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v ‘ Background .
N C . ~N

, One of the major probléms of mass communication which scholet;\hav?

. 4 .

~

been studying for a long time is "bias." The term "bias,”" in the sense
ying for a long

.
'

. " in which I am using it, should not be unJEEQEEod to havk necdssarily a

- a - ,
negative .connotation. I am using it rather in the sense of consistent
) . ; -
. deviations or differences in what is transmitted or meanings communicated

S} . v .- . .
by %ﬂe mass media which cap be attributed to factors that are independent

of the original information. Bias is an important problemvfor.thOSe'of
b 3 -
us who are concerned with citizens constructing useful worlds in their
\./
heads--valid bedies of information, It is a problem that has been studied

[ ]
in a vatiety of ways.

- : A . ' I
» . 'Scholars have considered such manifestations of bids as the presence

- ° or absence of particular kinds of,inf%rmation, differences in the4broba—
bility of various kinds of infoymation «appeari or being-.given prominente,
' N . :

. . k)
P differenceslin the frequency with which diffe{ent kinds of ieformation

appear, the amount of space or, time devoted to Hifferent sides of.an

A

- < )

issue or to different candidates, the use of positive or negative word/////

. ) Schoqus have also been concerpgd with the causes of bias
- .

:prOCesses by.which bias comes abouy(’ Most of this research,: g

. ‘ pion of news or their "news values,'" the symbiot élationship that °

. develops between professioﬁal gatekeepers and. fources of news, the
v 3

social oress of the pro?éssion, the policies bre's superiors or the




' . . oo .
. , )

organization, pre58ure groups, thé behaviors of one's comgetitors, the

.
é . - ' , .

+» 8ilze of the news holE in newspapers qr the length of newscasts, and

’ 4
v

Xtent, there has been study of the media themselves,

S -

government controls.-

- .

~+To a lesse
siar characteristics of each, medium whichwmake different kinds .

of ipférmation "fit'" better and, hencec:morgﬂlikely to be used in that
._dium; or which result in different kinds of '"shaping' of the infornation.
G’ As an example, some theorists have discussed the obvious fact that tele-
’ wision favors visualizable news.events or aspects of events while radio * . ’
o ) N ~and newspapers favor the verbalizable events or aSpects. bther theorists

Sy - . ‘

talk about the different "rhythms" of the media which q@fect the way in /

which .they shape information-—tbe onc: -a-day vhythm of neWSpapers, the

Vd
. . 4
- twq/é: six-times-a-day rhythm JL television news, and the hourly'rhythm .
P = ) f . .
of radio news or, in soge cases, the almost constant beat or hum of the
"all news'" station. ' o .
. i *.
There are some claims that most, 1f not all of these various biases
‘ { . “ ' . - .

and their causes are cult ure-bound. ‘As Ben Bagdikian (1974, p. l24)~

" puts ﬂ*, "the oBvious fact t}é] that the news media everywhere -réflect

the dominant values .of society."” To date, there have been few cross-

cultural comparisons'designed‘tontest.those claims . éi\kﬁep talking( B

«' . about the need fb£ such comparisons in order to discover the extent to
which generalizat?gnf based on data gathered in‘WeQEern nations hold up, .
but all of the talk'has béen followed by surprisingl; little research.

. .. The purpose of this paper is not simply to suggest again®that such - .
. . . » R N . V4

» research bé done, though I believe it should be. .My purpose, rather, . ) .

is to suggest that there are some far more subtle manifestations of bias ¢
- ' , .

~ - 5 . . . "

e i in the media of,any society that can best he understood--perhaps only




‘pver some given period of time. ‘It-1is from that set~of,increments/that

L4 - f A - "
. 4 | ° . ”
. . . ~
. , ' -3 3 : .
" . - . . . . -

be undeérstodd--by cross-cultural comparisons! }Thése hiases or shapings

. - LI . ot

of messages are due to differences in the relative redundancy of various

types of information, in the contextg in whith information is embedded,

~

and the 'critical threshold" at which an event becomes news" in the

. -’
media systems of differenb chtures; These g?h—‘curces of bias which - . v\

~ .

are more difficult than those I mentioned earlier for receivers to per--
N - - )
ceive and, henEe, more -difficult to guard against. I will discuss one-
{ ' - . ) ¢
of them -at-a time, explaining the theoreaical ratiénale for the cl&im. -

v

N \ N . .
that it shapes our perceptions of the information to which we are ex- ‘

. 4 ‘ )
posed and why we,can observe, its operation best by cross-cultural com-
. . ) ) . )

N .

