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NEWS AND IDEOLOGY 

Graham Knight 
McMaster Universi ty 

T h i s  p a p e r  d i s c u s s e s  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
b e t w e e n  news a n d  i d e o l o g y  i n  l i g h t  o f  r e -  
c e n t  s t u d i e s  o f  n e w s w o r k  a n d  t h e o r e t i c a l  
d e v e l o p m e n t s  i n  t h e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  i d e -  
o l o g y .  News, i t  i s  a r g u e d ,  i s  a  r e p r e s e n t -  
a t i o n  o f  w i d e r  r e l a t i o n s  o f  p o w e r  a n d  t e n d s  
t o  r e p r o d u c e  t h o s e  r e l a t i o n s  i n  a  r e l a -  
t i v e l y  u n c r i t i c a l  f a s h i o n .  As t h e s e  r e l a -  
t i o n s  a r e  t h e m s e l v e s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  c o n -  
t r a d i c t i o n  a n d  c o n f l i c t ,  t h e  f u n c t i o n  o f  
news c a n n o t  b e  r e d u c e d  t o  t h e  r o l e  o f  
m e r e l y  r e p r o d u c i n g  a  c l o s e d ,  i n t e r n a l l y  
i n t e g r a t e d  s o c i a l  s y s t e m .  

Ce journal p a r l e  de l a  r e l a t i o n  e n t r e  l e e  
nouvelles e t  l1 id6ologie B l a  lumiere dl  
Qtudes recentes  f a i t e s  s u r  l e a  travaux d t  
information e t  l ee  dQveloppements thCori- 
ques dans l a  compr4hension de 1 id6ologie . 
On sou t i en t  que l e s  nouvelles sont  une 
reprhsenta t ion  de r e l a t i o n s  d t u n  pouvoir de 
plus grande envergure. E l l e s  tendent 21 
prgsenter  ces r e l a t i o n s  de fason p l u t 6 t  
favorable. Comme ces r e l a t i o n s  sont  e l l e s -  
mgmes ca rac t6 r i sQes  par  l a  cont radic t ion  e t  
l e  conf lit, l a  fonction des nouvelles ne 
peut 8 t r e  rhdu i t e  au r 6 l e  de simple prQsen- 
t a t r i c e  d'un syst6me s o c i a l  c l o s ,  in tQgrQ 
de fason in terne .  

The quest ion of news and ideology has re- 
cen t ly  been raised i n  a number of s t u d i e s  focus- 
ing  both on news a s  a s o c i a l  system of produc- 
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t i o n ,  and on news a s  a p a r t i c u l a r  type of mes- 
sage o r  t e x t .  [ 1 I A t  f i r s t  blush,  these  works 
appear t o  have l i t t l e  i n  common with one another  
as they draw on a wide range of e s t ab l i shed  
perspect ives  t h a t  embraces organiza t ional  and 
occupational con t ro l  theory,  symbolic in te rac -  
tionism and phenomenology, s t r u c t u r a l  l inguis-  
tics, Franco-Italian semiology, and neo-Marxis- 
m.[21 An underlying concern with ideology, 
whether e x p l i c i t l y  s t a t e d  o r  not ,  does,  however, 
bind these  works together  and d i s t i n g u i s h  them 
from earlier perspect ives  and research.  I t  is  
now genera l ly  accepted t h a t  news must be seen 
a s  a s o c i a l  process of production r e s u l t i n g  i n  a 
f in i shed  product t h a t  simultaneously informs 
and obscures. This puts  sore  d i s t ance  between 
these  r ecen t  works and the  "dominant paradigm" 
of research  i n t o  "gatekeeping " , "agenda-set- 
t i n g " ,  and media e f f e c t s  of the  1950's and 
1960's .[31 The concern of more recen t  s t u d i e s  
of news has been t o  g e t  a t  the  underlying prac- 
t i c e s  and assumptions on which the  mundane 
a c t i v i t i e s  of newsmaking and news reading are 
cons t i tu ted  and recons t i tu ted  i n  an otherwise 
unproblematic and taken-for-granted fashion.  By 
showing haw rout ine  newswork p rac t i ces  c r e a t e  
accounts t h a t  sys temat ica l ly  r e l y  on and r e i n -  
force  c e r t a i n  types and forms of s o c i a l  know- 
ledge t o  the  exclusion of o t h e r s ,  these  s t u d i e s  
begin to point  to the  ways i n  which these  under- 
ly ing  p r a c t i c e s  and assumptions r e g i s t e r  the  
broader r e l a t i o n s  of domination t h a t  inform 
s o c i a l  l i f e ,  and our  i n t e l l e c t u a l  appropr ia t ion  
of it. 

In t h i s  context  the  orthodox concept* of 
ideology becomes inadequate. The notion of a 
'system of values and b e l i e f s '  is  over ly  r e s t r i -  
c t i v e  i n  t h a t  it separa tes  the  substance of 
knowledge from its form, the  immediately 
apparent from i ts r e l a t i o n  to  underlying r e a l i t -  
ies, and ideas  from t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o  p o l i t i c a l  
and economic s t ruc tu res .  Ideology must be seen 



as more than simply a set of va lues  and b e l i e f s .  
It is a way of knowing and, obverse ly ,  no t  
knowing about t he  world t h a t  i s  s t r u c t u r e d  by 
broader  r e l a t i o n s  of power and c o n t r o l .  I t  is 
t h e  o rgan iza t ion  of s o c i a l  consciousness  such 
t h a t  t h e  process  of i nc lus ion  and exc lus ion  
comes t o  seem q u i t e  n a t u r a l .  Ideology i s  the  
s o c i a l l y  ' n a t u r a l i z e d '  i n t e l l i g e n c e  of a s o c i e t y  
of domination. 

Once we  begin t o  examine the  ques t ion  of 
news and ideology we are r e tu rned  i n i t i a l l y  t o  
f a m i l i a r  t e r r i t o r y ,  t he  ques t ion  of news b i a s .  
Inasmuch as the  mundane sense of ideology con- 
notes  d i s t o r t i o n  and inaccuracy - information 
manipulated f o r  purposes o t h e r  than to infonn - 
then  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  of news and ideology b r ings  
us face-to-face w i t h  the ques t ion  of b iased  news 
accounts .  Bias i n  t h i s  sense  i s  a concept  t h a t  
we employ i n  everyday reading  of t h e  news t o  
judge i t s  t r u s t w o r t h i n e s s ,  and t h a t  j o u r n a l i s t s  
apply to each o t h e r ' s  work to eva lua t e  i ts pro- 
f e s s i o n a l  q u a l i t y .  This presupposes n o t  only 
t h a t  b i a s  is undes i r ab le ,  bu t  a l s o  t h a t  its 
genes i s  and subs tance  are unproblematic.  Jour-  
n a l i s t s  know, usua l ly  i m p l i c i t l y ,  what b i a s  
looks  l i k e ,  and they  do  n o t  have t o  ques t ion  why 
it is undes i rab le  o r  why it is def ined  i n  a 
p a r t i c u l a r  way i n  o r d e r  t o  p u t  it t o  use.  For 
t he  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t ,  however, t h e  fonn and 
subs tance  of b i a s  do have t o  be t r e a t e d  a s  
problematic .  The c o n s t i t u t i o n  of b iased  and 
unbiased accounts have t o  be seen as p a r t  of a 
p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i a l  p rocess ,  t h a t  of p ro fe s s iona l  
journal ism,  embedded i n  and shaped by a wider 
h i s t o r i c a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  economic, etc . , context .  
It is t h e  t a s k  of s o c i a l  s c i e n t i f i c  i n q u i r y  to 
look behind b i a s  to  the  taken-for-granted norms 
and p r a c t i c e s  through which both b i a s  and its 
absence are i d e o l o g i c a l l y  c o n s t i t u t e d .  



