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A time series analysis was used to investigate: (1) whether 
a significant increase in news coverage of South Africa 
occurred during the critical years of 1979 -1985;  (2) 
whether the geographic origin and/or sociopolitical im­
pact of events, rather than deaths per se, caused the in­
crease; and (3) the manner in which the increase occurred. 
Results indicated that two symbolic events (Le., a series of 
riots in twenty-one South African townships, internal to 
South Africa; and the awarding of the Nobel Prize to Bishop 
Desmond Tutu, external to South Africa) cumulatively 
were responsible for a significant rise in news coverage of 
South Afri c a .  The relationship of t h e s e  symb olic 
sociopolitical events to the forces that shape short-term 
news headlines and long-term social change in general, 
including the imminent demise of apartheid in particular 
is discussed. 

INTRODUCTION 
Although the South African policy of apartheid, built largely upon 

the edifice of racial separation, has existed since 1 948,2 civil unrest 
and violence in that nation escaped the attention of many American 
journalists prior to the 1 980s. Since the early-to-mid 1 980s, however, 
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South Africa appears to have become a routine feature of daily news 
reports. But has news coverage actually increased in an objective 
sense? If so, what factors are responsible for such an increase? 
Furthermore, what can we learn about the forces that shape short­
term news headlines and long-term social change, using South Africa 
as a vehicle for exploration? 

Clearly the media can influence public perception and events.3 
Bu t the way in which the media themselves are affected by even ts can 
influence public perception, and exactly how the media are affected 
is unclear. For example, it is possible that in the case of South Africa, 
increases in the number of deaths due to civil unrest have led to 
increases in American news coverage. On the other hand, deaths in 
and of themselves may not be sufficient to influence the media in a 
lasting fashion. Related to this latter point is that although periodic 
large-scale eruptions of violence and deaths in South Africa can be 
traced back to the early 1960s4 intensified media interest seems to be 
more recent in origin. If this is true, then aspects other than the sheer 
number of deaths resulting from those events must have been 
responsible for the violence as well as the current surge of interest in 
South Africa. 

An alternative to examining only the relationship between news 
coverage and violent deaths is to explore the nature of the events that 
underlie these phenomena. News coverage is not a hit-or-miss 
endeavor and deaths do not occur without a reason. Whether in 
South Africa or any other country, both must be related in some way 
to a more fundamental cause: Prominent events. Some important 
aspects of those events are easily discernible, whereas others may be 
less obvious.s Both the obvious and not-so-obvious aspects may be 
essential in understanding the impact of events on the mass media. 
Moreover, events do not occur in a psychological vacuum. Events 
that come to the attention of the public (Le. "outstanding" events) 
receive "special" psychological attention and evaluation, thus pro­
viding a basis for future expectations and beliefs .6 

The more obvious aspect of an event is its geographic origin. 
Events can be either external or internal to the borders of the nation 
under media scrutiny. Consider external events: Media attention 
may focus on these events because they are played out on the "world 
stage. "  With regard to South Africa, the United Nations has consis­
tently called for sanctions since the early 1960s7, private anti­
apartheid groups have been galvanized throughout the world 8, and 
some observers have gone so far as to assert that Communist infiltra­
tors have attempted to dismantle the system of apartheid.9 Now 
consider events internal to South Africa. The media may focus on 
these events because they stand out in stark contrast to a backdrop of 
events that occur in most other nations and because they underscore 
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the uniqueness of the policy of apartheid. Such contrast effects, 
which are well-documented in the psychophysical literature, 1O are 
also evident in broader social phenomena, such as judgments of 
facial expressions or physical attractivenessl l , criminal acts, 12 and 
especi�lly attitudes . 13 Contrast effects generally require no more 
than a simple comparison between two sets of stimuli and occur 
when one set of stimuli comes to be perceived as more different in 
terms of extremity (but not functional relation) from the set of 
stimuli against which the initial set is to be judged , 14 For example, 
South African policy can be compared with the policy of most 
Western nations15; through that comparison, the sheer power and 
size of the white minority in South Africa and the absence of its 
parallel even on the continent of Africa itself is made more visible. 16 
More specifically, when the largest interracial church in South Africa 
allows interracial marriages and civil disobedience, the comparison 
to current policy in the United States can be made, and the relative 
permissiveness of such a church becomes more newsworthy through 
such a comparison. 

