The Social Construction of the News

· Up to the late 1960’s, sociology was dominated by the functionalist perspective, which emphasised consensus as the basis for social order.  Regarding the media, it was assumed that it reflected those central values and norms shared by members of society.

· This assumption was challenged by the interactionist perspective, especially those working within the sociology of deviance.  The rules of society were not seen as consensual as much as open to interpretation.  What was ‘normal’ to one group or subculture may be ‘deviant’ for another.

· Howard Becker (1963) was influential in popularising the labelling theory in which he stated: ‘Social groups create deviance by making the rules whose infraction constitutes deviance, and by applying those rules to particular people and labelling them as outsiders’.

· This raised the question of which social group made the rules and how the labelling theory occurred.  Becker failed to develop a general theory of the origins of labelling other than to suggest ‘moral entrepreneurs’, who tended to be white, male and middle class.  However, he did recognise the media’s part in the labelling of deviants when examining how the Readers Digest helped to create a social reaction against marijuana smokers following the outlawing of the drug in the USA in 1937.
· Following Beckers example; Stan Cohen (1972) applied the interactionist perspective to the case of mods and rockers in the mid 1960’s, paying particular attention to the media.  Cohen argued that the media were instrumental in labelling youth cultural styles in a stereotyped and negative way, thus creating ‘folk devils’.  The activities of these folk devils, in this case the conflicts between mods and rockers in British seaside resorts, were then prepared in such a way as to create a ‘moral panic’.  Cohen describes this as when, ‘a condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests’.  Examples include soccer hooliganism, student protests, race riots and the issue of immigration/asylum seekers.
· The Medias role is seen as crucial in structuring public awareness of the issue in terms of the causes, extent and control necessary to contain the ‘social problem’.  In doing so, they help to amplify the problem by creating a societal reaction which heightens police activity, court sentencing and public awareness in a vicious escalating circle or spiral, (the amplification spiral), which may have little relation to the real situation, ie in this case the numbers of mods and rockers involved and the rationale for their behaviour.
· Cohen subsequently co-edited a collection of readings with Jock Young called ‘The Manufacture of the News’ (1972), which reinforced the notion that the media was a vital agent in the process of social control.  Rather than being a ‘mirror on reality’ (pluralism), the media helped to construct that social reality (Neo Marxism/Interactionism).  The world could not be assumed to have a fixed, objective reality, but was open to interpretation.
· It is therefore logical to ask whose definition of reality is being represented.  One approach adopted by the interactionist perspective has been to examine the attitudes and practices of media professionals, particularly those constructing a daily picture of what is happening ‘out there’ – the news journalists.
News Values

· It is a commonly held misconception that events ‘happen’, and then are mediated to the public via the media in a factual, unbiased manner.  Most people only think about the technical way in which things are mediated, ie the writing or filming of the story.  Rarely though is newsgathering so simple and direct.  A comparison of the front pages of Britains national newspapers on any one day of the week would reveal that journalists manufacture the news, not in the sense of fabricating it (although some stories may have little basis in reality), but in the sense of making choices about what to cover and how to cover the news.  ‘News is people.  It is people talking and people doing.  Committees and cabinets and courts are people; so are fires accidents and planning decisions.  They are only news because they involve people and we are interested in the actions of those people’.  

· This comment is from Harold Evans, former editor of The Times and it reveals one of the most important news values held by journalists – personalisation.  In other words, events are seen as the actions of individuals rather than outside forces.  News values refer to what journalists consider as newsworthy.
· The process of choosing or rejecting stories on the basis of these news values has been referred to as ‘gatekeeping’ (White), and the journalist most likely to be in control of the filtering process is the editor.  Editors fulfil what is essentially a filtering role – selecting or opening the gate for others, since there is usually an excess of material available to fill a newspaper or broadcasting space.  Therefore, news values may vary according to the editorial policy of a specific newspaper, eg The Sun may emphasise personalisation more than The Times.
· Furthermore, technical considerations may also shape news coverage, so that TV often includes a story if film is available, or if it is very recent, hence underlying the advantage that it holds over newspapers who print ‘yesterdays news’.  Television news editors are especially keen to bring us the news ‘as it happens’, which means live visual coverage, if possible, or even more dramatically, a news flash which interrupts the evenings viewing.  This helps to strengthen the public idea that ‘raw news’ is brought direct and unmediated to the audience, an idea which the interactionist perspective has exposed to be mythical.  TV news needs ‘good’ pictures and it was noticeable how their coverage of political violence in South Africa declined in 1985 when the government there banned the camera crews from foreign TV networks.  News is the result of a social process guided by the news values held by journalists.
· Many studies conclude that the mass media act as an agency of social control: firstly, by giving a distorted picture of deviance and radical political views and so encouraging the public to reject the unconventional and secondly, by suppressing information that might be damaging to powerful interests in society.
· The media, Marxists claim, shape our views on the world in such a way that we continue to put up with things the way they are.  It must be stressed however, that it is one thing to show that the media are biased but another thing to show that the media shape our view of the world (see media effects notes which we will cover after Passover).
· It must be remembered that we are not passive automatons, unable to think for ourselves.  We respond to the media’s information and images in all sorts of ways and there are other important influences, which also shape our thoughts.  
Political Bias on TV

