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With great appreciation to the authors represented here and to reviewers who
have assisted us, we present this collection of articles devoted to international
communication history. Although researchers have long produced work related
to international communication history, this special issue of Mass Communica-
tion & Society marks the first treatment of the subject as a distinct body of
knowledge and area of inquiry. The subject matter of these five articles spans
approximately a century, with the first focusing on the 1884 conference on in-
ternational time reckoning and the last focusing on a collective memory, still
under “construction,” of the 1960s and 1970s war in Vietnam. The articles re-
flect shifting paradigms in multiple realms—international affairs, theoretical
frameworks, types of questions posed, for example—and thus, by their nature,
point up the richness of areas awaiting study. International communication his-
tory transcends conceptions of intercultural communication, which, of course,
is related, and it transcends conceptions of histories of individual nations’ press
systems, which, of course, are crucial parts of its foundation. Although the study
of international communication history seems to us an idea whose time is long
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overdue, we regard the beginning of the 21st century as particularly auspicious
for calling attention to this frontier for scholarly exploration.

Globalization highlights the need to study communication processes across
time as well as across space. At the most basic level is a need to examine the his-
torical role of media, media organizations, and communication in relation to global
issues of concern today. Kumar (1995) laid an important foundation for exploring
international communication history with work that raises questions relating to
turning points in modern societies’ histories: What has been the transformation of
work and organization in the global community? What have been crises of political
ideologies and cultural beliefs? How has communication figured in all these areas
and especially what have been patterns concerning information and communica-
tion revolutions? Kumar (1995), in fact, suggested the centrality of communication
to all phenomena marking postindustrial theory (pp. 6–35).

In a similar vein, Stamps’s (1995) question about how economics, media, and pol-
itics intertwine to create personal and social consequences calls attention to the ubiq-
uitous role of communication (pp. ix, 23). For, as Kumar noted (citing Bell, 1973),
current society is defined by present methods of acquiring, processing, and distribut-
ing information, and new information technology is potentially applicable to every
sector of society. This “revolutionary transformation of modern society” (3) requires
study of that process of transformation historically and the role of communication in
forging and shaping it. Revolutionary transformations, such as Kumar referred to,
have changed media and media organizations—and, in turn, altered institutional
arrangements within which media interact. What are those histories?

Historically, communication in the global community reflects shifting balances
of power among nations and thus changing paradigms in international affairs. Such
shifts, of course, alter milieus in which communication and political activities oc-
cur; consequently, patterns of behavior and communication in international affairs
are always being reshaped. What has been the history of such patterns and how
have shifts in political power shaped international communication across time, and
vice versa? Furthermore, how have such shifts affected the study and historical
knowledge of international communication? As nations verge on revolutionary
change or throes of paradigm-shattering developments, what accounts of histories
are generated and used—how and for what purposes? How do the accounts become
reconfigured as events unfold? Analysis of communication, historically, across
these accounts can reveal insights that may inform future global policies.

A dominant theme permeating all the articles in this issue is the role of com-
munication in shaping international affairs; a secondary theme—obvious in all
except the first—is the Cold War paradigm in international affairs, and related to
this is a submerged theme throughout of an East–West dichotomy. But these few
articles only begin to scratch the surface of a vast area awaiting exploration. Study
of turning points represented by paradigm shifts, and what preceded and suc-
ceeded them, can provide a basis for building understanding of communication
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in the global community in the present and future. Equally compelling as the
history of patterns of communication in shifting political paradigms of interna-
tional affairs, the very questions posed about international communication over
time can reveal changes (or reconstructions) in historical knowledge—and why
reconstructions occur. Meanings of important terms in the international arena
change, as do national consciousnesses and national identities. Indeed, changes in
questions about international communication over time provide clues to changing
national identities. In addition to these, the following list indicates only a few
broad areas of needed research:

1. Comparative historical research to test applicability of models across differ-
ing political and social systems; “universals,” or commonalities, across nations
and time, in communication and its history; convergences and divergences across
national boundaries and what may be learned from these.

2. History of the role of communication intersecting nations and cultures,
contexts surrounding the structuring and reconstructing of policies; and analyses
of communication in times of crises.

3. History of the relationship of communication to national (and international)
identities, particularly how people of any nation “identify” their own and other
nations. How have differing cultures constructed their own histories and “traits”
of other cultures? What is the history of patterns of communication development
in different countries, and what might be learned from analyses of similarities
and differences?