In empirical  t e r m s ,  the  c r i t e r i o n  aga ins t  
which b ias  is i d e n t i f i e d  and thrown i n t o  r e l i e f  
is  t h a t  of i m p a r t i a l i t y .  'Good' journalism 
normally at tempts to g e t  'both' s i d e s  of the  
s t o r y  i n  order  t o  cons t ruc t  a 'balanced1 ac- 
count. Impar t i a l i ty  is  the  opera t ional  d e f i n i -  
t i o n  of the  more a b s t r a c t  value of o b j e c t i v i t y .  
Like o the r  occupations which a s p i r e  t o  provide 
profess ional  se rv ices  t o  t h e i r  c l i e n t s ,  modern 
journalism i d e a l l y  s t r i v e s  to be n e u t r a l ,  detac- 
hed, d i s i n t e r e s t e d ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  i t s  presenta t ion  
of the  ' f a c t s '  of the  s t o r y .  [ 41  This implies 
th ree  th ings .  The f i r s t  is  t h e  separa t ion  of 
' f a c t '  f r a n  'opinion' :  r epor t ing  the  news is  
separated from i n t e r p r e t i n g  it. The second is  
t h a t  the  news can be presented a s  a s t o r y ,  t h a t  
it is amenable to the  n a r r a t i v e  form with a 
beginning, middle, and end. The t h i r d  is t h a t  
news s t o r i e s  have two s ides  to them. 

These implicat ions obviously e n t a i l  a num- 
be r  of p r a c t i c a l  assumptions. The separa t ion  of 
f a c t  and opinion,  f o r  example, assumes not  only 
t h a t  each has an independent ex i s t ence ,  but  a l s o  
t h a t  the  f a c t s  of the  news a r e  f i n i t e  and iden- 
t i f  i a b l e  a s  such. S imi lar ly ,  the  organizat ion 
of news i n  the  n a r r a t i v e  form presupposes the  
ease with which it i s  poss ib le  t o  a b s t r a c t  from 
the  continuous ' s t r i p '  of s o c i a l  l i f e  a set of 
d i s c r e t e  newsworthy 'events '  whose boundaries 
a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  c l e a r  and unproblematic . And, 
f i n a l l y ,  the  dichotomization of news sub jec t s  
i n t o  two s ides  presupposes t h a t  the re  is not  a 
m u l t i p l i c i t y  of i n t e r a c t i n g ,  overlapping posi- 
t ions  and i n t e r e s t s  t h a t  a r e  f l u i d  and changeab- 
l e .  While these  assumptions are not  e x p l i c i t l y  
r a i sed  i n  ac tua l  newswork, t h e i r  problematic 
s t a t u s  is i m p l i c i t l y  recognized and resolved by 
re l i ance  on news sources a s  the  "primary de- 
f i n e r s  " of the  news. 151 In t h i s  way, journalism 
opera t ional izes  o b j e c t i v i t y ,  and d e f l e c t s  exter -  
na l  criticism of b ias .  

Reliance on sources a s  the  primary defin-  



ers of news d i sp laces  t o  a deeper l e v e l  the  way 
i n  which news is a fundamentally ideologica l  
cons t ruct .  It simply begs t h e  questi'on: what 
a r e  the  f a c t o r s  determining the  s e l e c t i o n  and 
use of news sources ,  and with what consequences 
f o r  the  f i n a l  product? In  the  f i r s t  r e spec t ,  
t he  news media r e l y  heavily on sources t h a t  
a r e  formally accredi ted  as  the  bearers  of new- 
sworthy information,  such as o f f i c i a l  spokesper- 
sons and profess ional  experts .[61 Their  accredi-  
t a t i o n  stems from t h e i r  being the  appointed 
rep resen ta t ives  of powerful i n s  ti tu t ions  , which 
r e l a t i o n  is  simultaneously re inforced by t h e i r  
use a s  news sources. H e r e  we begin t o  see how 
s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  mediates t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 
news and ideology. Whether it is because 
profess ional  j o u r n a l i s t s  f e e l  more comfortable 
with sources of s i m i l a r  background and s t a t u s ,  
whether it is  because profess ional  journa l i s t s  
are more l i k e l y  to assume the  c r e d i b i l i t y  of 
those with p r e s t i g e  and education,  o r  whether it 
is  primari ly the  r e s u l t  of s t r u c t u r a l  necess i ty ,  
the  need f o r  the  media t o  r e spec t  the  power of 
the powerful, t he  outcome is l a rge ly  the  same: 
r e l i a n c e  on o f f i c i a l s  and exper ts  r e in fo rces  
the  form and substance of news t a l k  along c l a s s  
l i n e s .  

Concretely, t h i s  tendency has two important 
implicat ions.  The f i r s t  is  t h a t  news is  s t ruc -  
tured  more favorably towards sources represen- 
t a t i v e  of bureaucra t ic  organizat ions.  The work 
of Molotch and Les ter  on the  representa t iveness  
of i s s u e  s p e c i f i c  environmental and c i t i z e n s '  
groups, o r  the  work of Tuchman on news of the  
e a r l y  s t ages  of the women's movement i n  the 
U.S., po in t  c l e a r l y  to  the  f a c t  t h a t  s o c i a l  
movements are not accorded such legi t imacy a s  
c red ib le  news sources a s  more formalized organi- 
za t ions ,  l a rge ly  because they do not  possess 
bureaucra t i c - ins t i tu t iona l  s t r u c t u r e s  and a r e  
the re fo re  assumed t o  be t r a n s i e n t ,  less r e l i a b -  
le, and simply less important f e a t u r e s  of t h e  



social and political landscape. [ 7 I The general 
effect of this is a double-edged filtering of 
news sources: on the one hand access to the 
news media is structured differentially in fa- 
vor of the powerful and bureaucratically orga- 
nized; on the other hand, the news media seek 
out powerful and bureaucratic sources of news 
more actively and persistently than other sour- 
ces. Access to the public by the media and to 
the media by the public are skewed in self- 
reinforcing ways. 

Secondly, although access to and by the 
news media are differentially structured in 
that this skewedness is reproduced in eventual 
news accounts, the views of officials and ex- 
perts are normally univeralized as the views of 
those they are assumed, often unquestioningly, 
to represent: either particular institutions or 
rational society at large. This universaliza- 
tion helps to objectify a fundamental consensus 
of views; even where the various parties to a 
news story are in conflict or disagreement, that 
divergence continues to be represented by and as 
the views of official spokespersons who are 
assumed to speak for the constituencies they are 
thought to represent. What this points to are 
the unquestioned assumptions made by journalists 
about the workings of bureaucratic order: the 
legitimacy of what Max Weber called "legal- 
rational" forms of authority in which 'leader- 
ship1 can lead and act with the assumed consent 
of those who follow.[81 

