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, ,Iitemt«!grzslﬁg@ in United States Medias

___ Myths, Sterectypes and. Realities
By Dr. John A, Lent

With the continual outpourings of messages warning of, or calling
for, a McLuhanesque "global village," it ia'témpting to assume that the

highly-developed United States mass media are providing greater quanti-

ties of international news with more in-depth and fairer treatments; ' ‘;
that the American public, surrounded by mass media, is becoming criﬁzcal

followers of international affairs. However, this is not the picture

v that emerges from looking at research conducted during the past twenty

years. ‘ o
The research tells us that United States daily newspapers, despite -
their much larger news yolumes, are not known for outstanding international

coverage, the New York Times, Christian Science Monitor and Wall Street

Journal being exceptions. Avallable content analyses have shown that
European} Englishf Canadian? Lépin Am.ericanh and Asiansnewspapers use
disproportionately larger amounts of international news fhan their Amé;i-

can counterparts, and that the United States is cevered much more thou¥oughly

in the press abroad than thbse areas are reported in the United States ﬁress?

]
3

Some of the researchers cqnfifmed bhe seemingly obvious point that the
Uﬁited States 1is seenfas a major news source-~as a giver, éather than
receiver, of newa--begause of 1ts Big Power status (many of its actions
affecting other world ﬂegions), and because of its pervasive, worldwide
network of news apencies. Others, Lynch8 and Alfonéo9 among them, have

\

concluded that newspaper ‘accounts of foreign affairs are colored by phi-

losophic, moral and palitical persﬁect1Vea prevailing in the nations where

{
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the sa%er io publiﬁhcd, aﬂd still other recsarchers have shown that forcign

o e 4 e e . 8 [ S e e s e

' news 1n United atatea nawtpaaars often deals uith crisél; tha bi:urro or

R B -.‘ o Mmoo

autlandiah or the Eaat«hesb strugple. -
| In ﬂhia @apor, I w@ﬁld like i@ cenni&&;_fi;euéaofsgéw;gich might T
account for the state of foreisn news coverage in the United States mnal '
media. Asian examples will be.used to support tha points made.
1. Internaticnal news qovaréga and uS?iqe are often determined by

considerations of internatiocnal diplomacy, national government and mili-

tary policies and“ﬁiutocicalneultural heritagé.

There are radé&rcﬁ studies that support this statement. Daviaon, @

aftefkinterviowing a number of foreign correspondents, implied that i~

ternational diplemacy is a major determinant of what foreign news is re-

ported. Corresbondonta told Davison that diplomats often use them either ip ;
11
to change a nation's image or to communicate wlth another country. In
Lyneh gid
another study,AEffendl sghowed that New Ybrk Times editorial treatment of

India increased fawrably as United States relations with India were ime
proved.12 An impressionistic analysis of United States media coverage

of the People's Republic of China before and after Nixon's visit to that
country in the early 19708 would reveal similar findings. Certainly there
Wwas an aboutface ‘dn US media coverage of China after the visit; e.g., there
were fewer stories of the "yellow peril" type, and many newspapers for the
‘first time, referred to the naéion as the Paople’s Republic of China, in-
stead of Communi;t China, Red China or the Commies. r

Polnting out that the press is an instrument for the expression and

promotion of national perspectives in international relations, Alfonso .

concluded that the attittdes of US dailies when reporting Philippine events
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reflected a desire similar to that of the Amsrican gavu‘nunm, ﬂlitary

States newspapers until riots rocksd Manils in 1970--disturbances so . -

. patriotism in World War II, Korea

serious timy eould net go unropcrted.lg

In an analyeis of the coverage
of the Tonkin Oulf Incident in Time, Howswsek and U.S. News & World Report,

ancther ressarcher found that news storios of this important event wers
always written to protect United States intam&tu.
Certainly thero has been abundant evidence in recent years to indicate

that the United States military, Central Ihtalliganeo Agoncylg and other
organizations have determined how American ‘wwart-imn activity was reported.