4. Shifts in values globally. In 1971, Inglehart predicted values in advanced in-
dustrial nations would shift from materialism and economic and physical security
to freedom, quality of life, and self-expression—implying trends from an author-
itarian toward a democratization model, higher levels of education, and changed
nature of work—requiring more specialized knowledge (Abramson & Inglehart,
1995/1998, p. 1). To what extent has this occurred?

What are transforming mechanisms that conduct values and ideologies, and
through what processes? And how do larger constructs, such as “democracy,”
relate to those, in what forms—and how do those vary over time? How have such
constructs as race, gender, class, ethnicity, and tribalism been used and under-
stood through time and across cultures? That is, how are such constructs
understood across national boundaries? How do changes in meaning and usage
of such issues affect international relations? 

This collection of articles does not, of course, address all such questions, but it
represents a beginning of a long-overdue scholarly inquiry. The collection, as noted,
spans roughly a century and, as implied earlier, it also roughly represents shift-
ing paradigms in international communication interests, theories, and global align-
ments. The first article points up the far-reaching consequences of “mechanical
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time reckoning” at an international 1884 conference marking a culmination of
developments linking nations across the 19th century with special implications for
communication. The first steamship to cross the Atlantic in the 1830s, for example,
led to establishment of the first news bureaus and correspondents in foreign capitals;
editor James Gordon Bennett went to Europe on the steamer’s return trip to establish
those bureaus and correspondents. Dell’Orto (in press) wrote about how those first
correspondents “constructed” for American readers the nations on which they re-
ported. The implications of that history reach even to today, for how the unknown
was then made familiar and given meaning set a basis for continuing international
affairs.

Soon after the steamship speeded transportation across oceans, the telegraph
linked the world community—commodifying time, author Allen Palmer (this issue)
writes, as an unexpected consequence—and this was followed in the 1860s by the
trans-Atlantic cable. Among its far-reaching implications, Palmer writes, “[T]he
1884 International Meridian Conference in Washington, DC [on world time zones],
formalized the new standard temporal reference framework [which was] needed for
the kind of mutual interdependence that would make social and economic intercourse
possible across international frontiers” (p. 10). “What is today narrowly defined as
‘mass communication’ is an outgrowth of the new social formations arising from the
convergence of new technologies and the audiences they defined as markets” (p. 9).
A time system agreed on by nations symbolizes interdependence of nations, interde-
pendence of media and politics across international boundaries, and a foundation
from which international communication research sprang.

These phenomena figure to a greater or lesser degree in the article by Hanno
Hardt (this issue) about a 1920 study of New York Times coverage of the Russian
Revolution. This article connects to Palmer’s argument as Hardt notes that “the
history of foreign affairs coverage as a reflection of U.S. foreign policy offers an
example of the growing interdependence of media and politics in the 20th cen-
tury” (p. 27). With urbanization, industrialization, spread of large-circulation
newspapers, and “America’s extended involvement in world affairs,” Hardt writes,
the media increasingly played “a major role in producing the images of people and
events that would determine individual and collective judgments” while serving
“specific cultural or political purposes” (p. 27). He notes, “The field of interna-
tional and comparative communication studies matured alongside these mounting
public demands . . . for information and explanation, which helped reinforce the
international dimension of American mass communication research” (p. 27). The
article shows work that clearly foreshadows the Cold War and emphasizes the role
of communication in shaping international affairs.

The article by Jennifer Ostini and Anthony Fung about the four theories of the
press exemplifies shifting paradigms—in international affairs, theoretical frame-
works, and lines of inquiry. With a critique of Cold-War–shaped theories—theo-
ries “constrained by the ideology and historical circumstances of its inception,”
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including a set of Western assumptions (p. 45)—the authors propose a new model
and offer an illustrative case study. Significantly, they insist that “[i]ncorporation
of value systems of individual journalists” who report international affairs “allows
for differentiation between countries” while avoiding treatment of them “as simi-
lar on the basis of state or economic system” (p. 55).

Fung and Ostini introduce the importance of value systems shaping journal-
ists’ reporting as a significant influence in international affairs—and international
communication history. The ensuing article also alludes to value systems in an
emphasis on national identities, which, Catherine Luther argues, have shaped in-
ternational communication and relations over time. Addressing whether national
identities change over time and, if so, to what such change is related, Luther found
consistent national images (national identities) in media content, but some shifts
reflected international relationships.

Reflecting shifting theoretical paradigms across the century, Luther’s article
raises fundamental questions about national identities, communication, and shifting
international power arrangements, whereas the final article, by Scott Laderman,
suggests how national identities may be constructed and reified through media treat-
ment of specific historical international events. Arguing that media content funda-
mentally shapes collective memories of events, Laderman focuses an how tour
guidebook accounts help shape collective memory about an event (Vietnam War)
that continues to mark an epoch in international history.

