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PREFACE

This book presents a series of case studies that illustrate the structures of
national and international news in the press. It first summarizes our dis-
course analytical theory of the processes and structures of news reports as it
has been developed in the last five years. Then, this theoretical framework is
applied to an analysis of the structures of international news, based on a case
study of world press reporting of the assassination of president-elect Bechir
Gemayel of Lebanon in September 1982. In this study, which summarizes
the result of a longer report written for UNESCO, hundreds of news reports
that appeared in more than 260 newspapers from some 100 countries were
analyzed and compared. One question addressed in that study is whether
newspapers from different countries and regions of the world, and pro-
duced in different political and ideological contexts, would also provide
equally variable types of description of such a world event. We hope that the
answer to this and related questions may contribute to the ongoing debate,
stimulated by Third World countries, about the perceived imbalance in
international news sources, topics, and distribution. This study is embedded
in a more general analysis of possible differences in international news
coverage among 15 First World and 15 Third World newspapers during
three days in September 1982.

Although the study of Lebanon has particular relevance for our insight
into world press reporting on a stereotypical news event in a Third World

ix




X PREFACE

country, the other studies focus on marginalized groups in national news
reporting—ethnic minorities, refugees, and squatters. Data from these
studies are based on an analysis of the Dutch press, but the results and our
discussion suggest that they provide a more general picture of the coverage
of nondominant groups in Western societies. Thus, parallels can be made
between the access and portrayal in the Western press of geographically or
ideologically distant Third World nations and actors abroad and the socially
distant immigrants or minorities (often of Third World origin) at home.
Since most press studies in English deal with the American and the British
press, the analyses of Dutch newspapers are also intended to complement
this earlier research with insights in the press of another European country.

Besides its theoretical and descriptive goals, this book also has a critical
dimension. The topics in this study cannot simply be treated in a traditional
academic fashion; rather, they have important moral and political implica-
tions that need to be spelled out explicitly. In this regard, journalists are
considered part of a dominant, cultural elite who often contribute unwit-
tingly to the expression and legitimation of the national and international
power structures. We try to show how the press, through subtle discursive
means, thus reproduces this power.

One of the methodological aims of this book is to stimulate a new, more
explicit and systematic, approach to the study of mass media discourse in
general and to news reporting in particular. Discourse analysis thus hopes to
complement, more qualitatively, the traditional methods of quantitative
content analysis. It allows us to inquire into abstract formal structures of
news reports as well as into their subtle underlying meanings, in a way
usually ignored in content analysis. Yet, as long as computer programs
cannot take over such precise microanalyses, this method is still limited to
small amounts of data. Large-scale investigations of hundreds or thousands
of media texts must still be complemented with a more superficial and more
limited type of content analysis, such as presented in this book. Neverthe-
less, we hope that the theoretically more adequate discourse analysis of
news will stimulate a new, more qualitative orientation in the study of mass
communication.

The first version of this book was written as part of a larger study on News
as Discourse, which also contained chapters on the structures, the produc-
tion, and the comprehension of news in the press. That study was so large
that we divided it into the present, more descriptive book, and another
theoretical book on the discourse analytical approach to news processing
and mass communication. The latter retained the original title and is pub-
lished as a companion volume in this series.

For invaluable assistance in the computer processing of the data of the
respective. case studies, I am particularly indebted to my assistant Piet de
Geus. I also would like to thank the students who have helped collect and
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analyze the data of the case studies. Their names, together with the volun-
teers who have assisted in, or supplied and translated newspapers for the
Structures of International News project are mentioned in the acknowledg-
ments at the end of this book. Without all this help, this book would have
been impossible.

Teun A. van Dijk
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