Yet despite this universalizing tendency, 
news accounts consistently represent certain 
perspectives at the expense of alternatives. 
Most significantly , as Gans has stressed, the 
world of news is essentially upper middle- 
class.[91 The recent renewal of Marxist theory 
in the social sciences has given rise, at its 
functionalist extremes, to a quasi-conspirator- 
ial view of news - indeed of cultural production 
as a whole - which dismisses it uncritically as 



a simple r e f l e c t i o n  of t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of the 
dominant c l a s s .  This observa t ion  may, i n  cer -  
t a i n  i n s t a n c e s ,  be we l l  t aken ,  bu t  it g e n e r a l l y  
ignores  t he  e x t e n t  t o  which the  'new' middle 
c l a s s e s  of s a l a r i e d ,  ' i n t e l l e c t u a l 1  l a b o r  - 
p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,  managers, s c i e n t i s t s ,  o f f i c i a l s  , 
e t c .  - now mediate and r e f r a c t  r e l a t i o n s  between 
economic e l i t e s  and t h e  working-class. Indeed, 
a s  t h e  Ehrenreichs have no ted ,  t h e  r o l e  of t h e s e  
new occupat ions extends t o  t h e  reproduct ion  of 
s o c i a l  o rde r  beyond t h e  economic sphe re ,  and can 
be seen to  r ep resen t  new forms of s o c i a l  c o n t r o l  
whose per imeters  embrace p o l i t i c s  and c u l t u r e ,  
and whose substance is less coerc ive  and more 
consensual  o r  'hegernonic'.[lOl Notwithstanding 
t h e  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n s  wrought by i n t e r n a l  occupa- 
t i o n a l  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n ,  modern journalism is 
f i rmly  p a r t  of t h i s  'new' middle c l a s s ,  and 
draws heav i ly  on o t h e r s  of t h e  same c l a s s  f o r  
its r materials and occupat iona l  values.  
There is ,  as Tuchman has r i g h t l y  emphasized, no 
wcrudel' conspiracy i n  t h e  news. Nor, i n  most 
c a s e s ,  i s  t h e r e  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  one 
e i t h e r .  The middleclassness  of t h e  news is ,  
r a t h e r ,  par t  of a more fundamental process  of 
c u l t u r a l  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  and exc lus ion  which 
ope ra t e s  no t  a t  t h e  l e v e l  of more o r  less con- 
s c ious  consp i r ac i e s ,  bu t  a t  a f a r  deeper l e v e l  
of taken-for-grantedness.  The 'b ias1,  i f  you 
l i k e ,  of t he  news towards t h e  middle-class is  
p a r t ,  i n  o t h e r  words, of the whole process  wher- 
eby t h e  s tandpoin t  of t h e  latter comes to be 
un ive r sa l i zed  a s  t h e  ' n a t u r a l '  s t andpo in t  f o r  
s o c i e t y  as a whole. 

This  a s s o c i a t i o n  between journalism and t h e  
'new' middle-class s e rves  to remind us  of t h e  

h i s t o r i c a l l y  s p e c i f i c  c h a r a c t e r  of t h e  commit- 
ment to o b j e c t i v i t y  a s  a d e s i r a b l e  goa l ,  and 
throws i n t o  r e l i e f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of i deas  and 
values to the  p o l i t i c a l  economy. The modern 
commitment t o  j o u r n a l i s t i c  o b j e c t i v i t y  s tands  i n  
c o n t r a s t  to the compet i t ive ,  ' p a r t i s a n '  p r e s s  



t h a t  f lour ished u n t i l  t h e  l a t t e r  p a r t  of the  
nine teenth century . Each journal o r  paper 
ca tered  pr imar i ly  t o  the  i n t e r e s t s  and outlook 
of a  p a r t i c u l a r  const i tuency of readers .  News 
was framed i n  an openly p a r t i s a n  manner complete 
with the d e l i b e r a t e  d i s t o r t i o n  o r  suppression of 
information when it d id  no t  serve t h e  i n t e r e s t s  
of the  main body of subscr ibers  . [ 1 21 This s i t u a -  
t i o n  began t o  change c h i e f l y  a s  the  r e s u l t  of 
two i n t e r r e l a t e d  developments: economic conso- 
l i d a t i o n  and t h e  p ro fess iona l i za t ion  of journa- 
l i s m .  

The 'Great Depression' of the  1880 ' s and 
e a r l y  1890's saw the  l a rge  s c a l e  consol ida t ion  
of c a p i t a l  - c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  and concentrat ion - 
i n t o  a fewer nunber of l a r g e r  hands. Markets 
became monopolised, and t h e  form of economic 
organizat ion began to  s h i f t  f r a n  the  small en- 
t r ep reneur ia l  f i rm to  the  l a rge  corporat ion.  
The press  w a s  not  spared the  economic o r  p o l i t i -  
c a l  consequences of t h i s  change. Economically, 
consolidat ion meant the  growing need f o r  the  
p ress  t o  c r e a t e  mass markets a s  inc reas ing  de- 
pendency on adver t i s ing  f o r  revenues and pro- 
f i t s  d i c t a t e d  the need f o r  expansion and growth. 
This e f f e c t i v e l y  began to el iminate  ' p a r t i s a n '  
journalism, replac ing it with t h e  beginnings of 
the modern ideology of o b j e c t i v i t y :  the  cu l t -  
i v a t i o n  of p a r t i c u l a r  cons t i tuencies  of  readers  
w a s  no longer poss ib le .  The need to c r e a t e  
expanding mass markets meant t h a t  t h e  news had 
to appeal to 'everyone' and offend 'no-one' . 
The o v e r a l l  e f f e c t  of both consol ida t ion  pe r  se 
and the concomitant need to generate mass m a r -  
ke t s  has been genera l ly  t o  homogenize news pro- 
duction - i t s  substance,  format, and sources. 

This change from par t i san  t o  ob jec t ive  
journalism was compounded by the  p o l i t i c a l  e f -  
f e c t s  of economic consol ida t ion .  As t h e  p ress  
became increas ingly  concentrated i n  the  hands of 
a  smaller  number of l a r g e  newspaper [ l a t e r  me- 
d i a l  chains,  so it became increas ingly  vulnerab- 



le  to t h e  charge of l i m i t i n g  oppor tuni t ies  f o r  
freedan of speech and d i v e r s i t y  of opinion. 
Commitment t o  o b j e c t i v i t y ,  then,  served t o  d is -  
place such criticism by eschewing an over t ly  
pa r t i san  o r i e n t a t i o n ,  by separa t ing ' f a c t '  from 
'opinion' ,  and by re ly ing on formally accre- 
d i t e d  sources a s  t h e  primary d e f i n e r s  of news 
content.  The p o t e n t i a l  contradic t ion between a , 

monopoly press and the ideology of f r e e  speech 
was blunted by a commitment to p r a c t i c a l  objec- 
t ivi ty-through-impart ial i ty.  

Taken alone,  the  p o l i t i c a l  and economic 
e f f e c t s  of consolidat ion provided the  s t r u c t u r a l  
context  f o r  the ideology of o b j e c t i v i t y  to a- 
rise. The motivation f o r  t h i s  opportunity t o  be 
rea l i zed  came from the  increasing divis ion of 
labor  i n  t h e  p ress  and t h e  subsequent profes- 
s iona l i za t ion  of journalism a s  an occupation. 
Economic consolidat ion l e d  t o  a =-shaping of 
the  c l a s s  s t r u c t u r e  by hastening the  demise of 
t h e  'old '  middle c l a s s  of independent, s e l f -  
employed commodity producers, including many 
small newspaper propr ie tors .  A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  
it brought about the growth of a 'new' middle 
class of s a l a r i e d ,  ' i n t e l l e c t u a l  labor.  The 
composition of t h i s  'new' middle c l a s s  was for-  
c e f u l l y  shaped by t h e  growing appl ica t ion of 
s c i e n t i f i c  values,  i n  an organized manner, t o  
work organizat ion i n  a l l  spheres.ll31 The grow- 
ing p res t ige  and power of science and the  new 
s c i e n t i f i c  profess ions ,  such a s  engineering, l ed  
to the ' spi l l -over '  of s c i e n t i f i c  p r inc ip les  and 
values i n t o  o the r  areas  of i n t e l l e c t u a l  labor.  
Of p a r t i c u l a r  importance is the appropriat ion of 
o b j e c t i v i t y  and r a t i o n a l i t y  i n  the  ques t  f o r  
' t r u t h ' .  These values served an important pro- 

f ess iona l  function i n  t h a t  their associa t ion 
with the new i n t e l l e c t u a l  forms of dependent 
'wage labor  ' gave the l a t t e r  a b a s i s  on which t o  
l a y  claim to  profess ional  autonomy, and thereby 
resist the r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of t h e i r  s k i l l s  on 
the  p a r t  of the  c a p i t a l  t h a t  employed them. 