_In his excellent book, The Firat Casualty, Phillip Knightley, stating that

news coverage of “un‘i~ is generally based on the nat:lom]: orientations of the
correspondents, showed that Dunkirk was reported by Wékst,m correspondentsa
as a victory, not withdrawal; that Chiang Kai-shek's World War II regime
was portrayed as the opposite of the massively corifupt, brutal or ineffi-
cient government that it was, and that American reporters, to prove their
and Vietnam, "got on side and went along
with the United States military's view of how the war should be repor;bed."lé

‘Knightley said that in the struggle to defeat Japan, the main purpose of ‘
‘news was "to render the greatest possible ald to the American war sffort. |

Truth and objectivity would have £o #wld to a wholehearted patriotic pare
ticipation in the conflict." As a réault, war correspondents tradition-
ally have assumed added roles of pi"opagmdint, fighting soldier, and in
some cases, intelligence agent; in the process, they have often dehumanized
the enemy in their stories, creatixig racial stereotypes that have endured,
ronimticiézad and sterilized war, omitting the misery, atrocities and other 7

realitiés, and become themselves so emotionally involved that they could

Y
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seo tho war only throush the eyss of the military., The result has bsen

. that myth has triumphed over reality in most war correspondence, Knightley

sald, Even in the coveraze of telsvision's first war, Vietaaw, it took [

N T

18 1 N
many years--and lives--before reality got an edge over mythe < gl

R A*h»,,u, R

Finally, a nation's historical and eultural inheritance oftun deeidaa

the stress aiven foreim news in its press. This can be seen in mtny;”’
neuly-cmorpont cowntries which continue to report lavishly on thoir/tbrmor
colonialists. In the United States, with its Anglo Saxon horitagog/mlUS
mcdia‘atill devote a major portion of thoiﬂfereipn news budpet tq‘wbatorn
turope; in fact, the largest corps of lUnited States foreipn corrgspondantlt .
is stationed in England and Frnnce.19 ,7

L3
2. Intemational news coverare and ui:hga by the United States mass media
N k

i

are often crisis-oriented. . e v .

N ¢

ﬁ
This should net come as a surprise; Western reporting hiqgcrically
has played up the violent, disastrous, in short, bad news, The complaint,
however, comes freom developing natiens which, having puided their own mass *

media toward reporting positive governmental goals, do not appreciate Western

only *

media harpingpon their bad news. The complaint has some Justification as
pointed out by Besa and Woollacott. B%:a, in a study of the coverage of
post-martial law Philippineé in three international mapazines, showed that

whereas the British and Hong Kong periodicals concentrated on New Society

. developmental pro?rams, espiaclally those of an economic nature, the United

States magazine @ave the most play to the Muslim conflict in Mindanao.go
Woollacott reported tgat«"in the Philippines, few (Westsrn) reporiers‘Visit
model land'reform brojeéts in Luzon, but hundreds have gone down to Mindanao
to.cover the war between Muslim aeceasioniata and the Government ArMYs eeeo
With China, there is cancentration on the succession question and the possi-

2
bility of serious cdnflict after Mao's death," As a Filipino information

- .
O s
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official told Woollacott, "It is as if wmm reporters feel their Job
in any developing scciety is to idsnt.ity thab socioty't wnikeut peinta and

bigpest pmblena and then make t.hum vworse by oxaggeration and mromittim

i publicity."aa The same complaints have besn voiced b,y othox* Miarx fovern-
| ments, espccially those, more recently, of Malaysia, Singapors, Banpladesh
and India. Q :

Perhaaa there io some truth in—Wbollacctt‘s assessmont that the
a'isis reporting results from the "West's deep disillusion with nearly
all peat-ceionial societies, as well as the Westomn assumption that the
Weat is still tifs ulgimaté arbiter o? the rest of the world."23 It is
more likely, however, that the crisis reporting relates more te Western

news valuea, aoveloped arﬁitrarily“deﬂadea ‘ago by editors who believed they

knew what the public wnnted. ‘1t is also probablo that because of limited
pera@nnel, reaourees and time, -the correspondent finds it more convenient
to repert crises than .¢e carry out time-conauming 4n-depth analyses of

national development programs. Thaae shoudd not Ye dnterpreted as upolo-

nles for reporting bad nows in another man's countrig but rather as the .

- \\
1

reality of foreign corraapondance. _— - .

3. International NOUWS - coverage and ue.age by the United utatea masa

N

amedia are often afrected by censorship policiéa and image—building activi- |

* ties of othar countriea. ” . ) .“ .

.