' parisons of masé communication. - . \
’ . . N ) )
A Reconceptualization of "Message' )
N . N 'Y
Underlying my argument is the vast body of ‘evidence that we have; , ™=

™

both direct and indirect, that the mass. media (1) play a major role in
' . . . ~ - /

’

shaging the world in each’ of our heads, but (2) that any one message P}

- ¢ .
in the media tends to contribute only triwially to that shaping. The

¢ 4

messagejof the Arab-Israeli conflict that each of ug has in his head,

for example,” was shaped'only'slightly by an§ single newspaper story,
' MR . )
television news item,,film,\or magazine artigle; it was shaped, rather,

by many stories, items films, and articles, along with interpersonal 0
communication. Hence, persons in mass,communication ought to conceive \ “@1

$ ¢

of "messﬂ%e not/as § single story, but rather as that set of relevant

v

ntdrmation Lagk 4
info tion in rements made available by the mass media in a communi y

-
‘i .

each of us grasps some sub-set with which he constructs his own version

~
' -t

of the message--whether it is that message of the Middle Easf conflict, c .

’ -
'

‘the message of women,_the message of nuclear disarmament, or the message.
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*

. o . ~be

¢ N ‘e ’ ) . | '
i * of .the ‘,cole of'violende in our SOcieties. ' . .

9 - . R ‘
-If we can accepf this concéption of message, at least for’our present
’ . . '

*

purposes, we can turn to a consideration of redundancy, context,; and

~/, critical threshold as.piasinégfactors in the mass media. -
- . L ' ) -
' . : Redundancy :
J ] . N\

s . s ‘ . . ) .
One_ofitheifeatures of mbst modern systems of masg communication
§ i . . ) ’
is their ‘great amount of redundancy. Any 1individual, in the normal course

-

e ..j 4 ’
. - of his ex?stence in a modern society, is exposed to some increments of

\ informatipn again and again and again. The repetitive symbol may well

T be the most distinctive 'sign of our tiyes, what with the Xerox machine,

high speed printers, audio and video recbrders, and other devices fot» -

¢rapid duplication of' material. We see the giant Marlboro man on bill-
boards. again and again as we. drive across the country; we gsee the tele-

vision commercial ,with Mrs. Olson saving a marriage with her coffee-making :

. advice 80 many times that she becomes a national celebrity; and we_hgar
. . “

>

" "Convoy" and other such pop tunes on the radio again and again and again
' ’ - ' - . ¢

--and yet again. Not only do we,have‘{nnumerable stimuli of these kinds

whichiseem to recur endlessly, we get some which develop quicKly, assalilt

.

our senses repeatedly and intensively, ‘and then disappear. - For example,
’ . ® h i .

when Jack ‘Ruby shot Lee Harvey’Osw;ld after the John Kennedy assassination,
h - . R .
.. the film of the shooting,was'shown repeatedly.on televtsion ne%sqasts
, \

4

and specials for a 24 to 48 hour 'period and?, bec,a? irterest in the evént

- . 'Y . L - > .

. was high, many' individuals attended carefully to it many of those times.
A A . LI

= - No% ouly-do we have redundancy in eiposure'to the same stimulus and

’
P !

é{dundanCy in exposure to the mass-produCed carbdn copies, we also have *
[ \ ’ ! s ’
dundancy of. particular elements of some sLimuli eveq though other

elements vary Thus, for examplf , we have’fhe so—called genre filnB

- r's Y,

or teleyision programs--the weseern, the private gye, etc.~-in which the -
. o ! <
. % . .

