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How to Read Western Media Closely

- 1. The Challenge of Diversity

“One World, One Dream”. We all know the motto of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games. And
we should all be proud to live in a world in which people work to live together harmoniously and
productively. If we hold to that goal, there is every reason to be hopeful about the future.

However, hope for the future is not based on the world becoming uniform and on everyone
doing the same thing in the same way. “One World, One Dream” does not mean the victory of
one culture or one language or one economic system over the others. “One World” is achieved
by celebrating diversity, and celebrating it harmoniously. Diire‘rsity requires us to reach out and
understand cultures and systems that are different from our own. It means being able to engage with
them. It means opening up. That is a challenge in every way: intellectual, emotional and spiritual.

Between China and the West there are many s1gn1ﬁcant cultural differences. And some of
the most striking of these are in the way the Chinese and Western media operate. We should
not exaggerate these differences. As in our economic systems, we have much more in common
than may appear at first sight. However, significant differences remain. This book explores what
those differences are and sets out to enable the Chinese reader to approach the Western press
intelligently and fruitfully. It explains the western approach to debate. It studies the role of the
western press in a capitalist context and how that affects the nature of journalism. It explains
the very different nature of humour and satire in the western media. Without an understanding
of these aspects of the Western press, it is difficult to extract the full underlying messages or to
develop a critical appreciation of Western journalism.

2. Why the Western Press is So Argumentative

We begin with a historical survey. Without some basic understanding of the history of the
western media, it is impossible to understand its single most distinguishing feature: its extremely
argumentative nature.

It is impossible not to notice the argumentative nature of the Western media. Often argument
is expressed in very strong terms, terms which Chinese readers may find impolite or discourteous.
Nothing demonstrates this more clearly than the cartoons, which are a regular feature of the
Western press and which to Chinese readers will often appear gross and in bad taste. Furthermore,
the Western press often engages in not only critical but also personally insulting writing about
its country’s leaders and public figures. This too may surprise or shock a Chinese reader. Why
is the West like this? There is a tendency to associate this freedom of expression with Western
democracy. Partly that is true. But it is not the whole story.

The tradition of sharp debate and savage satire goes back to an era before Western democracy
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as we know it today had fully developed. It begins with the religious controversies of the 16th

century. The Reformation in the 16th century split the Christian church in the West between
Roman Catholics, who continued to give their allegiance to the pope, and Protestants, who utterly
rejected his authority. Many of the theological debates which occurred then may seem to us
today to be intellectual, academic and sterile. At the time this was not the case. Governments and
peoples, convinced that they had a monopoly of the Truth, killed ruthlessly in order to stamp out
what they considered to be dangerous error. We are accustomed to thinking of the Cold War as
a deep and dangerous ideological struggle. The religious debates of the 16th and 17th centuries
were just as deep and dangerous, if not more so. ’

This, then, is where the sharp argumentative nature of Western culture finds its origin. And
the sharpness of the debates was particularly evident in Britain. In the mid-17th century Britain
suffered a civil war which was at least partly caused by religious differences between the king
and his opponents. One of the issues at stake was whether the King should be able to continue to
impose a particular form of religion on every citizen in the country, or whether there should be
greater religious freedom and independence. In 1644 the poet John Milton, who later served in the
government of Oliver Cromwell, published a major defence of press freedom called Areopagitica.

Then in the 1670s the first political parties, the Whigs and the Tories, were formed, once
again as a direct result of religious controversy. (The heart of the matter was a debate as to
whether a Roman Catholic should be able to succeed to the throne) Political parties caused the
tradition of debate to become embedded in British life. In parliament the two parties sat facing
each other and expected to disagree and argue. Abroad, many of the more advanced thinkers,
particularly in France, were very jealous of this tradition of free and open debate. The great
French writer, Voltaire, for example, praised England in his Lettres Anglaises.

In the early 18th century a coffee house culture grew up in England. In coffee houses people
would not only drink coffee but also read newspapers and discuss politics and literature. By 1720
there were 12 London and 24 provincial newspapers. A century later the figures had risen to 52
London newspapers and over 100 others.

From the late 18th century the newspapers were able to print accounts of debates in
parliament. This was a very important development. It led to the press being very argumentative
about politics. In 1807 an official record of those debates, Hansard, was created. Hansard is still
published today.'

