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Assignment Two: Research Essay

Was it Really ‘The Sun Wot Won It’? An Analysis to Determine Whether the British Press Actually Affect Public Electoral Votes.

On the 9th April 1992, the day of the British general election, The Sun ran the poignant headline: ‘If Kinnock wins today will the last person to leave Britain turn out the lights’. This scathing attack on the then leader of the Labour Party, Neil Kinnock, now serves as a notorious and iconic indication of the politically partisan British press. Two days later, after the announcement of an unexpected Conservative victory in the election, The Sun printed a story claiming autonomous responsibility for the victory, boasting: ‘IT’S THE SUN WOT WON IT’. It was noted after the election that working-class voters in the south had swung sharply to the side of the Conservatives in the last few days of the campaign, and that The Sun sells strongly in the region. Such happenings invite the questionable principle that British newspapers can influence the public vote: and therefore determine who is brought into power. If so, this offers monumental power to the newspapers and the people who control them: therefore warranting a detailed study. An investigation into the political communication in the British press can help further understanding as to the effect they actually have on voters and accurately assess the true power they hold.


In considering the effect of newspaper influence, it is important to first understand where audiences actually gain their knowledge of political events. Watts suggests:

For most people, their political information and guidance derive from personal experience, gossip and hearsay, and the media. Few have any contact with their MP’s, or with political parties, so that primarily, they obtain their information from television or the newspapers, and reach their judgments and conclusions from what they hear on the radio, see on television and read in the press. (1997)

While it is undeniable that most public political awareness is garnered through the medium of the media, it seems rash to discount occasions such as political broadcasts, press conferences and live debates in the House of Commons, where politicians are able to engage with their audience without the intervention or manipulation of the media. It is interesting to note however, that none of these events can take place through the means of newspapers. Newspaper coverage is always second hand, which also means that it is always prone to bias, whether intentional or not. Cohen suggests that information ‘arrives after going through complex selective filters and then being processed by the media’, suggesting that what results is of ‘a flat, one dimensional quality (****)’. It’s reasonable to assume the rather cynical view then, that newspaper articles are always going to be a scaled down, censored version of the truth. It seems that as well as being limited in its struggle to provide up-to-the-minute news, printed media is also hindered by a reputation for inevitable bias. But how aware are the audience in regards to newspaper partiality?

Mass Media Models


Cumberbatch suggests that ‘instead of asking what the mass media does to people, why not examine what different people do with the mass media (1989)?’ In order to assess audience awareness of newspaper agendas, it is necessary to consider several media models. These help the understanding of the flow of communication between newspapers and their audiences. If the public are as open to manipulation as The Sun would have you believe, then the ‘Magic Bullet’ model provides a thesis for explanation. The assumption of this model is that ‘a media message goes out to the public and, like a bullet shot from a gun, permeates the mind of the audience, where the message lodges in the same condition it was fired (Crigler, 2001)’. This seems rather a negative and bovine view of the media audience, assuming that media consumption of any form results in an inevitable consequence, without any cognitive judgment of the message. Confirmation that the public are all ‘passive absorbers of a set of messages which cannot but influence their behaviour and values (Hall, 1973)’ would, it seems, reduce us all into a robotic, identical mass, whereby our electoral votes would be inevitably decided by the press and other forms of media. Another premise however: the Commercial Model, holds the audience in greater esteem. This conjecture suggests that the audience have a much more active role in their utilization of media, whereby individuals choose which messages to assimilate, and which to ignore. In as much as the ‘Magic Bullet’ model seems to downplay the role of the audience, the Commercial Model seems to downplay the role of the media, downgrading it to a simple point of reference rather than a means of influence.

Constructionism

Typically, the most reasonable approach lies in the middle ground between these opposing theories. The constructionist model is the compromise introduced to mingle the two extremes. Crigler acknowledges that it differs from the previous two models by ‘recognizing the responsibilities of all the actors in political meaning making: journalists, sources and individuals (2001)’. By acknowledging that both the producers and the consumers of media content are responsible for constructing messages and meanings, it seems a more reasonable and less dismissive view. A major principle of constructionism, suggests that the manufacture of political meaning is both continual and dynamic, evolving as result of individual interaction, the media and other sources of information (Crigler, 2001). There are many variables to consider therefore, and electoral votes cannot be held as a sole influence on electoral vote, but as one of many stimulus. Klapper suggested that media impact is always constrained by the meaning that individuals have already given to objects, so that meanings are crystallized or reinforced rather than changed by communication (1960). Cappella and Jamieson reinforce this notion, stating: ‘successful persuasion occurs when the message takes hold of pre-existing beliefs in the audience…when journalists frame political events strategically, they activate existing beliefs and understandings; they do not need to create them (1997)’. The constructionist model would suggest the effect of newspapers on electoral votes to be minimal then, arguing that they are simply a means of compounding any existing political allegiance. 