Journalism w a s  no except ion  to t h i s  movement; 
as it became a s e p a r a t e ,  f u l l  time occupat ion i n  
t h e  employ of la rge-sca le  c a p i t a l ,  so  t h e  c la im 
to p ro fes s iona l  s t a t u s  i n  gene ra l ,  and objec- 
t i v e  p r a c t i c e  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  developed as a 
b a s i s  f o r  autonomy and p r e s t i g e .  Commitment t o  
o b j e c t i v i t y  , t h e n ,  served a dua l  purpose : on 
the  one hand it enabled me r s  to fend o f f  
p o t e n t i a l  p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r f e r e n c e  on t h e  grounds 
t h a t  p re s s  monopolies contravened freedom of 
speech; on the  o t h e r  hand it enabled employee 
j o u r n a l i s t s  to fend of f  e d i t o r i a l  i n t e r f e r e n c e  
on t h e  grounds t h a t  o b j e c t i v i t y  meant profes-  
s iona l i sm,  and profess iona l i sm meant self-con- 
t r o l .  

Hence the a s s o c i a t i o n  between news and t h e  
new middle c l a s s :  t hese  s t r a t a  emerged from t h e  
t u r n  of t h e  cen tu ry  onward a s  a new dominant 
agency of s o c i a l  power with the  growth of t h e  
co rpo ra t ion  and [ l a t e r ]  t he  state as t h e  p r i n c i -  
p a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  of p o l i t i c a l  and economic l i f e ,  
and wi th  t h e  gradual  s h i f t i n g  of t h e  mechanisms 
of s o c i a l  c o n t r o l  from coercion to consent .  
Global ly ,  t h i s  change is  r e g i s t e r e d  most c l e a r l y  
i n  t he  emergence of bu reauc ra t i c  and profess ion-  
a l  r a t i o n a l i s m  i n  which t h e  o rgan iza t iona l  p r in -  
c i p l e s  of o b j e c t i v i t y  and e t h i c a l  n e u t r a l i t y  
became, as Max Weber w e l l  app rec i a t ed ,  t h e  
' i d e a l '  b a s i s  of work o r i e n t a t i o n  and career 
commitment i n  a c l a s s  t h a t  w a s  economically 
p r iv i l eged  y e t  e s s e n t i a l l y  p rope r ty l e s s .  The 
upper middle-classness of news, t h e n ,  is  more 
than a ' b i a s '  of news contents :  it is  a p a r t i -  
c u l a r  s t r u c t u r i n g  of the  forms of s o c i a l  
knowledge - gene ra l ly  and s p e c i f i c a l l y  - from 
which a l imi t ed  a r r a y  of con ten t s  is  ab le  to 
arise. The 'on - the  - one - hand - on - t h e  - 
other-ism' t o  which o b j e c t i v i t y  i s ,  i n  p r a c t i c e ,  
reduced, r e p r e s e n t s  t he  bu reauc ra t i c  balancing 
of a l t e r n a t i v e s  i n  a way t h a t  appears  t o  
dispense with a r b i t r a r y  judgment and the  one- 
s ided  imposi t ion of a p a r t i c u l a r  set of views 



and opinions a t  t h e  expense of another .  The 
methodology of o b j e c t i v e  empir ica l  i nqu i ry  un- 
e a r t h s  t h e  I f a c t s '  [whose per t inence  i s  u n l i k e l y  
to be brought i n t o  s e r i o u s  ques t ion  I , on t h e  
b a s i s  of which [un ive r sa l ]  reason can d r a w  rea- 
sonable conclusions.  

11. 
The p r a c t i c e  of objectivity-through-impar- 

t i a l i t y  comprises only one element of t he  
broader  ideology of p ro fe s s iona l  journa l  i s m .  
There a r e  f u r t h e r  e lements  germane t o  t h e  ques- 
t i o n  of ideology and news t h a t  r e q u i r e  d iscus-  
s ion .  I f  we break news product ion down i n t o  i t s  
component s t a g e s  it becomes clear t h a t  ob jec t -  
i v i t y  p e r t a i n s  l a r g e l y  t o  t hose  of data co l l ec -  
t i o n  and s t o r y  cons t ruc t ion .  Both s t a g e s  pre-  
suppose what a s p e c t s  of t h e  real world are al- 
ready newsworthy and t h e r e f o r e  warrant  t h e  
a t t e n t i o n  of t h e  j o u r n a l i s t  as p o t e n t i a l  news. 
Although t h e  r e p e r t o i r e  of news con ten t  must be 
viewed as a s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n  r a t h e r  t han  a 
ma t t e r  of pure ly  personal  j o u r n a l i s t i c  choice ,  
it nonethe less  r e p r e s e n t s  a cont inuous produc- 
t i o n  and reproduct ion of newsworthiness i n  ac- 
cordance wi th  p r a c t i c a l  norms of d i sc r imina t ion .  

Although it is impossible t o  g ive  any s i n -  
g l e ,  all-embracing d e f i n i t i o n  of newsworthiness,  
e can i d e n t i f y  controversy and e x t r a o r d i n a r i -  
ness  a s  i t s  p r i n c i p a l ,  p r a c t i c a l  criteria. News 
i s ,  by d e f i n i t i o n  of course ,  about what is novel 
and r e c e n t ,  bu t  such a d e f i n i t i o n  only narrows 
down so  f a r  t he  range of p o t e n t i a l  newsworthy 
data. What i s  of crucial importance is  novel ty  
t h a t  is a t  t h e  same time unusual o r  controver-  
s ia l  i n  i t s  c h a r a c t e r  and e f f e c t s .  So f a r  a s  
p o l i t i c a l  journalism is concerned, controversy 
is t h e  prime cons ide ra t ion .  The i n s t i t u t i o n a l i -  
za t ion  of oppos i t ion  i n  t h e  party-based systems 
of par l iamentary democracy tends  t o  s p i l l  over  
and c o l o r  most a spec t s  of p o l i t i c a l  news wi th  a 
sense of controversy.  This  arises from the  



widespread dependency of j o u r n a l i s t s  on p o l i t i -  
c i a n s  as news sources ,  and from the  formal need 
t o  balance accounts  i n  p u r s u i t  of o b j e c t i v i t y .  
For news ou t s ide  the  d i r e c t l y  p o l i t i c a l  sphere ,  
the p r i n c i p a l  c r i t e r i o n  of newsworthiness - t h e  
"primary o r  c a r d i n a l  news value" - is unusual- 
ness  : happenings o u t  of t h e  ord inary .  [ 1 5 I In  
p r a c t i c e ,  t he  a p p l i c a t i o n  of cont roversy  and 
unusualness as t h e  benchmarks of newsworthiness 
occurs  a g a i n s t  a background of assumptions about  
what i s ,  obverse ly ,  unnewsworthy - normal, 
o rd ina ry ,  uncont rovers ia l  - whose form and sub- 
s t ance  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  shrouded i n  s i l e n c e .  The 
impl ica t ion  of t h i s  is t h a t  because of its noisy  
preoccupat ion wi th  the  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  and 
ex t r ao rd ina ry ,  news c o n t r i b u t e s  to the  s t ren-  
g thening  of a fundamental s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  and 
economic consensua l i ty  i n  which t h e  'outcome' of 
ideology c o n s i s t s .  