· The press may be obviously biased but surely, isn’t TV news balanced and impartial?  In 1975 Jeremy Potter, a manager in Independent TV, put forward the following arguments in a public lecture:

All communication is propaganda.  There is no such thing as true impartiality on the screen despite the extortion of successive TV Acts and the earnest endeavours of the IBA and the BBC and its companies.  There is selection in every news bulletin.

· The GUMG have suggested how this selectivity can imply that strikers are people to whom it is not worth listening.  Their content analysis of 102 TV reports about the 1975 Glasgow dustmen’s strike counted interviews with 14 people, but in none of its interviews was a striking dustman asked to put across his side of the argument.  And in the early 1980’s the GUMG studied the coverage of the women at Greenham Common and suggested that the reporting had been very biased.
Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp

· In December 1982, 30,000 women protestors joined women who had been camping outside the American Airforce base in Greenham Common in Berkshire for over 16 months.

· They were protesting against the use of the base for a new type of nuclear weapon: cruise missiles.

· The GUMG analysed TV coverage of the 6 women’s peace demonstrations between Dec ’82 and Dec ’83 from a sample of 38 news broadcasts.  These were compared with other reports to assess the fairness and accuracy of the TV news.  Their observations, described in War and Peace News, included the following:

· One BBC2 reporter said, ‘If all goes well…by the end of the year Greenham will be a fully active nuclear weapons base’.  Is this neutral language?

· The bulletins portrayed the peace campers as an unrepresentative minority and only once did they refer to opinion polls.  These polls mostly showed an absolute majority against citing cruise missiles in the UK.

· On the demo, women started to rock the perimeter fence rhythmically with their hands.  The fence posts swayed and one knocked a policeman unconscious.  TV reports then focused on the incident and 3 other slight injuries.  The BBC2 headline was ‘The Greenham Women Attack the Camps Perimeter Fence – nearly 60 are arrested and 4 policemen are hurt’.  Compare this with the account given by the feminist paper ‘Outwright’ – ‘Greenham Women Face Violent Attack…soldiers armed with huge wooden sticks and metal bars reached out across the barbed wire and started bashing women’s hands, some had their fingers crippled’.

Issues

· Most questions ask you to consider a debate between the Pluralists and Marxists – eg, the news may be a partial selection of events but this is due to time, technological constraints, audience expectations and that biases may occur eg, newspapers, but TV = impartial balanced views (Pluralist) V’s the news production is in the hands of the powerful who either purposefully manipulate a certain view of things to control peoples views (Traditional) or do so by virtue of long established codes and conventions (Hegemonic) but with the same results!

· Take care with questions that suggest that the media is inevitably biased  - eg, pluralists (all knowledge is someone’s point of view but there are plenty of views around) versus Marxist (it is inevitably biased as a powerful state and owners ensure their dominance).

· Stuart Hall states that the news is first selected, filtered and then framed within the context of assumptions about what is important (news values).

· Becker argues that there is a hierarchy of credibility.  Journalists seek the views of the powerful – GUMG supports this.

Mass Media and Deviancy Amplification


One of the major contributors to this debate is Stan Cohen who examined the reporting of youth activities in the early 1960’s. The term moral panic, coined by Cohen in the title of his book Folk Devils and Moral Panics (1972), has become a term in common usage. 

Key Terms: 

Folk devil refers to a particular social group, which is seen as a threat to society.

Examples of folk devils include: youth gangs, benefit scroungers, militant trade unionists, football hooligans, hippies / travellers, black muggers, terrorists, paedophiles.

Moral panic is the expression of concern, which results from the media reporting of a given incident or incidents. The panic is based on an outraged sense of offence against apparently accepted standards of behaviour.

Goode and Ben-Yehuda (1994) try to define moral panic precisely.  They argue that moral panics have five distinguishing features:

1. Increased public concern over the behaviour of a certain group.

2. Increased hostility towards a group.

3. A certain level of public agreement that there is a real threat and that it is caused by the group.

4. Public concern is out of proportion to the real harm caused by the group.

5. Moral panics appear and disappear very quickly.

Sensitisation describes the process whereby the media create an awareness of a particular issue.

