purver, Executive Secretary of the H.C. Press Council, stating hls 

dissatisfaction with the Sun's coverage. 

Please regard this as a complaint concerning the Vancouver Sun's shamoful and 
unprofessional coverage of the October 15th Solidarity march ... the march was well 
organized, purposeful and rotally peaceful. I t  was relegated to page 16 of' h c  ' A '  secuon of 
the Sun on October 17th.. Moreover, from the dozens of available photographs available 
the Sun chose to run one that prominently featured the logo of the Communist Party of' 
Canada ... this attempt to apply a "red-smear" to the entire march has been noricqd and. In 
my view. was crud-e, unfair and displayed exuaodinary bias. (Hoshicr.1983: 1 .) 

Bruce Larsen responded: 

We suongly dispute your complainr thar the sun's coverage was "shamcf'ul and 
unprofessional". Your complaint seems to cenue more on the news judgemenl shown b! ihc. 
Sun editors in the display of our story rather than the actual contenL Thc positroning (of rhc 
story and photograph) decisions made for our October 17 editions were made on mws 
judgement The material selected for p.1 thal day was a photograph with widc appcal rh21 

was taken at  a Sundey event Valid news judgement was made on h e  stories chosen for 
p.1 ... The positioning of the material was an editorial judgement based mainly-on thc 
timeliness of the event I do not think our reporters, photographers or editors owe anyonc: 
an apology. (LarsenJ983: 1-2.) 

This defence is revealing in light of Tuchman's suggestion that reporters typrcall>, invoke pru lcwional~~n~ 

and news judgements when questioned on their choice of leads. She states: 



Invoking news judgement (professional acumen) is an inherently defensive stance, for "news 
judgement" is the ability to choose "objectively" between and among competing "facts", to 
decide which "facts" are more "important" or "interesting". "Important" and "interesting" 
denote+xmtent. -kK#ttff w~Bs,&ussing the stElle€uriw of mfmm&m the newmag must - -  - -- 

relate his notion of "important" or "interesting" content (~uchrnan,1978:670.) 

I t  would seem that Larsen attempted to suggest that news judgement and content can somehow be 

separated. Yet, as Tuchman argues, "'important' and 'interesting' (the bedrock of news -! news 

sense) denote content". Like Tuchman, Boshier too adopts a similar position when attempting to argue 

lhat "news sense" and "content" are linked. 

I am informed that criticisms concerning "news sense" do not fall within the ambit of the 
Press cbuncil bur allegations of bias are relevant In this instance it is not possible to 
address the bias ("communistn photo) issue without examining the Sun's news sense (the 
page 16 issue) because in the defence mounted by the editor (see above) the two are 
inextricably linked. (Boshier,1983:6.) 

Hy drawing from Larsen's defence, Boshier attempted to provide a drect link between "news sense" 

cxerciscd and "content" displayed by Sun decision makers. If Larsen's defence (that the issue here, was 

simply a matter of news judgement) had been accepted by the press council, Boshier's complaint would 

never have had gained a hearing. Accordingly, if for some reason the Sun decided not to cover the 

Solidant> march, criticism of its decision would not be accepted at the press council: "The complainant 

should deline the complaint precisely, and provide pertinent evidence such as newspaper clippings or 

~csrshcets." (H.C. Press council Annual R e p o r ~  1983:31.) 

Larscn's dcfcnsc  uhdcrlies the problem conventional approaches of'the media have fallen intc, b! 

sugcs t ing  t h ~ t  one should look no further than the surface propositions of media messages. The council 

thm is willing and able to deal only with those issues that speak directly to what appeared in the news 

product. while the possibly more pertinent issue of editorial judgements that are subsumed within the 

n e w  process remains out of bounds. That is, the institution is willing tb defend itself on the basis of 

spccific significations. while the more pertinent issue of its power to signify. and the manner in whichit 

uses this power in constructing "world views" through routine practices, news values, etc., remains a 

non-issue. 