While t h i s  consensua l i t y  i s  a fundamentally 
moral c o n s t r u c t ,  t he  outcome of s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  
of power and c o n f l i c t ,  it does n o t  gene ra l ly  
appear openly as such. Through t h e  agency of 
myth s o c i a l i t y  becomes ' n a t u r a l i z e d ' ,  evacuated 
of its r e l a t i o n a l  and h i s t o r i c a l  s p e c i f i c i t y  , 
and de-formed i n t o  an a t t r i b u t e  of na ture . [ l61  
The e f f e c t  of t h i s  na tura l i sm is c r u c i a l  to the  
'work' of ideology:  once n a t u r a l i z e d  t h e  sub- 
s tance  of moral consensus t akes  on t h e  appearan- 
ce  and import of something timeless, e t e r n a l ,  
i n e v i t a b l e ,  necessary.  Those groups and a c t i v i -  
t i e s  excluded o u t s i d e  i t s  per imeters  a r e  f u r t h e r  
marginal ized and devalued,  contaminated i n  t h e  
s o c i a l  consciousness  as unna tu ra l .  Through t h e  
agency of myth, dominant ideology appropr i a t e s  
and s o c i a l i z e s  na tu re  i n  o r d e r  t o  deny t h e  ex i s -  
tance of t h e  s o c i a l  as d i s t i n c t  and se l f -pro-  
duced . 

Empir ica l ly ,  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  of newsworthi- 
ness  i n  terms of the  ex t r ao rd ina ry  and contro-  
v e r s i a l  has  proven t o  be both r e l a t i v e l y  s t a b l e  
and s e l e c t i v e  i n  substance as w e l l  as form. I t  



is  s e l e c t i v e  i n  t h a t  e x t r a o r d i n a r i n e s s  i s  typi -  
f i e d ,  and these  types l i m i t e d  i n  scope and f o r -  
m a t .  Only c e r t a i n  c a t e g o r i e s  of ex t r ao rd ina ry  
event  r o u t i n e l y  r ece ive  news coverage, such as 
s t r i k e s ,  cr ime,  d i s a s t e r ,  s canda l ,  crisis and s o  
on. There is an i m p l i c i t  topography of power i n  
this p a t t e r n .  The a c t i v i t i e s  of economic 
e l i tes ,  f o r  example, are r e l a t i v e l y  inunune t o  ' 
j o u r n a l i s t i c  i nqu i ry  by v i r t u e  of t h e  pr ivacy  
accorded to  p r i v a t e  property.  Only when t h e  
a c t i v i t i e s  of c a p i t a l  become c l e a r l y  a s soc i a t ed  
with t h e  major c a t e g o r i e s  of e s t a b l i s h e d  news 
t a l k ,  such a s  crime o r  cr is is ,  are they  covered 
as genera l  news. Otherwise, news of c a p i t a l  i s  
g e n e r a l l y  segregated and confined t o  those  sec-  
t i o n s  of s p e c i a l i s t  coverage such as the  'bus i -  
ness  ' news. S t r i k e s  by l a b o r ,  f o r  example, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  if they  involve phys i ca l  o r  verba l  
v io l ence ,  r ece ive  gene ra l  news coverage - along 
with crime news, d i s a s t e r  news, and o t h e r  types  
of bad news. ' S t r i k e s  ' by c a p i t a l ,  on t h e  o t h e r  
hand, u sua l ly  do not .  They are presented  e i t h e r  
i n  t he  bus iness  s e c t i o n s ,  o r  i n  more a b s t r a c t  
terms as news of t he  'economy'. Indeed, t h e  
very not ion  t h a t  ac t ion  on t h e  p a r t  of the  
p rope r t i ed  to withhold investment c a p i t a l  i s  
a k i n  t o  t h e  withdrawal of l a b o r  by s t r i k i n g  
workers,  is gene ra l ly  a l i e n  to t h e  rece ived  
assumptions and concepts  of newswork. For l a b o r  
to s t r i k e  [a term t h a t  carries obvious connota- 
t i o n s  of f o r c e  and violence1 sugges ts  a range of 
s i t u a t i o n s  whose leg i t imacy is ques t ionable  - 
d e s p e r a t i o n ,  lawlessness ,  g reed ,  etc. For capi -  
tal  to reduce investment ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, 
appears  simply as a ' n a t u r a l '  d e c i s i o n  i n  l i g h t  
of "na tu ra l  " economic r a t i o n a l i t y .  

H i s t o r i c a l l y ,  t h e s e  r e g u l a r  c a t e g o r i e s  of 
news have been f a i r l y  s t a b l e ,  though new 
examples have o f t e n  been incorpora ted  i n t o  t h e i r  
formats.  S t r i k e s ,  cr im,  and p o l i t i c s ,  i n  par- 
t i c u l a r ,  have been s tandard  news f a r e  s i n c e  t h e  
permanent advent of t h e  d a i l y  p re s s  i n  the last  



century. This s t a b i l i t y  p inpoints  something of a 
cont radic t ion  whose ideologica l  value is impor- 
t a n t .  While controversy and ext raordinar iness  
may be the p r inc ipa l  ways i n  which news- 
worthiness is defined , the  concrete types of 
cont rovers ia l  o r  ext raordinary  event t h a t  con- 
s t i t u t e  news copy are themselves rou t ine  and 
predic table .  The empirical  incidence of s t r i k e s  
o r  crime, f o r  ins t ance ,  may be unpredictable;  
t h e i r  newsworthiness, however, is not  given 
t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  s i z e  and impact. Ideologica l ly ,  
both the  ordinary and the  extraordinary have a 
f a m i l i a r  and p red ic tab le  c a s t  t o  them; each may 
be recognized s o c i a l l y  i n  a r e a d i l y  'obvious '  
and unproblematic way. In making t h e  unusual a s  
rout ine  as the normal, news t a l k  represents  a 
genera l  commitment t o  the  d e s i r a b i l i t y  of order  
and s t a b i l i t y .  It a l s o  serves to b lun t  t h e  
threa tening charac ter  of bad news by confining 
its contents  to rou t ine ,  f ami l i a r  groups and 
a c t i v i t i e s  : bad news may be bad, but the re  i s  
some c m f o r t  i n  knowing t h a t  i t s  badness i s  
rou t ine  and obvious. 

The e f f e c t  of t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  d e f i n i t i o n  of 
newsworthiness is  s u p e r f i c i a l l y  paradoxical .  In 
a world t h a t  genera l ly  considers  i t s e l f  the  b e s t  
of poss ib le  worlds, news i s  preoccupied with 
' th ings  - going - wrong'. Crime, t e r ro r i sm,  
s t r i k e s ,  d i s a s t e r s ,  scandals ,  corrupt ion ,  crisis 
- the  standard ca tegor ies  of news t a l k  share  a 
common focus on s o c i a l  and na tu ra l  d i so rde r ,  
the  p o t e n t i a l  t h r e a t  to  and breakdown of the  
normal rou t ines  t h a t  cha rac te r i ze  t h e  mundane. 
I t  is important to  emphasize here t h a t  the media 
do not  c r e a t e  'bad news ' from scra tch .  The 
substance of bad news is received,  and does no t  
normally need to be e x p l i c i t l y  i d e n t i f i e d  a s  
such to be recognized f o r  what it ' is . [ 171 The 
source of t h i s  recept ion  is the  dominant 
ideology, of which news forms but  one p a r t .  The 
raw mate r i a l s  f o r  bad news a r e  given i n  the  
bas ic  f e a t u r e s  of the  dominant ideology, and are 



worked up i n t o  t h e  news product by t h e  media. 
By v i r t u e  of their infringement on the  values of 
p r i v a t e  property and individualism, s t r i k e s ,  f o r  
example, i n i t i a l l y  acquire t h e i r  s t a t u s  a s  bad 
news outs ide  the  a c t u a l  apparatus of journalism. 
A s  the  l a t t e r  appropriates its mater ia l  from the 
dominant ideology, it therefore  works with t h e  
l i m i t a t i o n s  already b u i l t  i n t o  those materials .  
Much l i k e  parliamentary democracy, on whose 
p rac t i ces  journalism's attempts to 'get-both- 
sides-of-the-story' is modelled, t h i s  does not 
mean t h a t  the media always agree on the causes 
and e f f e c t s  of bad news; it does mean, however, 
t h a t  they normally can and do take f o r  granted 
what i s  bad about bad news. 