¥ 3. The Development of Satire

The 18th century also saw the considerable development of political satire and political
cartoons. William Hogarth was the father of the political cartoon. He produced sequences

1 And since 1989 TV cameras have been allowed into the House of Commons.
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of pictures which, taken together, told moral tales sharply critical of English upper class life.
Marriage & la mode and The Rake’s Progress are the most famous. They proved extremely
popular and were converted into engravings for mass production. In fact there was so much
copying of Hégarth’s work that parliament brought in the first Intellectual Property Rights law,
the Copyright Act of 1735.

After Hogarth, James Gillray (1756—1815), George Cruickshank and others developed the
political cartoon more or less as we know it today. Gillray’s cartoons viciously satirized the royal
family® and ridiculed most of the leading politicians of his day. It is striking that this was years
before the Great Reform Act of 1832. When Gillray and Cruickshank were working, only a minute
proportion of the British population was able to vote. Democracy was as yet at a very limited stage of
development. Yet these cartoons were as rude and critical as anything before the 1960s. What’s more,
they were not usually resented by their targets. The Prince Regent, the later George IV (1820-1830),
is known to have collected cartoons of himself, as have many modem politicians.

Gillray and Cruickshank produced cartoons rather as artists produced pictures or prints. Full mass
production had to await the appearance of cartoons in newspapers and periodicals. The first cartoon to
be published in a newspaper dates from 1832.> For most of the 19th century the magazine Punch was
the most popular purveyor of cartoons to the general public. This initiated a tradition which is very
much alive today. The cartoons of public figures published in the press are often sharply critical and
unkind. Cartoonists frequently exaggerate their subjects’ striking or unusual physical features to add to
their ridicule. It is a mark of the power of the press that government and society to a very large degree
tolerate this. Such is the commitment to freedom of expression.

- 4, The Full Flowering of Press Freedom

The full flowering of that commitment to freedom of expression goes back to the
19th century and the philosophy of Liberalism which dominated Victorian England. It is no
coincidence that Liberalism and a free press developed at the same time. Freedom of expression
forms a major section of John Stuart Mill’s mid-19th century tract On Liberty, the classic
statement of western liberal thinking. Mill’s central idea is that the only justifiable reason for
interfering with or restricting another individual’s freedom is to prevent him from doing harm to
others. An essential part of Mill’s thinking was this commitment to freedom of expression, which
forms the entire long second chapter of On Liberty. It is often overlooked that Mill was not
here making a statement about human rights. His reasons for advocating freedom were entirely
utilitarian. He believed that freedom of expression and association led to more rapid social and

2 Interestingly, they did not try to suppress his work. King George IIT bought some of his work and the fiture George IV was one of
his clients. ;

3 The weekly periodical Punch, begun in 1841 and lasting until the 1990s, kept the tradition of political satire alive, although
its cartoons were much less savage than Gillray’s.
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economic progress. Liberals made a strong connection between a free society and one that was
competing strongly with the rest of the world in economic performance.

Only a few years before Mill wrote his landmark work, Britain’s first great war correspondent,
W.H. Russell of The Times, had exposed the appalling conditions of British soldiers in the Crimean
War and so prompted major army reform. Here was an outstanding example of a newspaper using
its influence to force a change in public policy.

The power of a press that was widely read by ordinary people was greatly feared by the rich
and powerful. As a result taxation of newspapers made it almost impossible for cheap newspapers
for the masses to be printed and circulate widely. However, leading Liberal politicians changed
all that. In 1855 the Stamp Act was repealed. And in 1861 William Gladstone, then Chancellor
of the Exchequer®, insisted on the repeal of the paper duties. These two measures removed the
taxes on newspapers and opened the way for a cheap free press in Britain.’ The rich and powerful
discovered their fears had been unfounded; there was no revolution as a result.

5. The Volume and Diversity of the Western Press

Britain is a relatively small country. It therefore has a significant number of newspapers
with a national readership. Today there are five serious daily newspapers: The Times (founded in
1785), The Guardian (1821)°, The Daily Telegraph (1855) and The Financial Times (1888) and
The Independent (1986). These used to be called broadsheets because of their large size.