In a similar fashion. "balance" too is adopted as a defensive position when ttrc bias call is made. 

As such, an adherence to "balance" may. in the end. justif! any representation the mcd~a should chose to 

We have some callers suggest we have given more attention LO the pro-Solidarit) case thau 
the antiklidarity case. When we hear complaints frrim both sides. we have to thin), wc art  
getting the balance we always seek. (Larsen.1983: 2.) 

This defence would seem to place the media institution in a 'no-lose' situation. As long as the 

media's representations of a particular event is unproblematic for the audience at largc - that 15, whcn 3 

transparent communication appears to have been achieved -- the press may claim to have siniply 

'reflected' the. 'real'. However, when a representation becomes problematic for one of' ~ h c  sides (larscn 

suggests there are only two sides) the institution may then cite responses fiom individuals or groups that 

hold opposing views and claim it has simply adhered to balance. 

As has been noted, the Press Council is a non-judicial review board. So what happcns if'ony i s  lo 

"win" a%se presented to the council? 

After a hearing, the Council agrees on an adjudication. This is announced in a prcss rel~'asc. 
that names the complainant and newspaper. The newspaper involved is under an obligation 
to publish the adjudication. (B.C. Press Council Annual Report,1983,:32.) . 

The power of the Council then, rests simply in its ability to have the adjudication published, whc~hcr 1 1  hc. 

in favor or against the complainant The gatekeeping function and the routine practices of Ihc. p r c s  

which nave led to the complain[ remain l n t a c ~  

U'lth reference to the legal aspecu involved for cornplaln~5 heard ai the p r c s ~  i o u n i ~ l .  1 lora  5,illc'l 

and Pete Andenen have noted: . -. 
Lawyers are usually barred from the press council process; cross-examination is precluded; 
no formal record of the proceedings is kept; thc evidence is submitted to rhc 
adminisuatively-oriented council only. It h: s been argued by the touncils thcmsclvcs thal 
neither their proceedings nor their dqisions can be used in rhe'court of law. ~Saltcr,l4hS:3~.) 

Furthermore, another stipulation of the Council's Cornplants Procedure stales "Ever;, c u m p w ~  lhaLl 

sign a waiver agreeing nor to take legal action on any complaint heard by the d~rcctors for which thc 
x 

directors make a decision." (B.C. Press Council Annual Repo~1983:31.) This provision can be stcn a5 



either an attempt by the council to ward-off potential complaints, or to discourage those who do decide to 

take their complaint to the council from taking any further legal action. If the complainant should decide 

- - 
- tn go w d - ~ e u i i l . s I h e T o r f e i t s  nis/ her " n i t s X f 6 r e ~ w ~ t h e p n ~ g e  of obtaining a hearing 

before a council that can guarantee only the publication of its ruling. 

In the case of Boshier vs. the Sun. this was the'council's decision: 

The council dismisses the complaint of Dr. Boshier, that the attempted to apply a 
red-smear to the entire march. Council also rejects his allegations of extraodinkry bias. 
However, the Gouncil points out that the subsequent display of other pictures available 
(along with numerous letters of criticism regarding the selection of the pictures) shows that 
something more broadly representative of the Solidarity march could have been used. (B.C. 
Press Council Press Release. 1984: 1-2.) 

I t  is in~eresring to note here that along with the four subsequent photographs the Sun ran with the 

letters, as nored above, a note was wr2tcn by the letters-to-the-editor editor which stated that Sun 

phoiographers had taken 247 other photographs of the march. Jack Ramsey, the editor of this section of 

Ihc cd~torial page, claims that when Larsen saw the proof of this page, just prior to i /rs printing, "he hit the 

roof". As managing ed~tor at that tlme, Lanen had no conuol over the contents of this page, and Ramsey 

rcfused en's requesl to dele~e the reveaiing (not to mention embarassing) figure. Y 