Bad news, then,  is general ly premised on a 
consensus about i ts  badness. To recognize this 
i s  to unravel the  paradox, a t  least i n  pa r t .  
Functionally speaking, the  ideological  value of 
bad news l ies i n  i ts  a b i l i t y  to i d e n t i f y ,  i n  a 
r e l a t i v e l y  u n c r i t i c a l  way, the  forms which 
t h r e a t s  to the dominant ideology and i ts  s o c i a l  
order assume. By expel l ing  t h r e a t s  t o  t h e  mar- 
g ins  of the  consensus those who dev ia te  from i ts  
p r i n c i p l e s ,  bad news does make f o r  good 
ideology: it re-af f irms i m p l i c i t l y  the  normal- 
ness of normality and t h e  natura lness  of nature.  
In  t h i s  r e spec t ,  the  very f a c t  t h a t  news ac- 
counts may no t  necessar i ly  agree upon t h e  speci- 
f i c  causes and e f f e c t s  of bad news ac tua l ly  
strengthens t h e  consensus a t  a deeper l e v e l  of 
taken-for-grantedness. The fact t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  
news accounts may d i sagree ,  f o r  example, about 
whether labour o r  management is ' r e a l l y t  t o  
'blame' f o r  a p a r t i c u l a r  s t r i k e  helps  t o  d is -  
place our a t t e n t i o n  away from asking why the  
cause of s t r i k e s  is a mat ter  f o r  'blamet i n  the  
f i r s t  place. Like parliamentary democracy, t h i s  
points  to a fundamental consensus of goals ,  
d isplac ing d i s s e n t  and c o n f l i c t  to the  quest ion 
of means whose range of l eg i t ima te  a l t e r n a t i v e s  



is already l imi ted  by t h a t  very consensus. 

The t h i r d  element of j o u r n a l i s t i c  p r a c t i c e  
t h a t  cont r ibutes  to the  ideologica l  charac ter  of 
news is empiricism. In  some r e s p e c t s ,  this 
overlaps w i t h  both o b j e c t i v i t y  and the  c r i t e r i a  
of newsworthiness. The separa t ion  of ' f a c t 1  and 
' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ' ,  f o r  example, is c e n t r a l  t o  
both empiricism and o b j e c t i v i t y ,  and h igh l igh t s  
the  f a c t  t h a t  both der ive  u l t ima te ly  from t h e  
ideology of s c i e n t i f i c  r a t i o n a l i t y  appropriated 
a t  the  tu rn  of the  century by the  ascendant 
c l a s s  of ' i n t e l l e c t u a l '  labour.  S imi la r ly ,  the  
emphasis i n  news s t o r y  cons t ruct ion  upon 
'dramat,  ' a c t i o n ' ,  and 'conflict/confrontation' 
points  to the  ways i n  which the  empiricism of 
news presenta t ion  i s  blended i n t o  the  emphasis 
upon ext raordinar iness  a s  a primary c r i t e r i o n  of 
newsworthiness. It a l s o  po in t s  t o  the  confla- 
t i o n  of ' r e a l i t y '  and ' f i c t i o n ' .  By r e s o r t i n g  
t o  t h e  dramatic metaphor t o  emphasize the  ext ra-  
ordinar iness  and impact of news events ,  t h i s  
empiricism simultaneously bet rays  i t s  mythical 
roo t s :  the  realism of the  news t e x t  c o n s i s t s  
p r e c i s e l y  i n  i ts  remoteness from everyday l i f e .  
The empiricism of the  news is fundamentally 
a b s t r a c t .  

This is  c l e a r l y  i l l u s t r a t e d  through two 
major ways i n  which empiricism plays a d i r e c t  
r o l e  i n  the  ideologica l  cons t ruct ion  of news. 
The f i r s t  is the  emphasis upon 'immediacy' and 
' a c t u a l i t y 1  . By d e f i n i t i o n ,  the  news i s  about 
novelty and recency : events-as- they-are-happen- 
ing-in-the-here-and-now . In many respec t s  , the 
whole development of news technology- photograp- 
hy,  sound recording,  f i l m ,  etc. - is  a h i s t o r y  
of accentuat ing the  r e a l i z a t i o n  of immediacy and 
a c t u a l i t y .  It i s  p a r a l l e l e d ,  moreover, by chan- 
ges i n  the  s o c i a l  self-conception of journalism 
t h a t  a l s o  speak t o  a heightened preoccupation 



with  documenting the  immediate a s  it a c t u a l l y  
happens : "live-eye news " , "eyewitness news " , 
e t c . ,  r e g i s t e r  t h i s  concern wi th  l i t t l e  arnbigu- 
i t y  . 

The i d e o l o g i c a l  import of t h i s  concern with 
immediacy and a c t u a l i t y  is double-edged. By 
a t tempt ing  t o  r e a l i z e  immediacy i n  t h e  temporal 
sense ,  news accounts p lay  down t h e  ques t ion  of 
h i s t o r i c a l  connectedness and development. To be 
s u r e ,  news s t o r i e s  of major propor t ions  a r e  
normally accompanied by some a t t e n t i o n  t o  'back- 
ground ' ,  i n  which r e l e v a n t  d e t a i l s  from previous  
occurrences are provided to ' f i l l  i n '  t h e  cur- 
r e n t  s t o r y  and a s s i s t  reader  understanding.  
What t h i s  amounts t o ,  however, i s  t h e  appropria-  
t i o n  of t he  p a s t  without  h i s t o r y .  The p a s t  i s  
c a l l e d  up to  bear  wi tness ,  b u t  only i n  t h e  sense 
t h a t  it is a r e p o s i t o r y  of o t h e r  d i s c r e t e  
' events  ' and occurrences.  [ 1 81 News empiricism 
c o l l a p s e s  t h e  p a s t  i n t o  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  evacuat ing  
real h i s t o r y  of i ts  h i s t o r i c a l  s p e c i f i c i t y ,  and 
homogenizing i ts  substance i n t o  more-of-the-same 
s t r i k e s  o r  crimes o r  scandals  o r  c r i s e s  and s o  
on. The p a s t  becomes a l e s s  immediate vers ion  
of t he  p re sen t .  

A s  news empiricism d e h i s t o r i c i z e s  h i s t o r y ,  
s o  it de-soc ia l izes  and n a t u r a l i z e s  t h e  s o c i a l .  
Immediacy i n  i t s  second sense connotes un-media- 
t i on :  d i r e c t n e s s  of communication i n  which 
a c t u a l i t y  is conveyed i n  uncontaminated, p r i s -  
t i n e  form from a c t o r  to reade r .  The development 
of both news technology and t h e  p r a c t i c e  of 
r e p o r t i n g  t h e  If acts ' have been d i r e c t e d  towards 
he ighten ing  the  e x t e n t  to which news i s  seen a s  
a f a i t h f u l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of t he  a c t u a l  , and 
thus  reducing t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which it i s  seen  a s  
mediated by news p ro fe s s iona l s  i n  i t s  transmis-  
s i o n  from source t o  r e c e i v e r .  The l a t t e r  is 
i n s e r t e d  d i r e c t l y  i n t o  t h e  news d i scour se  as-it- 
appears-to-happen: see ing  f i l m  and photographs, 
reading  d i r e c t  quo ta t ions  from sources ,  a l l  
encourage u s  t o  r e a d  the  news a s  a d i r e c t  pro- 



duct ion ,  not  a s  an abs t rac ted  account of what 
took place.  The e f f e c t  of t h i s  is an ideolo- 
g i c a l ,  i . e .  u n c r i t i c a l ,  natural ism: viewing t i m e  
and t i m e  again violence and d is rupt iveness  of 
s t r i k e s ,  f o r  example, we ' n a t u r a l l y '  come t o  
assume s t r i k e s  mean violence and d is rupt ion .  