Of special interest to us, these articles taken together show that recent major is-
sues in international communication and international relations occupying schol-
ars’ and practitioners’ attention have much earlier origins. For example, Palmer’s
article, which outlines the struggle among various colonial powers to determine
the location of the International Meridian, mirrors in some ways contemporary
struggles over global treaties, such as the North American Free Trade Agreement
and the World Trade Organization. Interestingly, one motivation of the original
treaty to determine the international meridian is commerce, and at least one con-
sequence—intended or otherwise—is integration of global markets. It is also in-
structive to note that the origins of a major international treaty lie in a struggle for
control among elite powers, and this continues to be the case today. Clearly,
treaties have consequences beyond their own times, and we have only now begun
to understand the impacts of many.

Similarly, the coverage of international news in local media systems, a topic of
great interest and controversy in the 1970s and 1980s, was a concern at least
7 decades earlier, as Hardt’s article demonstrates. That article, based on an early
study by Lippmann and Merz (1920), suggests that the roots of the modern history
of international communication research lie in the effort at self-criticism in Amer-
ican journalism. The premise raises the question of what happened to this culture
of self-criticism. Recent history surrounding the debate of the New World Infor-
mation and Communication Order suggests that American media were less than

GUEST EDITORS’ NOTE 5



hospitable to the criticism of their coverage from academia and activists. Why did
this tradition cited by Hardt not continue?

These articles represent not only different methods and types of analysis; they
also exemplify multilevel and situational approaches that enrich our understand-
ing of media in international relations. For example, authors Ostini and Fung call
for the inclusion of professional values of individual reporters to be incorporated
into the model explaining state–press relations—thereby recommending a
multilevel approach. Luther’s article argues for a more dynamic analysis of study
of media images by examining the conditions under which shifts in media
construction of national images may or may not occur.

But the largest question these articles raise may be: Have we learned anything
from history? More important, do we know enough about international communi-
cation history to draw any lessons from it? This special issue, we hope, is the
beginning of mining the history of international communication.

REFERENCES

Abramson, P. R., & Inglehart, R. (1998). Value change in global perspective. Ann Arbor: The
University of Michigan Press. (Original work published 1995)

Bell, D. (1973). The coming of post-industrial society. New York: Basic Books.
Dell’Orto, G. (in press). Giving meanings to the world: The first U.S. foreign correspondents,

1838–1859. Westport, CT: Greenwood.
Kumar, K. (1995). From post-industrial to post-modern society: New theories of the contemporary

world. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell.
Lippmann, W., & Merz, C. (1920). A test of the news. The New Republic, 23(296), 1–42.
Stamps, J. (1995). Unthinking modernity: Innis, McLuhan, and the Frankfurt School. Montreal,

Canada: McGill-Queen’s University Press.

6 DICKEN-GARCIA AND VISWANATH



MASS COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY, 2002, 5(1), 7–24

Negotiation and Resistance 
in Global Networks: 

The 1884 International Meridian Conference

Allen W. Palmer
Communications Department 

Brigham Young University

One of the first dialogues about international standards of communication was at an
1884 conference in Washington, DC, convened to discuss reforming time standards
and designate an international meridian. The emergence of both telegraph and rail-
road systems had been important precursors of national time zone systems in North
America and Europe, but creation of an international time system required unprece-
dented cooperation over divergent national interests through expanding networks of
scientists. The international time system arose from the pervasive influence of the
shipping industry and its innovations in science, especially astronomical innova-
tions in reckoning longitude by chronometers. International time reform faced ob-
stacles from competing national, economic, and cultural interests. The selection of
Greenwich Observatory near London as the international meridian showed tacit ac-
ceptance among negotiators of a shift to a scientific center of global interests, in
spite of resistance from France, which hoped to establish Paris as the international
meridian, as well as the metric system as the basis of international exchange.

Technological innovations in shipping and the changing role of international
science in the mid-19th century brought far-reaching changes in relations
among nations. The melding of relations among previously isolated nations
into a coherent global network resulted from intermingling both their shared
interests and intractable differences through technology. Beginning with the
railroad and telegraph, towns and cities were brought closer together as a na-
tion, regardless of whether participants were reluctant or enthusiastic. Railroad
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and telegraph companies, as powerful corporate utilities, achieved a kind of
quasi-government authority in the era’s zeitgeist—unbridled optimism in
empire building.

