Fall 2002

History 210 News Project

Objectives and Guidelines

Professor Vizzini

A News Project—Yuck!
For all of you whose reaction matched the section heading above, lay aside any preconceptions concerning this assignment.  The news project may well be one of the most important university assignments that you undertake.  For the rest of your lives politicians, newscasters, friends, and family will attempt to persuade you into accepting certain views of things both big and small.  The news project assignment is all about learning how to assess what you see, hear, and read; again, regardless of whether it concerns U.S.-Chinese relations or the “real” story behind Uncle Fred and Aunt Mildred’s divorce.  

By now you have already learned that few people (or institutions for that matter) tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth.  People—and that includes all of us in this class—shape the truth.  At times we do so consciously.  As often as not, we do so subconsciously or without realizing that we are doing so.  Let’s consider one of the more common examples—corporate advertising.  Marketing representatives from Ford, Chevrolet, Dodge, Honda, and Volkswagen all want us to buy their products.  That is, after all, how they make their living, which is to say that they have a vested interest in persuading us to buy from them—keep this in mind, because we ALL have a vested interest in persuading others to buy something from us, even if it is just the notion that we are really nice, likeable people.  A Honda rep will likely extol the virtues of good gas mileage and high consumer satisfaction indexes.  A Ford rep, by contrast, is more likely to pitch the safety factors inherent in a larger and heavier vehicle.  Now, both of our hypothetical reps have just shaped the truth.  How did they do so?  Simply—through omission.  The fellow who wants you to buy the Civic probably is not going to raise the frontal crash ratings unless you ask.  The lady trying to sell you the Expedition, on the other hand, is hardly likely to call attention to gas mileage.

In reality, we know that our hypothetical example does not take into account the fact that Honda and Ford are targeting different markets or audiences when they attempt to sell the Civic and the Expedition.  How many of us, after all, go out looking for one and come home in the other?  Nonetheless, both companies carefully craft their marketing campaigns to emphasize certain traits and to de-emphasize others.  OK, so this is no big deal—you can always turn around and trade your vehicle in on another.  But consider the world of people and politics, where simple omissions or shifts in emphasis ultimately can result in policies that lead to death and destruction.  We all spend our lives sowing the seeds of harvests we will need to reap in the future.  The stakes simply do not come any higher, folks, and that is why we are undertaking this assignment.

Objectives
Upon completing the News Project assignment, you should understand that, regardless of their best intentions, journalists and photographers shape the truth.  

Upon completing the News Project assignment, you should understand that journalists and photographers are not alone in shaping the truth; rather, we ALL shape the truth.

Upon completing the News Project assignment, you should understand that we shape the truth as a means of telling a particular story or furthering a particular agenda.  You should also understand that a given agenda is not always an obvious or conscious one to the person involved.  Individual biases and prejudices may subconsciously shape an individual’s agenda.

Upon completing the News Project assignment, you should understand some of the means that journalists and photographers use in shaping the truth.  Omission is one example, as is emphasis or de-emphasis.

Upon completing the News Project assignment, you should understand the relationship between how the news is reported and the establishment of institutional policies.  For example, U.S. support of the Vietnam War did not change until journalistic depictions of the conflict changed.

Upon completing the News Project assignment, you should understand how news reports shape our own perceptions of what is taking place in the world around us.  

Upon completing the News Project assignment, you should always approach news reports from a critical perspective (i.e. ask questions and be prepared to assess what you are seeing, reading, or hearing).

Guidelines

General

1. Your task is to identify and discuss bias or agenda in the media.  Start by choosing a country or an issue.  Next, select the media that you will use in making your assessment.  Newsmagazines, either U.S. or foreign, are a good place to start.  Some common and more readily found examples include National Geographic, Life, Time, Newsweek, U.S. News and World Report.  Newspapers are also a great source for this assignment, especially ones like The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal, which are likely to cover a large variety of topics.  Many foreign newspapers, for their parts, have English language editions available on the internet.  

2. Once you select your topic, make an appointment with me so that we can discuss some strategies for doing the assignment.  The earlier the better, but in order to ensure that you have sufficient time to do the assignment and to do well on it.   We need to meet by October 16 at the latest.

 Specific—

1. When analyzing non-visual print media, establish the authors’ bias by looking at what they emphasize, de-emphasize, or omit.  Consider as well the particular language that they use.  Words are often loaded with connotations, and a simple word choice can result in something receiving a negative or positive spin solely on account of how it is described.  You need not be an Einstein to guess, for example, that an article entitled “The German Rape of Belgium” (a reference to the First World War) is not going to portray the Germans in a positive light.

2. Find out, wherever possible, as much as you can about the author.  An author’s race, class, gender, and nationality can all exert a powerful influence in how he or she shapes the news.

3. Consider the audience that the article or editorial is targeting.  The author is attempting to sell a product, and chances are that he or she will tailor the article/editorial to that audience.  The audience, then, not only is shaped by the news but, do to the realities of consumerism and marketing, can help to shape the news.  Consider the following analysis of National Geographic .   Catherine Lutz and Jane Collins note:  “In the 1950s and 1960s…the Geographic appealed to a middle-class audience with ‘mid-to-high-brow’ aspirations.  Membership profiles have consistently revealed a population slightly better educated, wealthy, and older than the population as a whole.  National Geographic was a recognizable emblem of conservative middle-class taste and of aspirations for education and a measure of sophistication.  While the view of American culture it promulgated was raceless and classless, egalitarian and generous, the naivete of such a view could only be ignored by those on the privileged side of race and class divisions.  Generally speaking, National Geographic helped white, upwardly mobile Americans to locate themselves in a changing world, to come to terms with their whiteness and relative privilege, and to deal with anxieties about their class position both national and international.”  (Lutz and Collins, 38)

4. When analyzing visual media, establish the photographers’ bias by looking for who or what is omitted, who or what is included, who or what might be “cropped” (i.e. just out of sight or around the corner).  Are the photographer’s subjects depicted as exotic?  Erotic?  Angry?  Sad?  Sympathetic?  What feelings does the photograph evoke in you?  Awe?  Revulsion? Anger?  Self-satisfaction?

