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ABSTRACT ' .

A An analysis_ of opinion columns in the "New York
Times" on the issue of amnesty for draft evaders during the Vietnam
War provides a quantitative approach to investigating qualitative
policy issues. A total of 93 editorials, guest editorials, and
letters to the editor from 1971 through 1975 were examined. The
material was classified as either pro or con on the issue and was
then categorized according to the basis of argumentation: politics,
fairness, efficacy, or legality. Variables included year of study,
basis of argument, format (editorial, guest editorial, or letter),
and position pro or con. Of the 93 pieces, 76 _were.pro on the issue
and 17 were con; editorials written by the "Times" staff were 100

"percent pro. The most frequent arguments were based on efficacy

(i.e., amnesty was an effective way of reuniting those in need of
it), followed by those.based -on fairness. The total number of opinion
pieces was greatest in 1974 (38) and declined to 18 in 1975. -
Conclusions are that opinion pieces were basically a reflection of
the existing opinion (of staff and readers) rather than a Cause of
this opinion. Also, most of the opinion material was reactive; none
of the ma erial examined was neutral. Finally, the format type
forecast the content; letters to the editor were more likely to
include arguments against amnesty, while editorials reflected the
newspaper's position only. (KC) )
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Introduction

" .TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC).” °

The fofﬁatién of policy on any given public issue is a process as
complex as it is fascinating. - Many factoré are'invol§ed in analyzing an
issue in ofﬁer to fp;mulaﬁe a workable policy. This ex;ﬁination of factors
will utilize a quantitative case analysis of a particular‘issue in recent
history - the issue of amnésty dur;hg the. Vietnam efa. WThié anaaysis
will &ield conclusions which may be of wvalue invunderStanding considerations
involved in the formation of policy, not of this presently muted issue,

<

but on another iésue,-namely, draft registration evasion on which policy is

currently in formation. - It is hoped that this study may suggest quantitativé

méthods*for use in investigating qualitative aspects of policy questions.

.'Design and Procedures

'The issue of amnesty was chosen és a representative issue for policy’ o
investigation because of its close alignment with the issue of draft
registration. Amnesty was an issue oh which public'opinion was sharply
divided. ?hué; an extended discussion of the issue, both pro'and con, I .
was readily available for analysis. ‘

The time frame selected for the study was 1971 through 1975. This
time frame was sufficienﬁly.removed from the present date of analysis to
pfovide for an objective perspective on the discussion. The time framg also

spanned - the critical final yearé of the Vietnam era during which most of-the

public events occurred which significantly affected the discussion of amnesty.
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Fihally, the five—yeér period chosen was of sufficient length for the full
spectrum of argumentative rationales to be developed and expressed on both

sides of the issue.

-

The forum chosen for examination was The New York Times. The Times
is generélly recognized as one of the nation's foremost opinion-leaders.
It took a strong editorial position on the pro side of the amnesty issue
andvopened its opinion columns to an‘éxtended discus;ion of both the pro

and the con views. The material investigated in the Times was limited to

opinion pieces; These were editorials, op-ed pieces and letters to the
R N 2

editor. Editorialé-were taken to include signed editorial columns of
regular gigg§_columnists as Qell'as unsigned material. ”Op—ed pieces were
the solicited and unsolicited guest columns on the page opposite the
editorial page (hence the name "op—ed");for which compensation wés givén.
Letters to the editor were, of course, both unsolicited and uncompensated.
Definition of the specificity of this material to the issue under .

analysis was standardized through use of The New York Times Index. The

Egggﬁ_is an anﬁual publication which indexes all éfories in the Times
according to topic. Material for the study was collected by identifying.
all of the citations ofvopinioh pieces under the heading "Amnesty" in the
Igggﬁ_for the years 1971 through 1975. Additional’maﬁerial was collected
after it was identified by'interhal reference in the oriéihally collected
material. This additional material was not located in the original search
of the Index because of the lack of explicit mention of amnésty in the

Index's citation or because of an error of omission on the part of the Index

editors.

The collected material was then classified'by the writer according to

its position pro or con on the issue. ,(In almost every instance, the material
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yielded to a clear pro or con classification. Only in the case‘of .3%
of the material was the diséretionary judgment of the writer callea upon
to determine which side of the issue was being more favorably emphasized:
Thus, in the case of the "position pro or con" variable, there was a margin

. -5 ; ‘

of error of : .3%. In no instance did any of the material appear to be
absolutely neutral. :

A set of foﬁr indices was formulated for the study. Tﬂese were
judged to be sgfficiently broad, reliable and éenerically therent to
valialy classify the material. Thé indices which were developed divided
_ the hétérial acéordind to the bases of‘argumentation on the issue, namely,
acéordi;g to arguments based on politics, efficacy, legality and fairness.