Unlike the geographic origin of a potentially newsworthy event, 
the sociopolitical impact of that event is rather nonobvious. Events 
within the sociopolitical domain may be characterized as related 
overtly to public policy, or the events may be symbolic in nature. We 
may distinguish between policy-related and symbolic events as 
follows: During a public policy event, an organization may express 
a specific goal or plan. The aforementioned church decree is an 
example of a public policy event. It also illustrates the fact that some 
forms of policy are symbolic-they have "cultural significance and 
the capacity to excite or objectify a response. " 1 7 However, not all 
symbolic events are related to policy. For example, Black South 
Africans remember the riots that occurred in the Soweto township by 
symbolizing the anniversary of the riots via demonstrations. In 
either case, American media coverage may increase. 

So far, we have discussed the relatively independent impact of 
geographic origin and sociopolitical impact upon American media 
coverage of South Africa. As shown in Figure 1, they can also be 
considered in combination. That is, the geographic and sociopolitical 
aspects of an even t together may magnify the effect of the event upon 
the news media. In addition, multiple events within or between 
categories may intensify this magnification. The events listed in 
Figure 1 represent each of these possibilities and were identified in the 
present study on the basis of their relationship in time with potential 
increases in U.S.  coverage of South Africa. 
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FIGURE 1 

Classification of Major Events Occurring 
Between January 1, 1 9 79 and October 30, 1 985 

Geographic Origin 
Sociopolitical Internal to S. Africa External to S. Africa 
Impact 

Policy 

Symbolic 

Event 4: Church decree 

3/21/83 

Event 5 : Constitution vote 
1 1 /2/83 

Event 3: Soweto Anniversary 

6/1 7/82 

Event 6: Township Riots 

9/15/84 

Event 1 :  U.N. Sanctions 

3/7/81 

Event 2:Reagan-Botha meeting 

5/14/81 

Event 7: Tutu's Nobel Prize 

9/16/84 

Some types of events would be expected to increase news cover­
age to a greater extent than would other events. For instance, 
external events might gain more media attention than events occur­
ring within South Africa because of the restrictions that South African 
censorship historically has placed on the accessibility of internal 
events. 18 Furthermore, since American journalists frequently assume 
that their readers have little interest in events occurring outside the 
United States, 19 those journalists may not cover internal South 
African events surviving censorship on a regular basis. For example, 
the 1 983 Constitutional Vote guaranteeing rights to all except Blacks 
in South Africa may receive relatively less press coverage than the 
1981  Reagan-Botha meetings initiated by, and held in, the United 
States. American journalists may also attend more to purely sym­
bolic, rather than to policy-oriented events; those journalists might 
dismiss the practical value of many policy changes as "merely 
cosmetic. "20 Symbolic events, however, may prove quite effective in 
spurring coverage; the urgency and drama of such events, reminis­
cent of the emotionally charged Civil Rights Era that the United 
States underwent a generation ago, may be of particular interest to 
American journalists.21 Moreover, such symbols may be potent 
because they are personal and evoke a readiness to respond in the 
community.22 Consider again the Reagan-Botha meeting in light of 
its symbolic value or, more dramatically, Bishop Tutu's 1 984 Nobel 
Prize contrasted with the Constitutional vote. 

In the present study, data on the events, deaths, and articles 
related to South Africa were subjected to an interrupted time series 
analysis .23 Three major hypotheses regarding American news cover­
age of South Africa were explored: First, a significant increase in the 
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number of stories per observation period was expected, during the 
time span ( 1979 to 1 985) under consideration. Second, the geo­
graphic origin and sociopolitical impact of events, rather than 
absolute number of deaths resulting from those events, were ex­
pected to emerge as factors in this increased news coverage. Finally, 
external symbolic events were expected to account for the onset of 
increased coverage. 

METHOD 
The data in the present time series analysis consisted of 2,089 

articles concerning South Africa and 643 deaths reported in those 
articles .  These data were collected from the New York Times Index, a 
biweekly compilation of abstracts of all articles that have appeared in 
the daily New York Times. The tabulation of articles was based on the 
number of abstracts appearing in the Index under the heading "South 
Africa" within each two-week interval in the time series. The tabula­
tion of reported deaths was based upon a count of the number of 
deaths reported in the abstracts. (Secondary reports and references to 
deaths reported in previous abstracts were excluded from tabulation.) 
This procedure provided data on the number of articles and deaths 
during two-week intervals beginning with January I, 1979 and 
ending with October 30, 1985 .  This procedure allowed us to deter­
mine whether deaths or types of events were more important in 
triggering a rise in the number of articles. A scatterplot of each series 
(Le. ,  number of articles over time and number of deaths over time, 
respectively) was inspected and may be obtained by request from the 
authors of the present study. 