The railroad and telegraph systems were important in empire building because
only these kinds of agencies could successfully bring technological innovation to
previously isolated communities. Government officers were not equal to the task,
even though subsequent political developments gave the initiative for building a
national network infrastructure back to government (e.g., the interstate highway
system in the 1950s and the electronic Internet in the 1980s and 1990s). Although
railroad and telegraph systems formed the mechanical backbone of the national
communication network, they do not entirely explain the expansion of interna-
tional communication networks because railroad systems did not cross interna-
tional frontiers in the mid-19th century, except in a few contiguous border areas,
such as between the United States and Canada. Even in locations where geogra-
phy did not prohibit it, the assimilation of railway systems into cooperative
international ventures was slowed by incompatible rail gauges and business
interests (Taylor & Neu, 1956).

The two main arguments of this article deal with how technological innova-
tions opened new international networks through the shipping industry and inter-
national science, and how such innovations were assimilated in the often-fitful
contingencies of negotiation—and resistance—among reluctant participants. The
choice of Greenwich Observatory near London as the international meridian in
October 1884 is evidence of the importance of both shipping and science in es-
tablishing early international relations. This decision not only signaled global pre-
dominance of the British naval fleet on the oceans, but it was the demarcation of a
scientific center of global influence against competing historical, religious, and
national claims to cultural authority. What came in the bargain, however, was af-
firmation that “the clock, not the steamengine, is the key machine of the modern
industrial age” (Mumford, 1963, p. 14).

Dramatic changes in the temporality of mechanical timekeeping happened at
the same time as key innovations in mass communication, both developments in
the urban transformation of Western Europe and North America in the 19th cen-
tury. It was precisely the changing density and quickening pace of urban life that
required progressively higher levels of public coordination of mechanical time
and mass communication (Lowe, 1982).

The practical decisions about how to proceed toward time reform and where to
place the international meridian were remarkable because so few people had an
explicit vision of international time, and no political mechanisms then existed to
enact such reform. Much as the railroad and telegraph barons exerted their will to
conquer the American frontier, the decision to make Greenwich the common
meridian was tantamount to deciding where time would begin on the international
frontier.
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TIME AS ARTIFACT IN COMMUNICATION HISTORY

In the same way that the clock is selectively defined as an instrument of social
control, time is not frequently considered in the historical formation of interna-
tional networks of communication (Bartky, 1984, 1985, 1989; Butler, 1990;
Carey, 1989; Creet, 1990; Innis, 1991; Landes, 1983; Smith, 1976; Stephens,
1989). Both communication media and the clock “frame and facilitate” social per-
ceptions (Lowe, 1982, p. 1). Changing standards of time measurement implied the
reconstruction of authority people used to control the routines of their lives and
their work (Battagalia, 1992; Beniger, 1986; Innis, 1991; Thompson, 1967). Me-
chanical apparatuses for timekeeping meant “supplanting nature and God with
clocks and watches . . . [and] with secular authorities based on efficiency and con-
venience” (O’Malley, 1990, p. ix). Yet, even an otherwise artificial framework for
time became an important reference point because: 

Only within . . . temporal structure does everyday life retain . . . its accent of reality.
Thus in cases where I may be “disoriented” . . . I feel an almost instinctive urge to
“reorient” myself within the temporal structure of everyday life. I look at my watch
and try to recall what day it is. By those acts alone I re-enter the reality of everyday
life. (Berger & Luckmann, 1967, p. 28)

Mechanical time reckoning also had far-reaching economic consequences.
Railways and telegraph “were the first to feel the need to find new modes of or-
ganization adapted to the management of the continuous circulation of goods,
services, and information on a large scale” (Mattelart, 2000, p. 10). In this broader
view, international time standards were naturalized as part of the market mental-
ity that both rationalized the merchant as a citizen of the world, and “the deploy-
ment of technological networks [that] perpetuated . . . worldwide economic
integration” (Mattelart, 2000, p. 6). What is today narrowly defined as mass
communication is an outgrowth of the new social formations arising from the
convergence of new technologies and the audiences they defined as markets.