- Teday, as never before, numerous c@untries--eapecially thoae of the

Third Wbrld--are able to control the national images thdy wiah to‘portray

to the rest of the world. Ybu ask- Why should this prove worrisome to

ES

natians of the West which have engineered their own image~bui1d1ng for

-~

generationa? Becauae, in the present situation, Wbstern uocieties and i

their mags media have beCOme victhns of a type of international extortion, - : f

.




bednp prarsursd ecan@micnlly and politieally to enhsnce images and push

policies of other mations in the Westemn press. In nany nations, ceqe

P
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gorship lawa upﬁlicahli"té“réréign”éérféibéndénta‘ﬁiﬁh"bﬁbﬁ"fﬁ&entiy

strengithened; a6 thut whan thi*?brai?n press ia considered to Ge too
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eritical, or is thought to have outlivcd itn usofullnosa as a prcmeter
of those nations' policies, it is thrown out. Within the past year in
Asia, whole corps of foroign pressmon were expolled from Vietnam, Khmep
Republic, Laos, Bangladesh and India, leaving only six nations in Asise-
Taiwan, Thalland, Malaysia, Philiprines, Sri Lanka and ”i"lnkibtln-e-whare
foreign newsmen can enter freely and operate without sgrioua hindrnnco.a
A regult has been that whereas herotofore, there were China watchers
staticned in Hong Kong, today thers are, additionally, Indochina watchers
in Bangkok “and Yndia and Bangladesh watchers in Karachi, a less than

ideal manner in which to conduct foreifn correspondence work.

In other efforts to obtain favorable covéraga in ‘the Western press,

sovernments have resorted to threats, intimidations or the staging of
extravagant pseudo-happenings. For example, Idi Amin had thieatened to

erxpell all British residents from Uganda because the Britiah uroadcaating
Corporation had aired a show critical®*of his administration’ the Chinese
had threatemed to cancel an $600,000 exhibit of French technical goods in,

Peking because of official reaction to the 1973 French film,."ihe Chinese
6
in Paris."2

n 1974, the New York Times was warned by the Ghi%eae that
if 1t continued to carry Taiwan advertis ements, it could’for?et about **.

having a bureau\in Peking. The Timaa refused to be intimidated, but the

Japanese press, receiving similar pressures, relented. Arab nations have

taken to blacklisting '‘Western firms that have sponaored television shows

favorable_to Israel, and countries such as North Korea and North Vietnam

have offered huge sums of money to foreign newsmen for their services.




Other novernments have flown in Westamn newsmen--and acedamicians I-;ld

politiclans, I might adde- and wined and dined them in the hopes of ob-

AINE K Tavorabls-forsiom prass. —Tinal1y; st-least Tour-developing ==

o "'M‘Mﬁiﬁtﬁﬁiifﬂiﬁiiéi;‘?ﬁﬂﬁﬁnr?ﬁﬂ@@i&i;iﬁa‘tﬁﬁé?htiiﬁﬁiﬁéiﬁi‘ﬁiﬁﬁﬁmidi“thiﬁi'" el
selves newsworthy in the past two jétru by ataging expensive pseudo. T
happenings such as thobAli bixing natches or Miss Universe pagoant. The |
astronomical purses for the "gaudy Third World Nlt} uhaﬁ"ae of Alil were
guaranteed by the hoat governments; the money was probably well spent,
Judging from the voluminous number of stories filed by Western sports
and travel reporters. The moral: If a ﬁation wants to be covered
“thoroughly in the Western press, it should skage a pseudo-hsppening.

L. International news coverage and useage in United States mass
- . A

media are affected by a dwindling corps of adequately-trained corres-

pendents abroad, and by glopally~blind editors cemented to their swivel

4

. _ chairs étateside.
é Surveys conducted by Wilhelm and Kliesch since 1965 revealed that the

number of United States foreign correspondents climbed to a pesk in 1969,
and has been dropping significantly ever ainée. In 1975, the number of
fulltime correspondents abroad was 676, down 28 per cent from the 929 in
1969, They were concentrated in 54 nations, down from & in 1972, Europe
continued to dominate the United States overseas coverage with 51 per
cent of all American correspondents headquartered there. As indicated
earlier, the largest concentrations were in England (101) and France
(78), followed by Japan and Hong Kong., Asia was second to Europe in
1975 , with 23 per cent; or 160 United States corraapondanta.‘.Tgo of
every three US correspondents in Asia were in Southeast Asia, 6verwhelm-