I. Thc H~as C 11 Kev~stted 

In this sectJon I ~ v i l l  show how rhe negdiated reading position of the encoding / decoding model 

pro\ I&. revealin$ theoretical implications~for a more critical understanding of the bias call." In recalling 

the negotiated reading position. we saw that it contained both adaptive and oppositional elements. 

lqotJatcd readings are those readings which fall in berween complete acceptance of dominant he_eemon~c 

:ii.fin~lions and oppos~uonal rejection of &em. This reading position both acknowledges the legitimacy of 

ihc dom~nanr code and, on the more restricted level, adapts itself to the specific social condition of the 

reader As Morle) points aul in the negtglared reading "decoders may rake 

encoded, bur b! relating the message to some concrete: located or situational 

the meaning broadly as 

context which reflects their 
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position and interests, they may modify ar partly inflect the meaning." (Morley,19$0:78.) 

- -- ---- - -- -- - 
- 

- - -- 

Sirnilarily,&sbias& mnmins both adaguieand%mit ional  elements. Rias calls arc 

negotiated interventions in t h a ~  though specific representations are challenged, h e r e  is nonetheless an 

underlying acceptance of the routines and norms of conventional journalistic professionalism. 

Furthermore, challenges to media significations at this level, not only racitly accept the media's right to 

maintain a monopoly over tbe signification of public life, but in fact legiumize and encourage i t  LO -- 

continue to d o  so - as long as they do it "objectively". Adherence to norms of objectivity then, is 

precisely the means by which the media retain the consent of audiences. Indeed. charges of b ~ a s  agatnsr 

particular me&a reports are given a hearing, and even encouraged, through such manageble avenues as' 

letters to the editor and complaints to the Press Council. T h ~ s  is because the example of thc med~a's own 

occasional departures from the norms of objectivity hlghllghu and lcgltlmizes the "objccuv~t)" of Lhc 

majority of their reports. (Hackenet a1.,1986:279.) h a s  calls bnng attention to the occasional (pcrcclved) 

- violation of journalistic srandards of objecuvit) by which news IS rouunely construc~ed, rarher than the 

ideological consequences of those standards themselves. Paradoxically. the Iegitimac\ of objtctivc n c w  

practices is sustained in part, by those who claim bias. 

We have explored the bias ca:l here as one example ol'how news organizations deal with chalknpcs 

to tht  leglbmacy of their significations of poliucai evenu. Ifi  the press ~ o u n a l s .  g r o u p  of ncwspapcrs i y  

he i r  own procedures for h e  establishment of objecuve reprcscnmions a5 thc sundard agnln51 wh1c.h 

md~ildual  repom are measured and judged. For t hox  arternprig lo mctblli,e arounii rhc b m  I W K .  t h y \  

nave not onl! accepted the rules and regulations of thc press councll as leg~timatc b u ~ .  rnorc importanll:, . 

hare accepted and reconfirmed as valid those objective practice. which. a h  r e v c a n n  Chapwr I .  arc 

rhsmselves ideological. 



As I hope to have demonstrated, the notion of bias can more fruitfully be explored within the 

framework of the hegemonic structure. I have argued that the rules and procedures of the press council 

scr the parameters in which criticisms against media representations are contained Although the press 

council claims to be a "wholly independent and unbiased body", it is apparent that journalistic standards 

of what is to be considered legitimate criticism have been tacitly adopted by the press council. As I have 

already indicated, in the press council, groups of newspapers use their own procedures for the 

establishment of objective representations as the standards against which individual reports are measured 

and judged. Furthermore, thqse entering into a 'negotiation' with the institution not o d y  tacitly accept 

the rules and procedures of the press council as legitimate, but also endow the institution with its own 

legitimacy. 

As we have seen, charges of bias against particular media reports are given a hearing, and even 
P 

encouraged, through such manageable avenues as letters-to-the -editor, and complaints to the Press 
d 

Council. These avenues exist because the example of the media's own occasional depahures from the 

norms of objectivity highlights and legitimizes the "objectivity" of the majority of their reports. 