The Press Barons


If newspapers do convey favoritism in the world of politics, then whose opinions are they really reflecting? Ideally, one would like to believe it is the true opinions of the editor, or even the journalists themselves. ‘Journalists explicitly define themselves in terms of their autonomy and independence of vested political and economic interests, and stress the role of the press as the tribune of the people (Cohen, ****)’. Hollingsworth presents a rather more sinister practice however, stating that ‘there is no doubt in my mind at all that proprietors who, having spent a great deal of money on a newspaper, at the very least will not allow it to express views consistently with which they strongly disagree (1986)’. Cohen reinforces this opinion, introducing the manipulative model:

Here the media and journalists are seen as acting in the interest of the owners, whose interests in turn are quite opposed to the public at large and to any true presentation of events in the world. The journalists are ideological hacks who select news according to the criterion of whether it serves the interests of their paymaster, omitting all else. They distort reality in order to fit the propaganda of their employers. (****)
It emerges then, that political bias in newspapers is far more intricate than it immediately seems. If the manipulative model is an accurate indication of events, then the political prejudice, which is widely assumed as a campaign for the greater good, is actually a fabrication of information aimed at serving the interests of the owners, which naturally serves against the interests of the masses. It seems that press barons such as Rupert Murdoch, who owns The Sun (along with three other major British tabloids), will always use their media monopoly as a means of power: harnessing the ability to persuade under the guise of information. Seemingly, while newspapers remain under the control of private ownership, their content will always remain fixed with ‘a vested interest in the stability and continued existence of the present system (Cohen, ****)’. As long as this continues, newspaper agendas will always serve to influence the public vote: and continue to explore ways to achieve this. However, Gurevitch et al. shift our perspective a little, proposing that ‘the central truth about newspapers is that they cannot go beyond the range of their readers. It is therefore the readers, in the end, who are the figures of power…(1982)’. 

Experiment Methodology

In order to establish clear findings through research in the chosen area of visual culture, a method of investigation was conducted. This took the form of a survey (see appendix). Berger notes how ‘unlike research methods such as interviewing and participant observation, the researcher does not “intrude” on what is being studied and thus does not affect the outcome of the research (2000)’. The survey was self-administered with supervised administration. One would hope that the yielding quantitative data would provide clear conclusions, as ‘information that can be quantified and analyzed statistically…can reach a higher degree of precision about the group being studied that other forms of research cannot duplicate (Berger, 2000). Berger also asserts that ‘there are so many different variables behind people’s choices that it is hard to know why people act the way they do. People are affected by so many different factors that its difficult to determine what, if anything, is of primary importance (2000)’. In an attempt to minimize these variables and hopefully distinguish between the press and any other form of influence, all the data will be of a statistical nature, rather than interpretive data which could account for irrelevant variables. All questions in the survey are written with intentional impartiality, with the answers to each being mutually exclusive. This is an attempt at improving the reliability of the results. All participants, of which there were 25, were approached, briefed and de-briefed in the same manner. Reducing the variables between each participant offers the promise of more reliable results. Participants were chosen at random in Leeds City centre, which, it is assumed, offers a representative sample of the British public. 

Research Findings


The results of the survey provide some interesting findings. Firstly, the findings conclude that on a weekly average, four out of five people are active consumers of newspapers, some more active than others. This reveals that although the role of newspapers is often downplayed since the introduction of television and other media formats, it is still widely accessed and its influence is therefore still profound. 32% of participants revealed however, that they were more likely to read local newspapers than their national counterparts. Since local newspapers tend not to be owned by the so-called ‘media moguls’, these papers are less likely to convey any political disposition. The audience exposed to political persuasion could therefore be isolated to the 48% of participants who read national newspapers. When forced to answer which national newspaper they would read, 72% decided they would read a ‘tabloid’ newspaper. These, Watts suggests, ‘are the papers (with large circulations) which, as part of their menu of salacious and saucy stories, delve into people’s private lives, exposing scandals of public interest but also details of their personal idiosyncrasies and sexual preferences in which there is no legitimate public concern’. These are therefore the papers most likely to show political favoritism, and are obviously favorable amongst the British pubic. The tabloids have a large audience with which to exercise their influence upon, and the 28% of respondents unsure of their political commitment provide the perfect subjects, as they are still open to persuasion.


The most interesting findings are evident after comparisons of the feedback from different questions. While the majority of respondents believed that bias in the press did not affect their own personal political views, 80% believed that the national political opinion was affected by newspaper bias. This massive contradiction in personal and national perception connotes several meanings. Firstly, it shows that while most individuals see themselves as active consumers of the media, with their own view as to the role of newspapers, they interpret the general public to be much more passive and unaware than is actually the case. Secondly, as a direct result of this, the role of newspapers and their effect on people in society is generally overplayed.