Intervals at which the pattern of the series showed the most 
dramatic change were identified and these intervals were compared 
to the times at which the possible abrupt changes or interruptions 
occurred. Seven events (listed in Figure 1) corresponding to abrupt 
changes in the data patterns were retained for analysis .  The seven­
year time series was composed of 1 62 observations, with twenty-nine 
preceding the first interruption, and twenty-four following the last 
interruption. This procedure allowed us to test the premises that (1)  
a genuine increase in news coverage about South Africa had occurred, 
(2b )increases in the number of deaths over time led to increases in the 
number of news articles over time, and (3) geographic and sociopolitical 
events, both singly and together, were responsible for the rise in news 
coverage. 

RESULTS 
The data were analyzed with the ARIMA procedure on the Statis­

tical Analysis System (SAS) .24 Unexplained error or "noise" associ­
ated with each time series analysis was identified, diagnosed, and 
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removed. A single model subsequently was generated with the major 
geographic and sociopolitical events (see Table 1)  as predictors, the 
number-of-deaths time series as the covariate, and the number-of­
articles time series as criterion. Results showed that not only did news 
coverage increase significantly over time, but one internal symbolic 
event (Le . ,  the series of township riots) and one external symbolic 
event (Le . ,  Tutu's Nobel Prize) were significant predictors of the 
increase (t's wi th 1 60 degrees of freedom = 2. 1 8  and 2.3 7, respectively; 
for both events, p < .01) .  The number-of-deaths time series, in 
contrast, did not emerge as a significant predictor of the increase in 
news coverage over time. 

Although it is true that two symbolic events led to an increase in 
coverage, this does not necessarily mean that the impact of these 
events was independent or due to their symbolic nature. The fact that 
the two other symbolic events (Le. ,  the Soweto anniversary and the 
Reagan-Botha meeting) were not significant predictors suggests that 
symbolism is not sufficient in and of itself to account for the increase 
in news coverage. We also cannot conclude that the two significant 
symbolic events (the township riots and Tutu's Nobel Prize) indepen­
dently accounted for the increase. As it turns out, the two significant 
events occurred in close temporal proximity to each other. These 
data raise the possibility that either (a) the temporal proximity of the 
events alone explain the increase in news coverage, or (b) both the 
symbolic nature of the events and the temporal proximity to the 
events combined to account for the increase in news coverage. 

In order to provide a limited test of the importance of the temporal 
proximity and/or the symbolic nature of the two significant events, 
we contrasted the township riots and the awarding of Tutu's Nobel 
Prize against two other events (Le. ,  the United Nations' sanctions and 
the Reagan-Botha meeting) that occurred relatively close together in 
time. We reasoned that if both sets of events (Le. ,  the "sociopolitical/ 
symbolic" set and the "geographic/external" set) were found to be 
statistically significant as predictors of the increase in news coverage, 
then the temporal proximity (rather than the symbolic nature) of the 
township riots and Tutu's Nobel Prize were responsible for the 
increase in news coverage. 

Results indicated that, like the number-of-deaths time series, the 
"geographic/external" pair of events was not a statistically significant 
predictor of the increase in US news coverage of South Africa. 
However, the "sociopolitical/symbolic" pair of events achieved 
statistical significance at the . 10 level and fell just short of statistical 
significance at the .05 level (t (1 60) = 1 .9 3, P < .06) . These results, 
together with those reported earlier in this paper, indicate that 
whether considered separately or together, the township riots and 
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Bishop Tutu's Nobel Prize served to predict a substantial rise in 
American news coverage of South Africa from 1 9 79 to 1985 .  

DISCUSSION 
As we predicted, the number of news articles regarding South 

Africa increased significantly from 1 9 79 to 1985 .  Furthermore, in 
keeping with our predictions, the nature of events (Le. geographic 
and/or sociopolitical) rather than the absolute number of deaths 
resulting from the events, was responsible for the rise in news 
coverage. However, both internal and external symbolic events 
emerged as significant predictors of the increase in news coverage; we 
had expected that only external symbolic events would be significant 
as predictors . Interestingly, the temporal proximity of the two events 
(Le. ,  the township riots and Bishop Tutu's Nobel Prize) is key to the 
overall rise in US newspaper articles regarding South Africa. 

