Indira Gandhi’s Assassination

A Case Study in International News Reporting
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OVERAGE of indira

C Gandhi’'s assassination
was analyzed in the
Washington Post, The Times,
The New Straits Times and
The Hindustan Times in the
context of the New World In-
formation Order debate. The
Times and The Hindustan Times
show more ‘‘subjectivity”’ than
The New Straits Times and the1
Post. The New Straits Times
depends heavily on Reuters and1
AP;. The coverage of an inter-
national news event depends on
the nature of the event, and the‘
political, economic, cultural,
and historical patterns betweenL
the reported country and the re-

porting agency.

HE objective of the pre-

sent paper is to analyze

the coverage of Mrs
Gandhi's assassination in the
context of the New World In-
formation Order debate on in-
termnational news fiow. This
study answered the following
questions:

1. To what extent were the
Western and Third World news-
papers objective or subjective
in reporting Mrs. Gandhi's as-
sassination?

2. To what extent were Wes-
tern and Third World Newspa-
pers dependent on their own
staff, wire services, or other.

sources, in reporting Mrs.

Gandhi‘s assassination?

On June 5, 1984, the Indian
Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi,
ordered the Indian army to
storm the Golden Temple, the
Sikh’s holiest shrine, in Amrit-
sar, Punjab.! Gandhi want-
ed to check the “taerrorist’
movement which sought auto-
nomy for the predominantly
Sikh state of Punjab. On Octo-
ber 31, 1984, Gandhi was shot
and killed at her residence by
two of her personal Sikh body-
guards. Her 40-year old son,
Rajiv Gandhi was then sworn in
as Prime Minister.

Mrs. Gandhi’'s assassination
received extensive coverage in
the press of Western and Third
World nations. Gandhi’s kiiling
by her Sikh bodyguards wag in-
terpreted as the Sikh revenge
for the Indian army’s storming
of the Golden Temple. The New
Straits Times of November 1,
1984, quoted a Sikh leader:
“It's not very surprising some-
body has killed her. She was
more or less asking for it.”

The election of Rajiv Gandhi
as Prime Minister engendered 2
discussion on ‘‘dynastic rule’”
in India. Rajiv Gandhi's leader-
ship abilities in quelling the
sectarian violence in India after
Mrs. Gandhi's assassination

were closely scrutinized by the
press. The Washington Post of

‘November 1, 1984, wrote: "It
‘is Rajiv’'s abilities and perfor-

mance that are, perhaps, the
biggest uncertainty for many
people as the nation tries to
adjust to the great loss.”

Indira Gandhi’s assassinatior;
evoked powerful reactions in
India and abroad. For nearly a
week, Western and Third World
newspapers reported Gandhi‘s
assassination and its violent
aftermath. '

Background of the New World
Information Order

Information plays a para-
mount role in international re-
lations as a means of commu-
nication between countries, and
their peoples. Unfortunately, in
today's world information has
become an exchange between
unequal partners. The rich,
more powerful Western coun-
tries contro) internationa} chan-
nels of mass communication
dissemination, and thus control
the quantity and quality of in-
formation that flows to, and
from, Third World countries.
The call for a New World Infor-
mation Order (NWIO) demons-
trates the dissatisfaction of
Third World nations with inter-
national communication, under
Western political and economic
dominance.?
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The New World Information
Order debate has dominated
discussions on international
communication in the 1870 and
1980s.® Exmensive literature 'on
the NWIO has appeared.t Need
for & new, more just information
order is widely recognized.®

International news flow has
been the most contentious and
‘controversial aspect of the
NWIO debate, which has been
raging in the United Nations for

nearly two decades. Third
World complaints about the
flow of international news

range from the content of news
to the structure of the interna-
tional news dissemination sys-
tem.$

The one way direction of in-
formation flow from the West
to the Third World is a resuit
of historical, cultural, and the
linguistic patterns.? Links from
former colonial periods and
-existing economic ties also in-
fluence direction of information
flows.* For example, events in
India are likely to get more at-
tention in the British press than
in the newspapers of other na-
tions.

The Western monopoly on
the dissemination of news li-
mits the distribution of stories
about one Third World country
to another.? Indeed, in many
Third World countries the only
way to learn about news from
a neighbouring country is to use
Western wire agencies. How-
aever, these agency’s reports are
aimed at the Western audience
with little concern about what
Third World people want to
know.!¢

The Twentieth Century Fund
Task Force on the International

Distortion in the
Western Press involves
stressing ‘“’bad’’ news
and ignoring ‘‘good’’
news about Third
World countries

flow of News claimed that the
Western press did not publish
enough about the Third World,
and that what is published fail-
ed to reflect the economic and
political realities of these coun-
tries.!! Editors underplay or
omit Third World news in the
Western media because of lack
of space, and a lack of reader-
ship interest. Competition for
newspaper space leads to a mal-
practice known as “hyping”.
Stronger words are preferred,
such as ‘riot’’ rather than ‘‘de-
monstration’’, and ‘‘massacre’’
instead of "’killing”’.