Material was indexed‘under'tﬁe heading of politics if it argued the
amnestytissue from the standpoint of its relationship to the formal
politica1 partisaﬁ pfocess of government, e.g., how the issue of amnesty

was being used in campaigning, law-making and administration. Material

waS'indexed.under the heading of efficacy if it argued the amnesty issue
from the standpoint of whether it was an effective meaﬁs to_reuniting, without
judé&ng mogivation; thosé‘who'Were, for whatever reason, in need of amnesty.
Material was indexed under the heading of legality if it argued the amnesty
issue from the standpoint of its relationship to lgw; e.g., whether it was
in accord with constitutional and statutqry law. Material was indexed under °
the heading of fairness if it argued the amnesty issue from the stéhdpoint
of ethics, e.g., whether the standards of naéural equity were being served.

In some instances, more than one aréuﬁent inde; wé; discussed ih an

opinion piece. In these cases, the piece was classified according to’ what

appeared to be the predominating argument index in the piece. An indetermin-

able degree of subjectivity was involved in this judgment, but -certain
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material modifjiﬁé the article (e.g., the emphasis“in the article's
headline and sub-heads) often provided a check on this subjectivity.

Any given study of this type will be made up of different sets of
factors and circumstances than thé ones in the present investigation and
thus will necessitate the development of different sets of indices for
classification than the ones used here. There is an admittedly subjective
element in this type of undertaking. " This subjectiviﬁy pe:tains not only

.

to thendgyeldpment of the indices, but also to the classification of the
material by them. In ﬁhe end, the subjective element will B; tested;by
how well the material fits the indices which have been‘develoéed and by how
well the indices help to explain the material when iﬁnis analyzea.

Four variables resulted from the design of the study. They were:

year of study, argument indices, format type and position pro or con. The

number of modes for each of these variables differed: there were five modes

for the Qear of study (one for each Year from 1971 through 1975), four'for

the argument indices (one for each index of politics, efficacy, law and
fairness), three f6£ the formét type (ohe for each of the formats of
editorial, op-ed piece and letter to the editor), and two for the ;ésition
pro or con (one fér»a positioh favoring amnesty and one for a position
opposing it). Given the"variableé and their modés, the material is best
presented for anaiysis by a tabular organization as follow;i argument index
and position pro or con, by year (Table 1); format type and position pro and
con, by year (Table 2); and a summary presentation of all four variables—-

: v . 8
format type and year, by argument index and position pro or con (Table 3).

El

‘Discussion of Findings

The total number of opinion pieces analyzed was 93 (See Table 1l). The

kinds of arguments most often used in these pieces were arguments based on

O
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sthere were only 18 opinion piéces,'a decline of 20 from 1974, perhaps -an

-

Table 2). There were 19 editorials on the issue,.of which 19 were pro and

‘totals indiéate that 76 of the 93 pieces were pro and 17 were con (See

° | g

©
.

efficacy 44 (3723%). ‘The next most erQUentl§ used afguments were those . .
based on fairness. Here.the index tqtal haé 37 539.8%). °Least frequently
used were arguments based on pelitics aﬁé law. ;he totals for each of
these indices were politics 8 (8.6%) and law 4 (4.3%).
of the 93 opinion éieces,‘76'(82%) were pro on the issue and 17 (18%)
were con. The pros predominated in three ofvthe four argument indices.

The one exception was law. The indices were: 6 pro to 2 con in politics,

39 pro to 5 con in efficacy, Ll;ro to 3 con in law, and 30 pro to 7 con

T
a

in fairness. When an examination is made on an annual basis, the total
pro arguments are consistently gredter than the total con arguments for
the five years studied. It was in the year 1974 that the total number (38)

[

of opinion pieces was the greatest. By the end of the following,year (1975) o
. - ) T

indication of the defusion éf the iésue.due to the Ford "Clemency Proéram".
There is no legal compulsion in the print media, as éhere is in the

elect;qnic media, to provide equal time for opposing opinibnsyon pﬁblic

pblic& questions. It ié perhaps not surprising, then, that the Times'

presentation of the issue was somewhat unrepresentative. The over-all

< .

none con. Letters numbered 65, swith 48 pro and li con. Examining the pro g

.

and con comparison for each of the aréument indices during each ofrthe five
years of . the study, the pros predominated by 50% ér_more (See Table 1).