Broadsheets contrast with the smaller tabloids which appeal to a less educated readership
and often pander to people’s worst instincts. The least appealing tabloid daily newspapers are
The Sun (founded in 1964) and The Daily Mirror (1903). The Weekly News of the World, which
began in 1843 as Britain’s cheapest newspaper, also falls into this category. Slightly better are
middle-ranking newspapers such as The Daily Mail (1896), The Daily Express (1900) and The
Evening Standard (1827). Tabloids sell four times as many copies as broadsheets.?

- 6. Private Ownership and the Western Press

The press may be free from government control but, of course, in a capitalist society,
that does not mean it is totally independent. It is owned by powerful individuals. One of the

4 The Chancellor of the Exchequer in the U.K. is the minister of Finance.

5 In 1860 the House of Lords refused to accept the abolition of the stamp duties, fearing that this would lead to a cheap radical
press which would foment revolutionary. disorder. However, Gladstone attached his proposal to the budget in 1861 and prevailed.

6 Originally called The Manchester Guardian.
7 Simply as a matter of convenience, The Independent and The Times have today reduced their size to that of the tabloids.

8 Circulation figures for March 2007 show The Sun as the most popular tabloid with a circulation of 3,072 million and The
Daily Telegraph as the most popular broadsheet with a circulation of 896,000.




B E IR IR RIR
H;/;/ éor Read Wester;n Media Closely

most notable of these is Rupert Murdoch, who owns The News of the World, The Sun and
The Times. In the 1980s Murdoch broke the power of the print unions by introducing new
technology. He moved production of his newspapers out of Fleet Street, until then the newspaper
centre of London. The dispute with the unions was about pay and restrictive practices rather
than about editorial content but its resolution so totally in Murdoch’s favour demonstrates the
considerable power of the newspaper owner. Generally newspapers’ owners allow the editors of
the newspapers they own considerable freedom but occasionally there may be a political point of
view which the owner would find unacceptable.’

We have seen that in the West newspapers are not designed as a means of the government
informing the public of its policy and views but rather an opportunity to lobk at government
and social issues with a critical eye and engage in debate. This is a major distinguishing feature
of the Western press, but it is not the only one. We must remember that in a capitalist society
newspapers are also businesses. Their owners and editors want to make money. While they often
set out to persuade, they are also very much in the business of providing what their readers want
to hear. At times this means appealing to the basest instincts. One of the worst examples of this is
The Sun, which always publishes a naked or semi-naked girl on its page 3. In some newspapers
there is intrusive reporting of the private lives of public figures, or a tendency towards the stoking
of popular prejudice, for example on issues like immigration.

7. The Press and Politics

The press today plays an influential and powerful part in public life in Britain as in most
western democracies. Although it is possible to sue a newspaper for printing lies about you, the
press is uncensored when reporting anything which can be considered a matter of opinion. In this
area it can and does publish almost whatever it wants. It frequently intrudes into the private lives
of public persons. It is often highly critical of government. Governments sometimes feel they are
treated unfairly and that the press is biased against them, but they feel relatively helpless to do
anything about that.

Newspapers have considerable influence. It was widely considered that The Sun’s front page
on the day of the General Election in 1992 contributed to the Conservative victory of Mr, Major
and the defeat of the Labour leader, Mr. Kinnock.'° Because of the influence the newspapers have,
the political parties sedulously court their support. After Mr. Blair became the leader of the Labour
party in 1994, he unashamedly, and successfully, courted the support of Mr. Murdoch and The Sun.

9 Murdoch, for example, takes a Eurosceptic stance.

10 The front page featured an electric light bulb within which was the face of the Labour leader, Neil Kinnock. The headline
ran: Will the last person out of the country please turn off the light? The imiplication was that a Labour victory would be
such a disaster that people would emigrate in droves. This was a ridiculous suggestion, of course, but it was a powerful
expression of how dangerous Labour was considered to be by some of its opponents.
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Most newspapers have a political standpoint. For example, The Daily Telegraph tends to

support the Conservative party; The Guardian generally supports the centre-left, and gave a lot
of support to Mr. Blair in the years before the Iraq war.

Newspapers appear daily. There are also weekly magazines. The best of these are The
Spectator', which supports right wing positions, and The New Statesman, a bastion of left wing
and socialist causes. The Economist was founded in 1843 to support the cause of free trade."
Today it has an international readership (including China) and its articles cover not only economic
issues but also national and international politics.