| ingly in Hong Kong; one third in East Asia, mainly in Japan.29 Grimes,

| seeking a rationale for the dwindling United States foreign press corps,

"y

Q 9
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has satd that the econcmic exunch facing many mass media organisations has

made 1t less posoibl® to sond reporters abrﬂad.Bc ' ' ®

T S s STt eI e O the - US ov«:rsenrproareorps, ‘perhaps wo showld

”quaté-trﬁm-nume or the eorrespondents themselves, Salisbuxy, Tor oxample,
e had called for preater sophistication in reporting, more ‘thorough training
of @@rraspondents and development of larger ataffa of analysts to cover
China?l Grimes, on the other hadd, has talked about the superficialness

of aceeunts of foreign correspondents, dipping in and out of a nation, not

staylag much longer than is necessary to find out the name of the govern=
mental leader. He sald, "it can tnke yelra of intimate study--and a
wilftdng knowledge of at least the principal local language=«to underatnnd
what a cauntry and its people are really like.32 0f course, because of
their diminishinp numbera, and because their editors still expect them to
dash off to ecover the nearest criaea, Uhited States foreign correspondanba /
find it virtually impossible ﬁto live up to expectations such as those set
by Griméa. As one television éorreapondent wrote, "...toé; modern TV corres-
pondent, a base city is little more than a firehouse~-a place from which
to dash when crises 1'lev.re."3'3

QFinally, American editbra who give the marching orders to the corresg-
pondents, have been key decision makers as to what foreign news is covered
and useds Writing in the mid 19608, Kalb said that American editors,
enamored of World War II European datqiinea, have rarely given China a
second thought, and that ":eportera develop an uncanny sensitivity to what
their editors think is news, and they have generally been ignoring China.n A
Levin, also discussing American editors, complained that, although modern

communi,cations systems have sped up transmission of newa copy from' abroad,

they have also kept corraspondents more closely tied to their home officea,

and of course, their editors. He said that today "aasignmenta have to

19
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has right now?"

mdmt,;doac—not-hwe—aufﬂﬁimt»infomtion%wmke—tha—ﬂeeiﬂimﬁwm.

“hen, in“the mid 19608, the editors failed to use Hong Kong as a listening “;?" k

post on the then-closed Clidna, Kally wrotes
Unfortunately, editors back in New York have thus far failed )
to realize Hong Kong is a gold mine of ini:cmttion about China,
and is easil): the best substitute for on-the-spot reporting, Thay
consider Hohg Kong a convenient place for changing underwear between
planes for Saigon, Jakarta dr Vientiane, or for leaving wives and
children whi)le the reporters themsslves 0 ucing around the Jtﬁ;iglea

of Ruching or the Plaine des threa.aé

5. Intemationnl news coverage and unarva by United States masa

media are guided by an American public not generally noted for beinpg cos- °

mopolitan or well informed on world affairs.

Audience analyses carried out during the past decade have revealsd
that the American public, although inundated with mass media, i3 not very
knowledgeable about international affairs., For example, in a study con=

 ducted in the early 1960s, Patchen found that only 10 per cent of the

sample could answer correctly four intematiomllyao:ﬂ.mted questions,

two of which weret ‘“Have you happened to hear nnything about fighting in
Vietnam?" and %Do you haspen to know what kind of goverrmmt most of China
Adams et al, in a nationwide survey in 1959, found that
55 per cent-of the samnle heard about a minoy intemationnl event for the
first time from the survey :interviewera.aa «Any academician who has given
current events tests is aware of the. dismal state of :Lntamatianal -affadrs
knowledge among studen’oa. In quizzes to my om upperclua reporting classes

in the 1960s, I regularly receiwed answers such ass Chow Hein is"the load~

11
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imports only one to two per cént‘of its television éhows.
L IR I
In surmary, perhaps one can. glean what the future holds €for inter-
national news cowerage in American mass media from this quote by Woollacott:
The preat era of the Anglo-American foreign correspondent,
- & perscn as:privileged in some ways as a diplomat, travelling
around compining’the role of adwenturer, entertainer, reporter,
and moralist, is coming to an end. But it is to be hoped that the
rising tide of censorship and other restrictions will in time
recedewfon.inspite of'ill the exéesses and stupidities of the
Western press in Asia and Africa, there is nothing else to take

its place.
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