Third World domination by
the Big Four news agencies—
Associated Press, United Press
International, Reuters and
Agence France Press—has an
econcmic bias. The AP claims
it makes no more than 1 per
cent of its total income from the
Third World although it spends
five times as much in covering
news events there.!* Third
World countries earn relatively
tittle revenue for the Big Four,
whose revenues come mainly
from Western countries. The
Report of the MacBride Com-
mission notes that the world-
wide operations of these four
news agencies has given them
a near monopoly in the inter-
national dissemination of news,
and the world receives approxi-
mately 80 per cent of its reports
through New York, Paris or
London.!¢

Objectivity in Western media
paradoxically distorts news
from the Third World. Objecti-
vity is the factual reporting of
news events, uninfluenced by
the attitudes or values of repor-
ters, editors, publishers, or
others.’* To fill their “news
hole”, editors must select what
their audiences want, or risk
losing readers. Information
must grab the audience’s atten-
tion and hold it.

Distortion in the Waestern
press involves stressing “‘bad”’
news and ignoring ‘‘good’’ news
about Third World countries.
Western coverage of Third
World countries concentrates
on violence, crisis, and contro-
versy, and not on development
news.'* News about the Third
World in the Western media are
distorted and dwells only. on
“bad’’ news—catastrophe, cor-
ruption, civil disorder, and fai-
lure. A chaotic and fragmented
picture about the Third World
is created in the mind of the
Western reader.!?

Methodology of the present
study
Within the framework of the
NWIO, a quantitative content
analysis was completed on cer-
tain Western and Third World
newspapers.

1. Sources were two Western
newspapers: The Washington
Post from the United States of
America, and ‘The Times from
London, England, and two Third
World newspapers: The New
Straits Times from Kuala Lum-
pur, Malaysia, and The Hindus-
tan Times from New Delhi,
India.!s -

2. The time frame was Octo-
ber 31 to November 7, 1984
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(Indira Gandhi was assassinated
on October 31, 1984).

3. Sampling: A 186 stories
which directly dealt with the
Gandhi assassination were se-
lected for sampling.t® The
Hindustan Times published 75
stories, The New Straits Times
(45), The Times (33) and the
Post (33). News stories were
stratified into four categories:
straight news,
rials, and special opinion.
Straight news stories contain
more report sentences, and are
relatively “objective”’. Edito-
rials and opinion pieces con-
_tain more inference and judg-
ment sentences, and are
relatively “‘subjective”. The de-
gree of objectivity is inversely
related to the frequency of in-
ferential and judgmental sen-
tences.2?

* A stratified random sampie of

one-third of the articles was se-
lected. The sample of 62 news
stories, included 11 stories each
from the Post and from The

" Times, 15 stories from The New

Straits Times, and 25 stories
from The Hindustan Times. The
following criteria were used to
stratify news stories:

(1) Straight news stories
tell what happened and when
and how and to whom or by
whom and where. They do not
interpret, or explain.?!

(2) Features explore the
topic in greater depth than
straight news stories and place
a greater emphasis on colour-
ful details: Anecdotes, quota-
tions, and descriptions.22

(3) Editorials are
columns, written by a

opinion
news-

The Hindustan Times
published 75 stories,
The New Straits Times
46, The Times. 33 and
The Washinton Post 33

features, edito- .

papers’ editorial writer, which
make an argument for one po-
sition, urge a course of action,
and favour one side against an-
other.23

(4) Special opinion pieces
are generally not written by the
regular newspaper editorial
staff, and appear on the edito-
rial page or on the page oppo-’
site to it. Letters to the editors
are included in this category.

{(6) Unit of analysis: A sen-
tence was taken as the unit of
analysis, because it is small and
reliable. News stories varied in

~length from two sentences to

159 sentences, Sentences were
classified as report, inference,
or judgment sentences based
on Hayakawa's typology.%: Hay-
akawa’s classification leaves no
ambiguity in classifying senten-
ces as reports, inferences, and
judgmeiits.