Related t o  t h e  e f f e c t s  of t h i s  s t r i v i n g  to 
capture immediacy and a c t u a l i t y  is a second 
aspect  of news empiricism t h a t  cont r ibutes  to 
its a b s t r a c t ,  and ideologica l ,  charac ter  : t he  
tendency to personal ize  news events .  This has 
two implicat ions.  The f i r s t  is t h a t  it high- 
l i g h t s  the  i n a b i l i t y  of news empiricism t o  dea l  
w i t h  s o c i a l  process; news accounts reduce t h e  
continuous, c ross-cut t ing  f l u x  of s o c i a l  l i f e  t o  
s p e c i f i c  , d i s c r e t e  ac t ions  with i d e n t i f i a b l e  , 
v e r i f i a b l e  - i n  s h o r t :  obvious - parameters. 
This is accomplished by s e l e c t i n g  those who 
appear t o  'make the  news, i .e . t he  most r e a d i l y  
i d e n t i f i a b l e  agents to  whom newsworthy events  
can be v i s i b l y  a t t r i b u t e d :  it is  i n  t h i s  sense 
t h a t  s t r i k e r s  , r a t h e r  than management, ' cause 
s t r i k e s ,  cr iminals  crime, and so  on. The e f f e c t  
of t h i s  dove ta i l s  with t h a t  of immediacy and 
a c t u a l i t y ,  r e in fo rc ing  the tendency t o  de-con- 
t e x t u a l i z e  t h e i r  sub jec t  - matter .  This pro- 
cess  of abs t rac t ion  is  compounded, secondly, by 
the  tendency to indiv idual ize  news subjec ts .  
Even i n  cases  such a s  s t r i k e s  where the  ac t ing  
sub jec t  is conceivably a c o l l e c t i v e  one, news 
empiricism reduces t h i s  t o  the  ac t ions  o r  s t a t e -  
ments of individual  subjec ts :  the  c o l l e c t i v e  
s u b j e c t ,  by impl ica t ion ,  e x i s t s  only temporarily 
and i n  some sense a r t i f i c i a l l y ,  a s  the  con junc- 
t i o n  of sepa ra te  individual  subjec ts  shar ing  
something p a r t i a l  i n  common. In t h i s  r e spec t ,  
the  personal iza t ion  of the  news r e f l e c t s  the 
wider ideology of individualism t h a t  s u s t a i n s  i t  
and is  sus ta ined by it: the  only permanent 
r e a l i t y  of the  world is the  r e a l i t y  of indivi -  
dual  sub jec t s .  

The import of t h i s  empiricism i s  n o t ,  a s  



Phi l ips  has argued, t h a t  news is  confined by a 
"logic of the concreteI1 .[ 191 To the contrary,  
the e f f e c t  of t h i s  empiricism is  t o  render news 
highly abs t rac ted;  news accords with a log ic  of 
abs t rac ted  empiricism. The l o g i c  of t h e  con- 
c r e t e  is a logic  of the t o t a l i t y ,  of i n t e r r e l a -  
tedness - concrete:  concrescere: to grow togeth- 
er. News accounts a r e  l imited p rec i se ly  i n  
t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  capture the  'concrete '  i n  t h i s  
sense; they de-contextualize, a b s t r a c t  t h e i r  
sub jec t  matter  from its real i n t e r r e l a t i o n s ,  
presenting it as a d i s c r e t e ,  self-contained 
n a r r a t i v e  with d i sce rn ib le  parameters-abstract: 
abtrahere:  to draw out/remove. 

To grasp t h i s  abstractedness is  t o  grasp 
what is fundamentally ideological  about news 
accounts. Cambined toge the r ,  empiricism, ob jec- 
t i v i t y ,  and the c r i t e r i a  of newsworthiness can- 
p r i s e  what has been var ious ly  c a l l e d  a "news 
perspective" a news Inframe " and "net" and a 
'dominant view". [ 20 I In  d i f f e r e n t  ways what 
these  po in t  to is t h a t  news accounts a r e  ideolo- 
g i c a l  i n  t h a t  they are both s e l e c t i v e  and occlu- 
s i v e  Clear ly ,  news abs t rac t s  its raw materials - 
from the  continuous, i n t e r s e c t i n g  processes of 
everyday s o c i a l  l i f e ,  an a c t i v i t y  t h a t  neces- 
s a r i l y  e n t a i l s  se lec t ion  from an i n f i n i t e  stream 
of p o t e n t i a l  data.  This se lec t ion ,  a s  we have 
noted, takes p lace  i n  accordance with norms t h a t  
are so deeply embedded i n  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  rou t ines  
of profess ional  journalism t h a t  they are la rge ly  
taken-f or-granted by the p r a c t i t i o n e r s  themsel- 
ves. The s e l e c t i v i t y  of news, i n  o t h e r  words, 
is i n s t i t u t i o n a l  r a t h e r  than personal.  Its 
e f f e c t ,  nonetheless,  is t h a t  news accounts are 
p a r t i a l  accounts, s t ructured according to  t h e  
regnant r u l e s  of newsworthiness and format, 
r u l e s  which lautomatical ly '  include c e r t a i n  da ta  
and exclude o the rs .  



The p a r t i a l i t y  of news accounts p o i n t s ,  
obversely, to t h e i r  occlusiveness . By i t s e l f  , 
however, t h i s  does no t  t e l l  us much: a l l  ac- 
counts a re  p a r t i a l  inasmuch as they must 
necessa r i ly  a b s t r a c t  the  p e r t i n e n t  from an i n f i -  
n i t e  stream of p o t e n t i a l  d a t a  - what is  included 
the re fo re  s tands  i n  [usually s i l e n t 1  r e l a t i o n  t o  
what is  l e f t  out .  The ideological-ness of news 
c o n s i s t s  i n  more than the  f a c t  t h a t  c e r t a i n  
fonns of knowledge and ways of knowing a re  deva- 
lued a s  unnatural .  Despite,  indeed because of 
modern journalism's commitment to n a r r a t i v e  
' rea l i sm'  and objec t iv i ty- through- impar t ia l i ty ,  
the  accounting procedures of newswork genera l ly  
presuppose dominant s o c i a l  forms a s  q u i t e  natu- 
ral. The p rac t i ces  f o r  which academics c r i t i -  
c i z e  news - persona l i za t ion ,  preoccupation with 
c o n f l i c t  and confronta t ion ,  r a d i c a l  empiricism, 
abs t rac t ion  from h i s t o r i c a l  and s t r u c t u r a l  
context ,  emphasis upon the  dev ian t ,  and so on - 
are a l l  elements of a received methodology t h a t  
m i l i t a t e  aga ins t  the  development of a c r i t i c a l  
mode of inqui ry  capable of penet ra t ing  beneath 
the  surface of immediate appearances. To re- 
i t e r a t e :  the  p a r t i a l i t y  and occlusiveness of 
news accounts must be understood as the  func t ion  
of a p a r t i c u l a r  methodology f o r  knowing and not 
knowing about the  world, and more than simply 
the  preference of journa l i s t s  f o r  c e r t a i n  types 
of news s t o r i e s  over o thers .  