8. Regulation of the Press in the UK

In the UK it is possible for any member of the public to bring a complaint against a
newspaper or magazine. In 1990 the Press Complaints Commission was set up, funded by an
annual levy on newspapers and magazines. It issued a Code of Practice, making commitments
in several areas: accuracy; respecting privacy; providing an opportunity to reply; avoiding
discrimination; respecting confidential sources; and several others. If the Commission decides
that the Code of Practice has been broken, it can suggest measures of correction such as
printing an apology and/or a correction or allowing the complainant to print a letter. But
it cannot impose a financial penalty. It is therefore a self-regulating body with no legal
powers.” In the battle between press freedom and regulation, press freedom has the upper
hand.

¢ 9. The Press in the USA

Most of the articles in the second part of this book are from the UK, but it is also important
to be aware of the press in the USA, which has many features similar to those we have observed
in the UK. The commitment to freedom of expression came earlier in the USA, and with greater
emphasis. It is to be found in the Bill of Rights of 1791. The Bill of Rights consists of the first ten
Amendments to the Constitution of 1788, and freedom of speech is the First Amendment.'* In
the USA also party politics developed at a very early stage."

11 Founded in 1711 by Richard Steele and Joseph Addison.
12 The Corn Laws were repealed in 1846.

13 In 2002 the Press Complaints Commission received 2,630 complaints from members of the public. Around 60% of these were
related to alleged factual inaccuracies, 25% relating to alleged invasions of privacy, and the rest included the lack of right to
reply, harassment and obtaining information using covert devices.

14 “Congress shall make no law...abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press.”

15 In the USA part politics arose out of the debates in the late 18th century between those advocating stronger central government (the
Federalists) and those wishing the states to retain greater power (the Republicans).
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However, because of the size of America, there are fewer newspapers with a truly national
readership; most tend to have a more local orientation. There are some exceptions. The New York
Times, founded in 1851, was responsible for publication in 1971 of The Pentagon Papers, which
revealed much earlier government thinking on the Vietnam War and helped further strengthen the
public’s desire to end the war. The Washington Post began in 1887 as an organ of the Democratic
Party. Its most famous scoop was the exposure of The Watergate Scandal in 1972, which led
to the resignation of Richard Nixon in 1974. From 1889 The Wall Street Journal has been the
nation’s prime organ for news of the Wall Street stock market. The Los Angeles Times also has a
wide readership.'® The most popular periodicals are: The Reader’s Digest, begun in 1921; Time;
and Newsweek, begun in 1933.

10. The Modern Cartoon

There is a visual aspect to newspapers which should not be ignored. We have already observed
how Gillray and Cruickshank created cartoons which savagely attacked the government and the
upper ranks of society of their day. Since 1832 there have been cartoons in newspapers. Interestingly,
cartoonists in the Victorian period'” were usually less outrageous than their predecessors, which
serves as a reminder that historical developments do not all go in one direction.

In the early 20th century too, generally speaking, greater decorum was observed by the press,
although criticism was often sharp. One of the most distinguished cartoonists of 20th century
Britain was David Low", a New Zealander who emigrated to Britain and worked for the Evening
Standard. 1t is particularly instructive to note how in Low’s case his political views differed
from those of the owner of the Evening Standard. Unlike Lord Northcliffe, the owner of the
newspaper, Low opposed the appeasement of Hitler and solidly supported the Labour party and a
moderate form of socialism. However, but he was allowed to publish relatively freely.

Late 20th century cartoonists are far more biting than Low. Gerald Scarfe and Steve Bell
in particular know few restraints. To many Chinese readers their work will appear vulgar and
disrespectful. Yet they are accepted as part of the culture of the Western media. Public figures in the
West need to have very thick skins and not be over-sensitive to ridicule and criticism. Perhaps this
reflects a wider cultural difference. In Chinese culture there is a tendency to stress the positive and
not to air anything that might be a cause of public embarrassment. By contrast, in Western culture,
presented with a new proposal, journalists or cartoonists will tend to think about how it can be
criticized or satirized. In China people in authority are respected. In the West there is a tendency to

16 Circulation figures for March 2007 show the Wall Street Journal at 2,058,000; the New York Times at 1,683,000; the LA
Times at 1,231,000; and the Washington Post at 960,000. By contrast over 12 million national newspapers are purchased
daily in the UK.

17 Queen Victoria reigned from 1837 to 1901.
18 Low had a particular influence on Chinese cartoonists of the carly 20th century.