The results of the time series analyses thus indicate a significant, 
gradual increase in the number of articles published during the time 
interval under consideration. These results might also be interpreted 
as evidence that the township riots (an internal symbolic event) may 
have been necessary for news reports to rise abruptly. Nevertheless, 
the township riots may not have been sufticientto account for a long­
term increase in news coverage of South Africa. The initiating 
condition seems to have been the occurrence in close temporal 
proximity of a symbolic event played out on the world stage-Bishop 
Tutu's Nobel Prize. At the outset, we anticipated that knowledge 
about the nature of events concerning South Africa would yield 
insight into the forces that shape the news and social change. Some 
journalists, psychologists, and sociologists25 have asserted that mem­
bers of the news media and/or other powerful political and economic 
interest groups control the news. Ostensibly, this control would 
serve to regulate social change. Clearly though, social movements 
themselves can and do influence social change.26 But can the events 
within these movements influence both the media and social change? 

According to Phillips, 27 a two-stage process characterizes the 
relationship among events, media, and the audience: Events influ­
ence the media, and consequently the media influence the audience. 
Our results concerning the nature of those events suggest how (and 
hint at why) such a sequential process occurs. Perhaps influence 
begins with internal symbolic events-events that have meaning to 
the participants in a struggle. Even though reported duly by the 
media, however, internal symbolic events are in themselves insuffi­
cient because the struggle remains with the participants. In contrast, 
the struggle becomes universal with the reporting of an external 
symbolic event-an event that has shared meaning for participants 
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and onlookers alike. As Ichheiser once noted, "This means that the 
victims, even though not yet freed from their social bondage, in fact 
are freed at least psychologically from their moral isolation. For now 
there is somebody outside their own ranks who sees and understands 
the whole situation in the same way as it is immediately seen by 
th�mselves . "28 

Is the process just described unique to post- 1970s South Africa, 
or can the process also be identified as underlying other social change 
phenomena? Consider the way in which internal symbolic events, 
such as the Montgomery bus boycott or the march through Selma, 
Alabama, and an external symbolic event, the Nobel Peace prize, 
"drew national and world attention to Martin Luther King, Jr. and the 
civil rights movement"29 in the United States during the 1 960s. Just 
as such symbolic events have been implicated in the generation of 
media attention and subsequent social change in the United States 
during the late 1960s, symbolic events relevant to South Africa may 
have set in motion inexorable forces that eventually will eradicate 
apartheid in South Africa altogether. Time, as well as future research, 
ultimately will determine whether or not media coverage of symbolic 
events, such as the Nobel Peace Prize, actually leads to significant 
social change in that country. 

CONCLUSION 
In the years that have passed since the time period that served as 

the focus for the present study, South Africa has undergone consid­
erable internal change, primarily in terms of public policy. The once 
exiled leader of the African National Congress, Nelson Mandela, has 
been freed and subsequently has entered into negotiations with 
Prime Minster F.W. de Klerk regarding the transition of South Africa 
from white minority rule to democratic rule. One by one, the major 
legal pillars of apartheid have fallen as South Africa, isolated increas­
ingly from the rest of the world economy, has found it necessary to 
confront the inevitable: Inclusion of the majority of its inhabitants 
in the political process. To be sure, the transition process has been 
uneven inconsistent and points toward a future fraught with uncer­
tainty.3D Yet change surely has and will continue to occur within 
South Africa. 

By the same token, much of the change related to South Africa 
since 1 985 has been neither policy-oriented nor confined to the 
geographic boundaries of South Africa. An especially striking ex­
ample of such external, symbolic change was Bishop Desmond Tutu's 
promotion to archbishop, thus lending further moral and social 
legitimacy to the struggle for equality that Tutu, Mandela, and other 
central figures in South Africa have championed for so long. At stake 
in South Africa is much more than political reform; indeed, the face 
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of South African culture and psyche currently is undergoing a 
fundamental makeover.3 1 

While some observers have called attention to the media cover­
age of the violence and deaths that continue to grip South Africa,32 
few have considered the ways in which the very nature of events has 
influenced media coverage. In turn, the potential role of the United 
States in framing the debate over South Africa's future has been 
underestimated)3 As such, the question of US news coverage of 
South Africa takes on added significance as a possible mediator of the 
impact of current events on the actions of American politicians and 
civilians towards South Africa itself. It is our hope that theoreticians 
and researchers throughout the humanities and social sciences ad­
dress the issue of South Africa and American news media during the 
years to come, as the social, cultural, political, and economic vacuum 
created in post-apartheid South Africa undoubtedly will be filled but 
gradually. 
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