By examining Table 3, the'relatio%>between forﬁat fypes and argument R—
indices can be established. Of the 19 editorial:.. 2 fell under the index of

politics, 10 under efficacy, none under law and 7 under fairness. Of the

.
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9 op-eds, none were under politics, 5 under efficacy, 1 under law and 3
under fairness. ‘Of the 65 letters, 6 were under politics, 29 under efficacy,

3 under law and. 27 under fairness. It can thus be seen that_wﬁile the

major appeal of the editorials was to efficacy considerations, the major

Al

appeals of the letters were to both efficacy and fairness considerations

favoring amnesty. : ‘ "

. Conclusion

©

Several points can be offered in conclusion about the effect of the

El

argumentation examined in this study on the formation of policy dealing with -

public issues. First, because of the influence of contemporary events on

o 7

the argumeﬁtation, as was noted above, it seems that the opinion pieces pre-

sented were basically a reflection of existing opinion', rather than a
cause of £hié'opinionl At most, they probably served as a reinforcement
of already-formed ;ttitudes on the part.of the liberal méjorityiof the
giggé' readers. Secondly, much of the opinion presehtation’in the Times
on this issue was reactive in character. This is fndicated by the fact
that none of the material examined was neutral, and in just three tenths -
of one percent of the éases was there any question about which side of the
question was being(more clearly favored in a piece. EightY»two perceét’
of all the material presented in the Times was on the pro’sidelof the
issue. In the case of the gigggf own editorial position, its ediﬁofials
were 106% pro. Finally, thé two previous poin;s, when combined lead to a
third conclusion. The fact that the material-is reinforéing as opposed to
causative, and'reactive as opposed to balanced seems to indicate that "the

PN

medium is the message.” What this means is that, after examining the results

.

of this.study, one knows without even reading it what the position of a Times -

LY
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. editorial will likely be, or what.kind of arguments a con letter to the

. editor will likely use’. In other words, thg format types of discussion on

this issue will often forecast the content. -
Many more implications could.bebﬂrawn from the three tables of data
than have been presented hére. Hopefully, however, enough impli-

cations have been presented to indicated how quantitative means can be

~used to investigate qualitative issyes.
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Table 1 "
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~ Argument Index and Position Pro or Con, By Yéar \
Politics o Efficacy . .. Law ’ Fairness. Totals
Pro Con =~ All Pro - Con AAll . Pro Con ° All Pro Con /All © Pro Con
. .
1971 1 o0 1 0 0 o 1 1 "2 0 o 0 2 1
1972 2 2 . 4 5 1 6 .0 0 0 6 0 6 13 3
1973 1 -0 ) o7 1 8 . 0 ‘1 1 6' 2 8 14 4
1974 2 0 2 . 15 2 17 o° 1 1. 15 3 18 .32 6
. b2 ) . - » ’ o
1975 o o 0 12 . 1 1 0-0¢ O 3 2. 5 15 3
6 2 8 39 5 44 1 3 4 30 7 37 76 17
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‘. Format Type and Position Pro or Con, By Year
Rditorials Op-eds Letters “
Pro <Con’ All ° Pro Con All Pro Con . All
, & * . . «
0 0 <0 1 ‘0 1 1 1 2
i o0 4 3 0o 3 6 3 9
1. o0, 1 -2 0 2 11 .4 , 15
\‘ ) . L] . - 1 N -
9. 0 9 2 0 2, 21 " 6 27
4 “. B ) A
. 5 .0 5. 1 o 1 9 .3. 12
iv 0 19 9 0 9 48 17, 65
T . . \'

o

| Totals

Pro | Con

2 1
13 3
14 4
322 6
5 ¥ s
76‘ 17
V)

All

16

18

38
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Format Type and Year, By Argument Index and Position Pro or ,Con -
) 4

Editorials Op-eds - Letters

71 72 73 74. 75 All 7F 72 73 74 75 All - 71 72 73 74 75 All . Totals

<

Politics = Pro o 1 o 1 0 2 0 o 00 0 O 1 11 1 o 4 6
Con o o o 0 0 0 o o 0o 0 0 O o 2 o o o 2 2
Al 6 1 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 o o o 1.3 1 I o 6 8

‘Efficacy pr§ 0 2 0 4 4 10° 0o 2 1 2 o0 5 o 1 6 9 8y,'24r 39 -
Con 0o 0 O 0 0 O ©o o 0o o o ©O0 o 1 1 2 1 5 5

All 0o 2 o0 4 4 10 0 2‘ 1 2 0 O o 2 7 11 9 29. 4a.

Law Pro o 0o o0. 0 0 0O 1 0o o o o 1 o o o o o 0o 1
con o 0 o 0 0 o0 o 0 0 0O 0 O 1 0o 1 1 o 3 3 |
all 0o- 0 .0 0O O 0 1 0 O | 0O O 0 1 o 1 1 0 3 3 i
Fairness Pro o 1 1 4 1 7 o 1 1 o 1 3 o 4 4 11 1 20 30
Con ©o o 0 ©0o 0 O ,0 O O O O O o o 2 3 257 7
All 0 1 _1 _4°1 _1 6 1 1 o 1 .3 0 6 14 3 27 37