(1) Reports are verifiable
statements. There is relatively
little danger of misunderstand-
ing a report. They are reliable
Information and to be trusted.
For example, ‘‘Rajiv Gandhi, 40,
the Prime Minister’s only survi-
ving son, was unanimously
elected Prime Minister at an
emergency cabinet meeting’’
(Washington Post, November 1,
1984, p. 1)

(2) Inferences are statements
about the unknown made on the
basis of the known. ‘They inter-
pret situations, and circum-
stances, on the basis of what

“which express

has happened or is known. In-
ferences make guesses about
what is going on in other peo-
ple’s minds. For example, “Ei-
ther because they were too alar-
med by events in the capital,
or because they preferred to
stay away for other reasons,
there were no Sikh priests pre-
sent’”’ (The Times, November 5,
1984, p.5).

(3) Judgments are statements
approval-disap-
proval, like-disiike, or good-bad
dimensions of - an occurrence,
person, or object under descrip-
tion. They are opinion state-
ments; for example, ‘A certain
amount of discipline is Rajiv's
hallmark’” (The  Hindustan

Times, November 5, 1984. p.1)

(5) Sources of news for each
of the four newspapers of study
were noted. Sources were: (1)
AP and Reuters, (2) newspa-
pers’ own staff, (3) Indian news
agencies, and (4) guest writers.
There was a fifth category for
unattributed stories.

RESULTS

The intercoder reliability coeffi-
cient is 0.88,

TYPE OF SENTENCES

Each newspaper employed
more reports than infe-
rences ©of judgments. The
Post and The Times used 61
per cent and 43 per cent of re-
port sentences, respectively, to
cover the news event. The Post
had about the same proportion
of inference (19 per cent) and
judgment sentences (20 per-
cent). The Times had a higher
proportion of judgment senten-
ces (37 per cent) than inference
sentences (20 per cent). The
New Strzits Times and The
Hindustan Times used 68 per
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. Sources of News

cent and 45 per cent report sen-
tences, respectively.

<

News Sources

Table 1 shows, the source of
news reports on Mrs Gandhi’s
assassination in the four news-
papers of study. The Post, The
Times, and The Hindustan
Times, relied heavily on their

own staff to report on Mrs.
Gandhi‘s assassination, whereas
The New Straits Times relied
heavily on Western wire servi-
ces.

The Post heavily relied on its
staff (82 per cent) and the rest
of its coverage was by Indian
news agencies (9 per cent) and
guest writers (9 per cent).

Table 1

for Each of

the Four Newspapers of Study

Sources Post TheTimes TheN.S. ' The H.
: Times Times
1. AP and Reuters 0% 0% 73% 0%
2. Own Staff 82% 73% 13%  68%
3. Indian News
Agencies ' 9% 0% 7% 12%
4. Guest Writers 9% 18%:- 0% 20%
5. Unattributed 0% 9% 7% 0%
Totals: 100% 100% 100% 100%
The Times depended on its own staff (68 per cent), was

own staff for 73 per cent of the
stories on guest writers {18
per cent), and (9 per cent} of
its reportg were unattributed.

Of the western news-

papers, the Post was

more objective than

The Times. Of the Third
World nawspapers. The
New Straits Times was

more objective than

The Hindustan Times.

The New Straits Times reli-
ed for 73 per cent of its stories
on Reuters and AP, 60 per cent
on Reuters alone. It partly re-
lied on its staff (13 oer cent)
the Indian news agencies (7
per cent} and 7 per cent cf its
reports were unattributed.

The Hindustan Times’ . cov-
erage, mainly provided by its

supported by guest writers (20
per cent) and Indian national
news dgencies (12 per cent).
Summary and Conclusions
The present paper analyzed
the coverage of Mrs Gandhi's
assassination in the context of
the NWIO debate on interna-
tional news flow. A quantitati-
ve content analysis was com-
pleted of a stratified sample of

62 newg articles from the

Post, The Times, The New St-
raits Times, and The Hindus-
tan Times. This study answer-
ed the following questions:

1. To what extent were the
Western and Third World news-
papers objective or subjective
in reporting Mrs Gandhi’s assas-
sination?

2. To what extent were
Western and Third Worid news-
papers dependent on their own

staff, wire services, or other
sources, in ‘reporting Mrs.
Gandhi's assassination?

The_ present is a case study
of a single news events, and
hence, caution is warranted in
generalizing from the findings

of the present. study to the
NWIO debate. '

Objectivity in News Reporting

The Post and The New Stra-

its Times' coverage of Mrs
“Gandhi’s assassination was
mainly ‘objective’””. But The

New Straits Times mainly de-,
pended on Reuters and the AP
for its reports, suggesting that
these news agencies can be
“objective’” in reporting Third
World events.