(Hacket~,etal. 1986:278.) Paradoxically, those who mobilize around the bias issue, encourage the 

contlnuauon of o b ~ c u v e  news practices which. as argued in Chapter 1, themselves reproduce ideological 

xcounrs  gf thc m l a l  world. B) systemaucally mapping the limits within which issues and events are to 

bc understood. the nled~a rend to reproduce status quo definitions of social reality. In framing the issue in 

\ \a\ .  a clearer tinderstandmg of 'bias', and of the hegemonic power of the media has been 



h 
CONCLUSION j '. 

In this thesis I have argued that the concept of the hegemonic power of the media car1 be 

understood and operationalized through an investigation of the negotiation which takes place bctwccn 

readers who claim bias, and the institutional assumptions. structures and guidelines in place to deal with 

such charges. Yet the term hegemony is used not only to describe a situation in which domlnanr iniercsts 

prevail, through the winning of consent of the subordinate groups, b u ~  also Lb describe a situclunn rn which 

the definitions of the powerful are conresred by counter-hegmonic practices. That is. the concept of 
i 

hegemony also includes those practices which resist and challenge attemptslo naiuralue dominant 

meanings. Hegemony dan never be total as there are always "emergent forms of conscio~~sncss and 

representations which may be mobilized in opposition lo the hegemonic order." (O'Sull~van. cr a1 , 
% -  

1983:104.) Hegemony then, can be understood as the process I which the "suugple ovcr mcanlnp" ~ k c ~  2 
place. 

If, a; ,I have argued,Rediays signifying practices are ineffccuvel) challcngcd by rh6 "bias call " as i t  

has been described here, on what grounds can they be challenged? Wherc can rhc. counrel-hcpcrnonlc 

process of resistance be exercised wirk respect to media's signifying practices? 
, . 

I belleve there are a number of avenues open to more erfecuvel\ challcngc and crluqw th_o\c 

pracuces wh~ch, as we have seen In chaprer 1,  have Lhc tendenci LO .cprbducc the dc l in l~ lon \  of the 

powerful, and frame issues in particular ways. The  fev. suggcsuons outiined bclox arc. h? no nrc;1:15 

c.xiiaustive . The!. do however. point to a varlet! of counter-hegernon~c pracucc\ b wh1c6 ro ~h;illcrigc. 

dommanr meanings and to m a r e  neu emtrgenr ones. 

F m t  a more effecuve type of "b~as  call" ma) bc achieved ~f one were rc) i a u \  nor at ~ r l u ~ i ~ m ~  

a m e d  ar specific, perceived misrepresentations of  h e  med~a (for example. criuclsms based on depar~urc\ 
,- 

' 
fm 'obectivitl;', 'neutrahq-' and 'baiance'f, k t  rather on those, Issues which more gencraft~ a k h s s  

F 

questions of news values and news judgements. 'Thar is nor to suggesr that the more blatant form\ ul 



distortion should go unchecked. Rather. by consistently focusing on thebepartures from objective news 
F .,S" 

practices, the more insidious forms of news logic, values and jitdgements which give rise to the pervasive 

ideological framing of issues, are tacitly accepted and inadvertently encouraged. By calling into question 

news imperatives from whicfi political news stories are~outinely constructed, and news values in which 

they are cast, one may be able to more critically assess and hold up to scrutiny the assumptions of news 

logic which sustain status-quo definitions of political/social reality. 

Second, as I have indicated in Chapter 3, with the advent of the penny press and the deeline of the 
-3 

party press, the economics of news production shifted from a dependence on direct political contributions 

and subscriptions. to a reliance on revenues generated by the selling of advertising space. This 

development, coupled with the inuoduction of the wire services, were the first steps in turning the news 

inro a commodity. By avoiding partisan views in ihe reporting of political issuer. news coula now be sold. 