Many of the findings actually underpin the findings previously stated in the secondary research. For example, 76% of participants suggested that the Sun’s pre-polling day headline would have ‘reinforced their [hypothetical] decision to vote for the Tories’ compared with the lesser 56% of people who would have reconsidered their vote for Labour after exposure to the headline. This strengthens the view of Capella and Jamieson, suggesting that newspaper influence is much more effective when it re-affirms a position already held by the reader.

Conclusions


The study has bore some interesting conclusions. It seems that the public are too willing to admit to newspaper influence over their electoral vote! Individually, most people seem aware of media bias, but are much less passive than initially assumed. The results prove that one-dimensional views of the audience, such as the Hypodermic Syringe model, are false and far-fetched. The public can think for themselves, with a host of variables affecting their choice of vote. However, after an analysis using both primary and secondary research, it seems clear that newspapers can (and do) affect public votes, providing they fit in conjunction with other variables such as pre-existing beliefs, word of mouth and so on.

Watts warns that: ‘by so concentrating on the image rather than the reality, there is a danger to the traditional concept of democracy which places the emphasis upon reason and judgment rather than upon the values of those who are today’s “hidden persuaders”’. It’s evident that the media focus upon image-building has not only led to a loss in the original values of politics, but also upon the original values of media intentions. Where newspapers once endeavored to provide society with the informed truth, we now find these ideals replaced by spin-doctoring, photo opportunities and the ‘quotable quote’: raised to a level of paramount importance over that of core values and policies. Ever since ‘the capitalist development of the press…led to a progressive transfer of ownership and control of the popular press from the working class to the capitalist entrepreneurs (Curran, 1977)’, vast changes seem to have transformed newspapers. The selfish corruption of the press by media barons, whose lust for power permeates most reaches of the national press, has spoiled what would ideally be an impartial and accurate portrayal of the truth. Marx suggested that: ‘the will of the capitalist is certainly to take as much as possible. What we have to do is not to talk about his will, but to inquire into his power, the limits of that power, and the character of those limits (1968)’.
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Appendix

Survey (Please circle one appropriate answer)
1. Approximately how many times a week would you say you read a newspaper?

0

1-2

3-4

5-6

7 or more

2. Are you more likely to read local or national newspapers?

Local


National

Neither

3. Which national newspaper are you likely to read most often?

The Sun
The Guardian

The Express

The Daily Mail
 

Metro

The Mirror

The Independent
The Times

The Star
The Telegraph
The Financial Times
    Other

4. Do you intend to vote in the next General Election?

Yes


No


Maybe

5. Who do you intend to vote for?

Labour
Conservative

Liberal Democrats

Other


Unsure
None

6. Can you envisage a change in your vote between now and the next General Election? (The next general election could happen any time between now and June 2010)

Yes


No


Maybe

7. Would you say that your opinions of major political parties are based mainly around media coverage?

Yes


No
8. Do you think that bias in the press affects your opinion of British political parties?

Yes


No

9. Do you think that bias in the press affects national opinion of British political parties?

Yes


No

10. Do you think that the British press is biased towards certain political parties?

Yes


No

Please take a look at the attached image.

11. If, hypothetically, you were planning to vote for the Labour party, and you were to see this headline the day before the general election, do you think it would make you reconsider your vote?

Yes


No


Don’t Know

12. If, hypothetically, you were planning to vote for the Conservative party, and you were to see this headline the day before the general election, do you think it would reinforce your decision to vote for the Tories?

Yes


No


Don’t Know

Results

	1.
	0 = 5
	1-2 = 10
	3-4 = 4
	5-6 = 1

	
	7 or more = 5
	
	
	

	2.
	Local = 8
	National = 12
	Neither = 5
	

	3.
	The Sun = 5
	The Guardian = 0
	The Express = 1
	The Daily Mail = 2

	
	Metro = 6
	The Mirror = 4
	The Independent = 1
	The Times = 3

	
	The Star = 0
	The Telegraph = 2
	The Financial Times = 1
	Other = 0

	4.
	Yes = 15
	No = 5
	Maybe = 5
	

	5.
	Labour = 4
	Conservative = 6
	Liberal Democrats = 1
	Other = 2

	
	Other = 2
	Unsure = 7
	None = 5
	

	6.
	Yes = 2
	No = 15
	Maybe = 8
	

	7.
	Yes = 23
	No = 2
	
	

	8.
	Yes = 8
	No = 17
	
	

	9.
	Yes = 20
	No = 5
	
	

	10.
	Yes = 21
	No = 4
	
	

	11.
	Yes = 14
	No = 8
	Don’t Know = 3
	

	12.
	Yes = 19
	No = 2
	Don’t Know = 4
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