The present study also show-
ed that The Times of London,
and the Delhi-based The Hin-
dustan Times employed consi-
derable inference and judgment
sentences in their coverage of
Mrs Gandhi’'s assassination.
Both Western and Third World
newspapers were subjective.

. The Hindustan Times was more

"’subjective’” and than the Post
and The New Straits Times.

Of the Western newspapers,
The Post was more *’objective’”
than The Times. Of the Third
World newspapers, The New
Straits Times was more “‘ob-
jective” than The Hindustan
Times. Hence, labelling news-
papers as ‘‘objective’” or “sub-
jective” on the basis of their
being Western or Third World
Is inappropriate. Newspapers
have different political, econo-
mic, and regional status, and
different styles, viewpoints, and

reporting patterns.
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Market forces determine the
content of news in most West-
ern nations. News coverage
tends to be event-oriented and
ethnocentric to cater to West-
ern tastes. In Yhird - Waorld
countries usually national gov-
ernments control the channels
of news dissemination. Econo-
mic and political biases influen-
ce notions of ‘‘objective’’ re-
porting in Western and Third
World nations.

~ Third World Depehdence

Malaysia’s  elite  English
newspaper, The New Straits
Times, depends on Reuters and
AP to learn about news events
in India. Reuters and AP’s re-
ports are aimed at Western
readers, so Malaysian readers
get a Western account of an
Indian event.

Logically, it is more feasible
for The New Straits Times to
obtain a story from a Western
wire service, than to indepen-
dently collect and report news.
from India. The costs of fielding
a correspondent overseas are
enormous. The situation is akin
to the Third World importing
Waestern television program-
mes for broadcasting on their
national television systems. It
is cheaper to purchase reruns
of “I Love Lucy’’, “’Kojak’’, and
“’Dallas’’ than to locally produ-
ce similar quality programs in
the Third Worid.

The New Straits Times reli-
ed on an Indian news agency
for one of its 15 news articles,
and on Reuters and AP for 11.
Third World countries oppose
Western domination, but show
fittle cooperation among them-
selves. The New Straits Times
depended on Reuters for 60
per cent of its news articles.

Malaysia is a former B8ritish
colony, and the dependence of
its most “‘elite’”” English news-

The present study
shows the futility of
looking for ‘‘simple”
solutions in a complex
NWIO debate.

paper on a British wire service

“suggests a type of neo-colonial

dependency.

The Hindustan Times, an-
other “‘elite’” Indian newspaper
(and India was also a former
British colony), covered this
major news event through its
own staff, and with heip from
indian news agencies. The Hin-
dustan Times was in proximity
to the news events, and had the
infrastructure of resources, per-
sonnei, correspondents to cover
the event. Its reliance on PTI
and UN!, the .[Indian news
agencies, reflects a relatively
mature’”’ national mass media
system in India.

India‘’s rich journalistic tra-
dition is a typical for a Thira
World country. Its British heri-
tage is evident by the number
of English language newspa-
pers: 2,765, including 89 dai-
lies.?® There are four Indian
news agencies: Press Trust of
India (PTI}, United News of
India (UNI), Hindustan Sama-
char and Samachar Bbarati.
India played a leadership role in
setting up the Non-Aligned
News Pool (NNAP), under Tan-
jug, the Yugoslav news agency.

The present study provides
evidence that the Indian Press
is capable of covering a major
national news event. Thus, not
all Third World countries de-

. Third World news event,

pend on the Western news
agencies for news reports. The
nature of the event, the country
in question, the status of its in-
formation media, and its natio-
nal information policy ultima-
tely determine ‘‘who’’ reports a
and
""how"’.

Certain Third World ‘myths
about operations of Western
news agencies need to be clari-
fiedZ” None of the Big Four
news agencies show a profit on
their news operations: Associ-
ated Press is a non-profit co-
operative; United Press Inter-
national recently experienced
transfer of. ownership on ac-
count of being in deficit; Agence
France Presse is subsidized by
the French government; and
Reuters earnings mainly come.

‘from its data services, not news

services. Finally, Third World
editors are not compelled to
use Western news agencies.
Third World editors prefer
Western agencies, not because
they have a lack of alternatives
but, because (1) they have a
global reach, (2) they deliver
news files at high speeds, (3)
their writing is professional and
requires less editing, and (4)
they are more credible than al-
ternative sources.

The present study shows the
futility of looking for *‘simple”

“solutions in a complex NWIO

debate. Western and Third
World arguments have both me-
rits and demerits. The coverage
of an international news event
depends on the nature of the
event, the political, economic,
cultural, and historical patterns
between the reported country
and the reporting agency, and
the “"idiosyncracity” of the
newspaper.
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