By s t r e s s i n g  t h a t  the  ideological-ness of 
news is embedded a t  the  l e v e l  of form and metho- 
dology we a re  able  t o  grasp  how news tends 
u n c r i t i c a l l y  to reproduce r e l a t i o n s  of domina- 
t i o n ,  without succumbing t o  f u n c t i o n a l i s t  over- 
s impl i f i ca t ion  . The ideologica l  charac ter  of 
news does not wrap it up i n  a kind of simple 
[ i  .e. u n c r i t i c a l 1  closure t h a t  reduces it - 
indeed ideology i n  general  - t o  a pure m i m e t i c  
funct ion ,  f a i t h f u l l y  represent ing  and re inforc-  
ing t h e  ' s t a t u s  quo ' . To equate ideology and 
the  ' s t a t u s  quo' is to f a l l  prey to the  l imi ta-  



t i o n s  of an a b s t r a c t e d  empiricism s i m i l a r  t o  
t h a t  f o r  which newswork i t s e l f  is c r i t i c i z e d .  
Ideology does no t  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  ' s t a t u s  q u o ' ;  
indeed,  t h e  very not ion  of the  ' s t a t u s  quo' i s  
fundamentally i d e o l o g i c a l  inasmuch a s  it d e p i c t s  
s o c i a l  r e a l i t y  a s  f rozen ,  th ing- l ike  , r a t h e r  
than  as a process  of con t inua l  movement i n  which 
t h e r e  e x i s t s  a t ens ion  o r  con t r ad ic t ion  between 
s t a b i l i t y  and change. Ideology reproduces domi- 
nant  s o c i a l  forms without  'merely'  reproducing 
t h e i r  h i s t o r i c a l l y  s p e c i f i c  con ten t s .  That it 
can do so  p o i n t s  to the  inhe ren t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  
that permeate a s o c i e t y  of dominat ion,  cont ra -  
d i c t i o n s  t h a t  ideology n e c e s s a r i l y  r e g i s t e r s  
though not  n e c e s s a r i l y  i n  any obvious way. To 
say t h a t  news is ideo log ica l ,  then ,  means t h a t  
news too  r e g i s t e r s  t hese  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  , bu t  
does so  i n  ways t h a t  myst i fy r a t h e r  than deny 
them. Cont rad ic t ion  is  my s t i f  i e d  as d i s c r e t e  
c o n f l i c t ,  and d i sp l aced  away from t h e  l e v e l  of 
ends to t h a t  of means; change is mys t i f i ed  a s  
novel ty ;  and both are mys t i f i ed  as ' even t s '  w i th  
e f f e c t s  b u t  no r e a l  causes beyond t h e  motives of 
t he  immediate p a r t i c i p a n t s .  

News a s  ideology is t h e r e f o r e  both c losed  
and open. It is  c losed  i n  t h a t  news accounts  
c o n t r i b u t e  i m p l i c i t l y ,  through t h e i r  presupposi-  
t i o n s  about what news is and how newswork i s  
done, t o  t h e  reproduct ion  of o rde r  and consen- 
s u a l i t y .  A t  the  same t ime,  news is open i n  t h a t  
o r d e r  and consensua l i t y  a r e  n o t  f i x e d  o r  f r o z e n ,  
bu t  are f l u i d ,  t h e i r  con ten t s  on the  move, s ince  
they  are premised upon c o n t r a d i c t i o n  and con- 
f l i c t .  Ideology works, a s  f u n c t i o n a l i s t  theory 
stresses; bu t  it does s o  only  a t  t h e  p r i c e  of 
having to cont inue to work. Ideology cannot  
f i n i s h  its work once and f o r  a l l ,  and retire 
f r a n  the  scene. The con t r ad ic t ion  of r e l a t i o n s  
of domination is  t h a t  t h e  product ion of o rde r  
from c o n f l i c t  s e t s  i n  motion a con t inua l  labour  
of ideology;  ideology is  open because it i s  
p e r p e t u a l l y  inchoate .  



Objec t iv i ty ,  newsworthiness, and empiricism 
fonn the  c e n t r a l  methodology of news a s  
ideology, the  instrument through which news 
takes on its ideologica l  charac ter .  While t h e  
form of t h e i r  operat ion i s  constrained s t r u c t u r -  
a l l y ,  they do not determine news content  i n  any 
absolute sense,  but  guide the  process towards 
c e r t a i n  outcomes a t  the  expense of o thers .  The 
apparent openness of any t e x t  i s ,  i n  r e a l i t y ,  
l imi ted  by the  tendency f o r  it to convey c e r t a i n  
' p re fe r red '  o r  'dominant' readings without ne- 
ga t ing  e n t i r e l y  the  [hypothet ica l  I p o s s i b i l i t y  
of o t h e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  It  i s  p rec i se ly  t h i s  
nebulous mixture of openness and c losure ,  of 
freedom and c o n s t r a i n ,  t h a t  enables ideology t o  
'work'. The ideological-ness of news c o n s i s t s  
i n  both allowing and requ i r ing  t h e  reader  t o  
i n s e r t  h i m h e r s e l f  i n t o  the  t e x t  to produce 
a c t i v e l y  prefer red  meanings a s  a thinking sub- 
ject. The reader  is  not  simply a 'consumer1 of 
predetermined content ,  but r a t h e r  an ac t ive  
agent ,  an accanplice of ideology, decoding t h e  
t e x t  i n  a seemingly independent way, but  with 
t o o l s  and methods fashioned and imparted by 
others.[211 And it i s  p rec i se ly  because of the  
requirement and allowance of s u b j e c t i v i t y  t h a t  
ideology can deny i t s e l f  a s  a r e l a t i o n  of domin- 
a t i o n ,  and por t ray  i t s e l f  a s  'merely1 a system 
of 'va lues '  and ' b e l i e f s ' .  

In d iscuss ing t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between news 
and ideology t h i s  paper has sought to emphasize 
two points .  The f i r s t  is  t h a t  d e s p i t e  the com- 
mitment of newswork t o  o b j e c t i v i t y  and empirical  
r ea l i sm,  news accounts are necessa r i ly  s e l e c t i v e  
and occlusive.  They a r e  p a r t i a l  r ep resen ta t ions  
of r e a l i t y  i n  t h a t  what they impart s tands  i n  
r e l a t i o n  to what they omit. Preoccupation with 
controversy and ext raordinar iness  and an or ien-  
t a t i o n  to i m p a r t i a l i t y ,  immediacy, personaliza-  



t i o n ,  and the  n a r r a t i v e  form a l l  s t r u c t u r e  news 
accounts i n  a p a r t i c u l a r  d i r e c t i o n  t h a t  obscures 
a s  it reveals .  The second i s  t h a t  t h i s  s t r u c t u r -  
ing  cannot be t r e a t e d  as  ' innocent '  , s ince  it 
r e g i s t e r s  i m p l i c i t l y  the  r e l a t i o n s  of power and 
con t ro l  t h a t  under l ie  s o c i a l  order .  To say t h a t  
news is ideo log ica l  is  t o  say  t h a t  news repro- 
duces dominant s o c i a l  forms i n  t h a t  it takes  
these  r e l a t i o n s  genera l ly  f o r  granted a s  q u i t e  
na tura l .  Ideology, then,  is fundamentally a way 
of knowing and ignoring that is  u n c r i t i c a l ,  
r a t h e r  than a body of knowledge t h a t  is untrue.  

The coro l l a ry  of t h i s  i s  t h a t  ideology 
cannot use fu l ly  be viewed as a monolithic fo rce  
a c t i n g  upon p a t i e n t  r e c i p i e n t s  i n  uniform, beha- 
v i o r i s t i c  fashion. It should be viewed as  a 
process of u n c r i t i c a l  i n t e l l i g e n c e  t h a t  e n l i s t s  
the  reader as an a c t i v e  sub jec t  who s u b j e c t i f i e s  
him o r  herse l f  i n  and through the  process of 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  This is p a r t i c u l a r l y  so in t h e  
case of news where the  'on-the-one-hand+n-the- 
other-ismt of p r a c t i c a l  i m p a r t i a l i t y  allows and 
requ i res  the  reader  t o  a r r i v e  a t  meaning and 
judgment i n  a seemingly independent and indivi -  
dual  way. That t h i s  form of balance s i g n i f i e s  
an i d e a l i s t  d i a l e c t i c s  of the  new middle-class, 
t h e  individualism of marketplace exchange where 
equivalence re igns ,  remains concealed. Whether 
reading the  news o r  watching T.V., t o  be an 
accanplice of ideology the  subjec t  must th ink  
n a t u r a l l y  . 
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