Deviancy amplification is the process whereby the media contribute to the escalation of certain activities by distorting and manipulating the activities of a real or imagined deviant group. In this way the ‘problem’ is amplified (made bigger) with real consequences for the labelled (the folk devils).

Case Study: Mods & Rockers


Stan Cohen examined the reporting of skirmishes between two opposing youth groups, the Mods and the Rockers in Clacton during Easter weekend in 1964.  The national newspapers suggested that there had been large-scale riots and wholesale breakdown of public order when in actual fact the incidents were not serious and rated very little space in the local press.  Cohen explains that, in the absence of other newsworthy material, reporters from the national press seized upon these relatively insignificant events and created headlines and feature articles which suggested that the Mods and Rockers had deliberately set out to cause trouble.  Prior to the reporting, although there were minor differences between the groups there was no major rivalry or hatred between them.  The media reporting itself created the sharp divisions and the polarisation between the two groups of youths.

In addition to the effect on the youths, the reporting influenced the police and magistrates.  The police, sensitised by the press reports, reacted strongly to the slightest hint of trouble.  The arrest rate increased and the magistrates, also affected by the process of sensitisation, imposed harsher penalties. 

The way in which deviance is amplified and a moral panic created

The deviant act occurs
 
The problem group is identified as the media takes up the story
 
The public’s interest is aroused by headlines, stories, pictures etc.
 
To maintain interest the deviance is amplified through exaggerated reports. In order to provide easy explanations the causes of deviance are simplified
 
The ‘offending’ group are labelled as folk devils and stereotyped

To retain readers/viewers the media seeks out more examples of the deviant behaviour.  This can cause an amplification spiral to occur, where people get whipped up into a state of heightened concern.

The ‘threat’ to society creates a moral panic and the media campaign for action.  The media act as representatives of public opinion or moral entrepreneurs.  They may even act as moral crusaders, championing a cause e.g. The Sun’s ‘shop a yob’ campaign, or The News of the World’s campaign to expose paedophiles.
 
The relevant authorities respond to public demand and the media campaign to clamp down hard on the deviants.

Examples of Moral Panics

	Date
	Moral Panic 

	1950's
	Teddy Boys 

	1960'S
	Mods and Rockers, Sexual permissiveness, Drug abuse, Militant students, Trade Union power 

	1970'S
	Mugging, Political violence (IRA), Benefit ‘Scroungers’, Punks,
Football hooligans 

	1980'S
	Glue sniffing, Crack, Inner city riots, Greenham Common Women, AIDS, Homosexuality, Hippies / Travellers, Acid House parties 

	1990'S
	Dangerous dogs - Rottweilers, Pitbulls
Single mothers
Video ‘nasties’ and the effect on children 
The abuse of children in local authority care
Joyriding
Pornography on the internet 


This millennium started with a moral panic about the chaos that the Y2K bug was going to cause.  We were told that computer systems would fail.  Planes would fall from the sky and cities would be plunged into darkness as the national grid went down.

What other examples can you think of moral panics that have occurred during this decade?  Who were the ‘folk devils’?  What were the issues that sparked the ‘panic’?  Why would you consider this a moral panic rather than justified concern about a real social problem?
Young People and Moral Panics

Young people continue to be the focus of moral panics.  Their behaviour has frequently been identified as a problem.  Examples include youth subcultures such as hippies, skinheads, punks and Goths and behaviour associated with young people such as street crime, football hooliganism and drug taking.

Young people are sometimes seen as the victims of moral panics.  Critcher (2003) argues that moral panics increasingly focus on threats to children.  Concern over child abuse, paedophilia and the influence of violent films on young viewers are examples of these kinds of moral panics.

Evaluation

Critcher (2003) examined five case studies – Aids, ecstasy and raves, video ‘nasties’, child abuse in families and paedophilia.

In his view, only two of these were genuine moral panics – paedophilia and video ‘nasties’.  In these cases the media defined the ‘problem’ in the same way; organised groups generally supported the panic; and the state eventually responded by bringing in new legislation to combat the apparent threat.

Critcher challenges the view that moral panics are always triggered by a concern over identifiable folk devils.  What triggered concern in the cases he examined was the death of children or young people.  These events were seen to reflect major social problems.  In only one even was there an indisputable folk devil – the paedophile. 

Critcher argues that a consensus (agreement) is necessary for a moral panic to develop.  Some newspapers tried to create a moral panic about Aids by identifying it as a ‘gay plague’.  They were unsuccessful because experts challenged this view and Aids was eventually seen as a health risk to the population as a whole.

Critcher does not agree with Goode and Ben-Yehuda’s theory that moral panics appear and disappear very quickly.  He gives examples of moral panics that last for years.