LO more and-more subscribing newspapers wh.ich, in turn, enabled advertisers to address larger, 

undiUerentiated body of consumers. As we have seen, these developments were to lead to a substantial 

shift In the presentation of, and participation in political life. 

In  order la regam more accessible forms of communication, "readers" might become "speakers: 
\ 

through paruclpauon In media ours~de the mansueam. Through the involvement in community radio 

m J  press for insmce. tndw~dllals ma) become acuvely involved in political debate and discussion, rather 
I I 

rhan ren?aln spectators ol pohucal events. 

Th~:d. audiences ma! form lobby or pressure groups to sponsor debates on questions of media 

5tructurc and onentauon. Slmllar kmds of citizens groups have formed to pressure governments to 

lntcrvcnc inro sotnc of the commercial practices of the media. especially in the area of television 

' I  x h e r u r ~ n g  Thoc  procpa h a d  called for stricter measu es in the regulation of advertising (in the matter- 
{ " 

-3 
c.f advcrusmg directed towards c k i i d p  In Quebec, f a  instance), or hate demanded the withdrawal of 

2- 

cmain commocfiues from various me&a (tobacco and liquor are prime examples). There have been' 

those, on the oihet hand, uho advocate d e  boycmng of advertisers' products as a means of voicing their 



i ii opposition to television programs. 

\ 
u Those working within the commercial media itself can also exercise counter-hepemonic pncti ccs. 

\ .  

b', The media are not monolithic. There are situations in which the media may be challenged from within. 

in our discussion of the photo incident at the Vancouver for example. the public was made au&c of 
2 

J the fact that 247 other photos OF demonstration had been available. This fact would not have been 

revealed had it not been for the 'letters' editor's perserverence in the face of hostility from the managing - 1 

editor. These examples illustrate only a few instances in which the power of +e media may be contested. 

They demonstrate the various avenues open to counter-hegemonic practices which may prove more 

effective than the "bias call" when confronting media's signifying practices. 
B P 7 .  

I 

In this thesis I have attempted to investigate the notion of bias, not as it  is uaditionally ked. as art 

evaluator of news media messages. but as an object of study itself -- to investigate i~ as part of' ncwt, 
0 

, - 
media discourse. My primary concern was to retain the everydaq, common sense underslrinQnp of thc 

term (as distortion, or partisan) and at me same time azknowledge the more pervasive ideological powcr 

the media exercise in constructing, maintaining and reproducmg 'world views'. I fccl rhar crltics who 

suggest we abandon the investigation of bias a$ instead focus on the ideological power the media 

exercise have, to quote a well-worn phrase, "thrown the baby out with the bath wa~cr." Hy rc~wnrnp and 
' 

'~nvesugating reader/audience assumptions of bias. and the institutional structures. assumpuons rind 

guidelines in place io deal with such charges, we are able to trace the audiences' cornplrcl!! In ~ h c  

~deological, reproducdve work oPthe media. 

As we have seen In the 3scussion of hegemon! - one 01 iu kc! characrerimcs I \  thc cornp l~~~r ;  ul 

subordinate groups to their bwn ~- subordination. In a similar vein, those H ho chakngc rnedia4'gniJicaricm - 
at the level of the bias call bj focuung their criucism on the substanuve, fac~ual contcnr of rncdlri 

I 
i 

messages, overlook and tacill) accept the more latent and interpretive schema in  which that content I 

embedded It is this interpreuve schema itself which defines the boundaries of debate and r c ~ 5  the 11 ts 1- 
to what is to be considered iegitima~e. If. as I have argued in Chapter 1. ~bjecuvit;. balancc andf-" 



iieuuality are the means by which the iieological power of the media is exercised by mapping the limits 

to how issues, political action and debate are to be understood, then it might also be argued that those . 

criticisms of media's signifying practices which focus on the media's f ~ l l l r e  to comply with 'objective' 

news practices actually serve tc susram relations of dominance. 
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