5. This is arguably the most important factor of all—Determine how the context might affect how a country or issue is portrayed.  Consider for a moment how the First or Second World War impacted depictions of Germany and Germans in the U.S. press.  Did you know that Doctor Seuss (of Grinch and Cat in the Hat fame) got his start drawing particularly nasty political cartoons of German and Japanese Americans (to say nothing of Germans and Japanese) during the Second World War?  How do current depictions of German and Japanese Americans differ from those of Seuss?  What do you know of the present context that might explain what are (I’m betting) far more positive depictions?  How might the Cold War shape perceptions or depictions of countries and issues?  Finally, why might a foreign publication like the London Times take a less favorable view of President Bush’s economic plan than might a U.S. publication?

Grading Criteria
Technical—

1. The News Project assignment should be five pages in length, typed and double-spaced, with a font no larger than 12 pt.

2. Margins should be standard—1.25” on the left and right, with 1” margins at top and bottom.

3. The assignment must have a cover or title page bearing your project’s title, your name, your SSN, the date, and my name.

4. You must photocopy and attach in an appendix all photos, articles, or editorials cited in the paper.  You should also label them (i.e. Photo 1, Photo 2, Article 1, Article 2, etc.).

5. Be sure to properly cite when quoting or paraphrasing.  When citing or discussing a particular article or photograph, you can simply refer to it as Photo 1, Article 1, etc. 

6. IN ADDITION TO THE PRINT COPY YOU TURN IN, YOU MUST SUBMIT A COPY OF YOUR PAPER ON DISK.
General—

1.  Clarity—Can the reader understand what you are saying?  Stay clear of the “big” words and intellectual jargon.  The more times someone has to read something to understand it, the less clear it will be and the more it will affect your grade.

2.  Coherence—Do your examples support your thesis?  Does the paper flow naturally? Does the essay build smoothly to the conclusion or does it make too many pit stops?  Do each of your paragraphs represent self-contained portions of the argument or do they stray from point to point without themselves maturing and concluding naturally before moving on to the next paragraph?  Do you make effective transitions in moving from point to point and paragraph to paragraph?

3.  Grammar, Spelling—Yes, I do count grammar and spelling!  This does not necessarily receive the weight that other categories might, but bear in mind that misspellings and poor grammar make a paper more difficult to read, and a paper that is difficult to read and understand is going to have difficulty persuading its readers as to the veracity of its argument.   

4.  Structure—Does the paper have an introduction and a conclusion?  Does the paper have a thesis statement?    Good topic and concluding sentences in the individual paragraphs might fall in this category as well as that of coherence.  Are the paragraphs out of order?  That is, do the points presented in each paragraph lead naturally to those presented in the following paragraph or would the argument make more sense if the points were presented in a different order? 

A Final Note

*The Media Project is not an opinion paper.  Your task is not to demonstrate that opponents of gun control, abortion, etc. are right, wrong, or indifferent.  Your task is to select a wide range of sources dealing with a specific subject or area, and to analyze them for possible bias.

Possible Topics

The following list is by no means comprehensive.  Rather, these are topics that students have explored successfully in past 210 classes.  You may select a topic that is not on the list, but you must consult with me before doing so.  My goal is for you to do well on this project.  Consequently, I want to make sure that you select a topic and an approach that will fully satisfy the project’s requirements.

The Arab-Israeli Conflict

The Vietnam War Before and After the Tet Offensive

Media Perception of Afghanistan—1970s vs. 1990s

Media Perception of Russia—1960s and 1970s vs. 1990s

European Perceptions of U.S. Foreign Policy

Middle Eastern Perceptions of U.S. Foreign Policy

Media Perception of Mexico—1950s and 1960s vs. Today

Women in the Middle East

Media Perceptions of Chile—1970-72 vs. Late 1970s/Early 1980s

Media Perceptions of Nicaragua—Early 1970s vs. 1980s

European Perceptions of U.S. Presidents vs. American Perceptions of U.S. Presidents

Desegregation in the 1950s and 1960s—Northern Newspapers vs. Southern Newspapers

Perceptions of Civil Rights Leaders—Northern Publications vs. Southern Publications

Media Perceptions of Southeast Asia—1950s vs. 1970s

Media Perceptions of U.S. Involvement in Vietnam

Media Perception of Pakistan—1960s vs. 1990s

The Nuclear Power Debate Before and After Chernobyl

The Drug War—Domestic vs. Foreign Assessments

Media Coverage of U.S. Presidents Before and After Watergate

Media Coverage of Terrorism Before and After September 11, 2001

Free Trade and Globalization—U.S. Media vs. Foreign Media

The U.S. Economy—Assessing Different Views From the Left and the Right

Media Perceptions of the Muslim World Before and After September 11, 2001

Media Perceptions of the Russian-Chechnyan War

Foreign Heads of State—Domestic Publications vs. Foreign Publications

Remember, if you have questions, please ask.  In the meantime, good luck!