, . IR B ' . o
\)“ ".., N
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convﬁrtions are 8o set and the inhibitions against their violation so’
-

.
.
-

Lo, -
stroné\fhat there is little of surprise value in most of them. '

N <« L >
]

‘ Théﬁamount of fedundanc? has an important impaci on that world in

out heads. One bilologist, for example, ugigé\the model of'e&olution,

has concluded that({edundancy hés‘an‘effect even‘whep one does not recall
N . T A - ,

his priof.exposure. He sugdgests that Ttheiman'who once knew a datum, ’ ’

-t

4

Id

but-has forgotten it nqw, is different from the -man who never knew it." ,
g “ »

’

This.géneralization is supportedjby'the experiﬁental comparisons of re-
. . \ .

learning vs. initial learning. ' . . //j

Herbert Krugman (1971, p. 490), who studied the impact of television

advertising, has generalized-about the effects of fedundaqcy of material

-

with which tHose who are exposéd repeggedly have little involvement. He
S & ;

indicates that, as '"trivia are repeatedly learned 'and repeatedly forgotten
. : 4 - . ‘ I -
and repeatedly learned a little‘more . . . the structure of our pereeption”

s . » .
of an object or ideas ‘can.alter, sometimes through alteration of the

A

relative salience of the attributes émphasized in the material to which

. we were exposed. Since.we tend not to bs very involved with imuch of

the material from the mass- thedia to which we are exposed especially

v

material’from radio and television, the processes of 1earning without

involvement are important. Although Krugman and others use the term

'

"trivia" to describe those information increments which people sense

in this-way, I want to stress that we should not equate lack of involve-
. . . . / S

ment with lack of imp&rtdnce.

* -~ - \
\ * . A
- . - Ay . L3
L]

The reason that redundancy is a factor in media bias is that frequency

A

of appeafance of.diffé;ent kinds of matefiaf in the media is not a chance

matter..‘Within any one society, some kinds of material have a muth higher

- probability than others of beipg’transmieted tepeatééi& through' the media;

~ . . "

- -

i

~
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and thé same kinds of material do not have”the same relgkive probébilities i

#

—

in different societies. The most obvious contrast in the United Stateb

is the .relatively high freéuency wigh which many kinds of dbmmercial .

@
A I

advertisements appear in our communicqtioﬁ environment and the relatively
. . . ’ t -

)
- R . -~

low. frequency with which‘post‘serious news stories appear. Less obvious,” .

but, at least as important, is the fact that spme kinds of news gtories
. . .

- .

will be répeaﬁéd often while ‘other kinds will seldom be repeated. For

exampte, after the first astronaut set foot on the mdon, we‘were literally
bomba;ded wit% the(stbry; we sawlthat foot come off
craft inndﬁéréble times and we heard_and :gad thoqp.words,iQ?;small step }
for ﬁan; a giant leap for mankind," even more often thamWe géh Mr.'Wbipple ¢

.
B 1

squeeze the Charmin--at least for a week or two. On the other hand,

-

the more recent story that scientists for the first time have.made a .

gene that works normally in a living cell was repeated relatively little

, in 'the media, even Ehough_the potenti!l impact on the world of the latter v

event is far greater. '

s
I could also mention the relative redundancy of poli{;pal stories,

/

economic stories, crime stories, and sto}ies af matural disasters. An

! ' . '

examination of which 7mories about a politiCj;/canaidate or issue are
“~

repeatedtoften and which are repeated only infrequently if at all can be

1

—

‘revealing.

.

. .
A cross-cultural comparigon of the relative redundancy of transmission

"by the mass media of different kinds of stories will ‘help to illumine the

gole of culture in media bias, .abott which we have many claims but.littlg

- .
-

evidence. n

J—

Context

If culturge has as much influence on our values and our behaviors as

.

the step of the landing

1]

4 N .

[

1

o
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. v most.of us essnme, that infiuence sfould be nmnifesped in' the ways in | /.

. . . [

/

with each other and 7he ways .in which we tend to associate them. In
V / . , - .

whicﬁiwe organize our worlds, thé—pheni?ené‘which we tend to assbciate

-

the mass media, thig pnOcess shouls\be manifested in the ways in which

* ¢ ’ .
- . gatekeepers group stories inunewspapers Oor newscasts and, at a finer
‘ \ . :

~ level,iin the kinds of information which they group within individual
. 4 , , .

stories. ’ ) v ’ . N L
’-'5 . f T i LY 'o; .
o That these different kinds of groupings--the different contexts
\v. ' \ ' ’ -
for a story or for some set Of information increments--result in dif-
. 4 .

ferent pgrceptions of the story or increments is clear from a Gariety' I
. A " L]

- - [} Nj
of studies and theories.

. .

X//~ One of the most interesting of these theoretical ideas was deve}eped

by the German oiégztist and dramatic theorist, Bertoldthrecht (1964). .
, He termed'it/the "alienation effect.” Theré‘?re variqus interpretations
s - . .
'of what Brecht meant by thet term: At least one of his:neanings relates
\ ‘ to the‘ef;ect of context: It is th%t when an event is jdktaposed Qithr\

0

another event that, under other circumstances, woyld be*construed as

I * N
.rcontradictory, qpservers are jarred out of their usual pattern of per-
. . N . ’ .
ceiving the event. Brecht used this device in the theatre to prevent .
" the audience from becoming 13&t in the }maginary world of the play and

to 'get them to think/géout the politicai ideaslfor which the play was

. ’

a metaphor. .
. [ ‘e e
. .
A playwright, director, or actor can‘uie the alienation effect to.
. ' . /-

fch an audience perceives. Wh;n)\

add depth d& complexity to the character wh

_— an actor's lines and his behaviors are highly consistent, we have what 1is
‘ .
termed reotyped acting; everything s predictable and we perceive a
- \ ‘ +
simple, readily recognizable character. On the other hand, when an actor's




'y

- - i

oo 7_ K', ¢" ’
- ’8- =

t » : :
1inee{and his behaviors are not"cgpsistent, we perceive mgpre subtle
> ' - - .

characteristics and a more interesting and complex character.
‘ 5

b - . . ’
'Another Bind of contextual effecg that has been studied!that ‘is

-~ \
L} L]

relqyant to the present disdhssion is that resulting from film or t le-
r 4 ]
visiqn editing. Since the earliest days of mothn1$ictures, when the

- Russian filmr-makers Pudovkin and Kuleshov were erperimenting'with the | .

. Y ) ' RN R e

modtage, we have been gatheriqg evidence of the way in which one.shé6t in

J . A " ' ‘
a motion picture affects our perceptions of the adjacent_shots. You.

‘probably re¢all Pudovkin and Kuleshov's famous "plate of soup” experiment.

N\

_knew that the face was exactly the same in all scenes. e .

This was the_éxperiment in which they edited similar closgjgé,df a man's’
. . . »
face which was relatively expressionless together with a clcseup of a

bowl of squp in one scene, with a dead woman in a coffin in another scene,
. *i . "
and pdith a little girl ﬂiaying with a teddy bear in the third bcene. «

.

Pudovkin reported (1960, P. 168) that when audiences saw the three s%enes )

. ° -
t ey raved about the actor's artistry "They pointed‘out the heavy'pensivei
ness of his mood over the forgotﬁfn sou&,‘were touched and moved b; tﬁe
deep SOTIow dith whzch he, looked'oh thé dead woman, ‘and admired ‘the lightn - |

I4

, happy smile with which he surveyed the girl at play.”l‘Only the félmmakers

. A

‘If time permitted, I could describe A wide variety- of other studies

and theoretical ideas from communication, visual perception, etc. which
have demonstrated the effect of contextual stimulf.

On the basis of all of these studies add theories, we must conclude

ES
T

that the context of information to which one\is‘exposed in the mass media

o . . e

shapes or .'biases'. his perceptions of that information. The stories or
commercials surrbundiqg a television newscast item %hgpe|our‘perceptions

§ , . * ~
of that item.. When we Bee a story about people starving in India followed

-




[

" cated than we would predict on the basis either of Gestalt théory or any

(periodicaliy cut back tdxwnvention hall to ghow qhicago's Mayor Richard

"least that when a newscaster or an editqr decides to use one item in the

. . ' ‘e .

. C s L e
t . P

by A commercial for a drug\to ease the discomfort caused by overeating,

. that pessage of India that we percefve is quite different than the one S

that would bé perceived if $he story were followed by a story about UNESCO -,

qQr even one agbout an auto accident. . - ) f
2 | . . .
~* In the same way, within a,story or cpyverage of an event, the shots
that ares juxtaposed interact to créate new meanings which are more compli~
- S ) - . L . .

& ’

~of the consistency theories. For'ekample, during the 1968 Democratic

1
€oaivention in Chicago, when sonte of the bloodiest encqunters between |

-

demongtraters .and police were shown on television, some of the‘directors

Daley"sft'tinbg placidly 1is*1in.g to the proceedings &f the convention,
. . ) = - * ,
The resultant interaction between those imagés of the demonstratiors” and

the images of Daleg resulted in far more grotesque perceptions of both . . ;' .
S . L R .

tharn we would have had 1f each'had been shown alone or in some other context.
_- "We know, from observations of newsepractices, in the United States at .
i .. ) . . Y

. N [] .
newscast or newspaper, this choice tends to have some effect on the subse-

- -

quent chedces that he makes. For example, if one gets a good story about
4 ’ 4 . B !
Jacqueline Hennedy Onassig;, he wilkl have a greater tendency to pick up '

' N - »

*and use another story lating to the Kennedys that he would otherwise

" overlook. ZGiven the selection of -almost any major story, the probabilities,‘ TN
- - . .

e - ‘ M = ‘ 4 -,
of other types of stories being deemed ¢'newsworthy” by a journaldst are

A IS

altered. In a sense; each 6f these other stories or potential stories is

conaidered in the context of the alreadf selected story and, as a -result, i //

C ol

is'perceived in a different way than it would be otherwise. ° s

. . B
.+ I am convinced that a careful study of the media in different cultures




_10_ A 4 !

. o f - - . . N -
wil} demonstrate t,hat there are d,ifferent‘ p&té\iﬂrns in the kinds of, i-mages

" « T ..
and the kinds ofr stories that are Juxtaposed and hence, a different kind

LV ' q )
1} % bias operating. For example if one were airing a story such as the

. . Vv \ ':N s . ( . \

N one in tf'leg United States of Congressman Wayne Hayes and the prostitute he

".' L4

,

.‘.\ ¥ -, epf_. om ?h‘é pu_‘]_.ic payrolI, ne might find-in one culture that' it is likely‘
R B P c N -

- v
, Pt

.né’

— P tot‘lig followed by a story a@out a differenc manifestation of- antisocial

o .

sexual behavior, in a second culture that it is like],y to be followe

-

a story abou}: a differe:{t type of corruption in government, and in a\
N 1 hd “ ¥ R A ) ! '
_culture by a',;sto:ry about a pdblic pfficial doing something good. These

. different.kinds. of’ biasing would’ provide information gbout the values of
v . . \
. *
each culture that led to the grouping, the norms to which journa,{ists are

3

'socialked in that culture, and about the. values that -are thereby reinforced-

. \ - * v . ¢ v ’ =
, in the "aulfflence. - - PR .-
& . . ' :
— -To put this matter’ in another way, I am proposing a h'ypoth'esis which
. (4 - ’ ’ ]
‘ .1s analogous to that of Sapir and Whorf.,.HoweverI ‘whereas they attribute
\.

3
.

. - .
~ -

oge!s structure of thought to one"s’ lapguage, I am'attributing it to the )
nlearning' that has been‘shaped by one™s culture.‘ ’I'l‘xu.s3 two journalis’ts '.
. L -
from diff.e-rent cultures, h.aving.selected or having‘had:"sel'.ecte for them‘
-~ 5 story t;f an election in a third counitlry, will tend to join 'it with, J .

different kinds of:,stories ‘in The same newscast or on th& .same newsgpaper

page. . N
- -
-

< " Critical Threshold of Newsworthinesg T .
‘ - - . - *

Johan Galtung and Mari Holmboe Ruge (1965),-im their study of”/the-.

. ’ % 4 . * . 3 - o,
v factors whichvaffect the. reporting of fo'reign néws through the, metiia,
o ’ ©

mention @ concept 96/ threshold " thealeve]. of newsuprt:hiness ghat an ‘W

7
) e!vent needs tos achieve 'ih order to get into our general communication i

-
.

- environment. $his seems to me to be another potentially valuable variab‘le

.

>
¢ & Py -
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L

’

-

for. studyins '@e influence ?L(ulture on megia bias. Though g ‘seems. at

¢ N -a

fira a simpler concept tHan that of redundancy or context, it is’a good

deal more' difficuLt to analyze systematically. The reason for the ‘diffi/

- LN

' cu-l_;y is the complexity' of the set of factors that dé‘te’rmine a thresholdu . . “ ,‘
. W ! o 4 ‘ -

leVel. One of- the' factors.is the context’ I discussed earLier—-the other

.
Lo ’

current stories or events competing for space and time and, even more

critically,' which form a background that a1ters one's perception of the L.
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