Clearly, international time standards challenged the comprehension of the lay
person. Although ship navigators knew they would gain a full calendar day on
sailing a course westward on the seas, thanks to Magellan in 1522, time reckoning
still defied public credulity. Jules Verne captured the general confusion in his se-
rialized novel Around the World in 80 Days, published in the Paris magazine
Temps (1872). The account of Phineas Fogg’s surprise victory in the global race
because of confusion over the calendar appeared a full decade before the official
placement of the International Date Line in the mid–Pacific Ocean by the dele-
gates at the International Meridian Conference. Until Greenwich was designated
as the international meridian, a boundary between “east” and “west” at the 180th
parallel would not have been possible.
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In effect, the 1884 International Meridian Conference in Washington, DC, for-
malized the new standard temporal reference framework (Zerubavel, 1982). Such
a framework was needed for the kind of mutual interdependence that would make
social and economic intercourse possible across international frontiers.

Emerging Need for Time Standards

By the 1870s, international commerce had been responsible for expanding rela-
tions between nations. International agreements were being drafted to regulate
postal and telegraph traffic. The International Telegraph Union was formed in
1865 and the Universal Postal Union was established in 1875, both making
communication across distances easier for the middle classes.

Frequent travelers and railway managers confronted practical problems of time
reckoning. Because different American railroads used different calculations of
“solar time,” most central rail terminals prominently displayed numerous different
clocks reporting different times based on the separate rail operations connecting
at the station.

Although the railway and telegraph were ultimately responsible for the need to
standardize the national time system, individual railroad managers were generally
disinterested in initiating national time reform on their own. Some felt it was a
problem better handled by government. Others saw no practical benefit of time re-
form outside of the railway system itself (American Society of Civil Engineers,
1889). A more immediate concern of railroad entrepreneurs was the problem of
railway safety. Reports of several spectacular crashes between trains sharing the
same rail lines forced local railway officials to confront the problem of coordina-
tion as a means of control of new unwieldy mechanical systems (Beniger, 1986).

Charles F. Dowd (1870), the principal of Temple Grove Ladies Seminary in
Saratoga Springs, New York, began a vigorous campaign on his own to reform the
railway time system in the United States. He was baffled by the patchwork of four
different time systems he encountered in his travel from Portland, Maine, to
Buffalo, New York. He was likewise bemused that a telegraph message could be
sent from east to west and arrive earlier than its original time of transmission.

The epitome of Victorian virtue, Dowd was a person who “liked order, he dis-
liked confusion,” wrote his son (C. N. Dowd, 1930, p. 5). “It is not strange that the
confusion of [the railroad system’s] multiple time standards should seem to him
absurd” (p. 5). His proposal for a railroad time system employed dual times—a
local time based on the position of the sun, and an average time based on a nearby
city. Such a dual-time system required adapting watches and clocks with an ex-
tra set of hands to distinguish the difference between the two fixed times. Al-
though railroad managers debated the system for 13 years, it was never officially
adopted because it was considered to be cumbersome and difficult to manage.
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Dual-hand watches and clocks are today considered valuable artifacts of the
failed time system.

Astronomy and Time Reckoning at Sea

The problems of time reckoning on land and at sea were generally approached as
two separate issues. Three advocates who believed it was possible to solve them
together were Cleveland Abbe of the U.S. Signal Office and an officer in the Amer-
ican Meteorological Association; William F. Allen, a former resident engineer of
the Camden and Amboy railway system and editor of the U.S. railway time tables;
and Sandford Fleming, chief engineer of the Intercolonial Railway in Canada,
who had recently completed surveys for new railway lines in remote western
Canada. All three were advocates of national time standards and saw reasons to
extend the reform internationally. Fleming, in particular, was tireless in his pursuit
of international time reform (Creet, 1990). He was committed to raising public
consciousness about time management problems and spoke frequently to
scientific groups, government agents, and the public at large.

Scientists in Europe had long anticipated the need for coordination of the
measurement of time, but were generally ambivalent about their responsibility to
take action that might bring about such reform. As early as 1800, La Place cited
the need for a common meridian: 

It is desirable that all of the nations of Europe, in place of arranging geographical
longitude from their own observatories, should agree to compute it from the same
meridian, one indicated by nature herself. . . . Such an arrangement would intro-
duce into the science of geography the same uniformity which is already enjoyed in
the calendar and the arithmetic, and, extended to the numerous objects of their mu-
tual relations, would make of the diverse peoples one family only. (Wheeler, 1885,
p. 30)

Through the work of astronomers in both Paris and Greenwich, the geographi-
cal precision of cartography had steadily improved, but different nations preferred
designating their own meridian. Among the meridians suggested in various scien-
tific venues were the Paris Observatory, the Great Pyramid of Giza in Egypt, the
Jerusalem temple, the city of Rome, and several islands and ocean locations con-
sidered more deliberately “neutral.”

Scientifically, it mattered little, if at all, which meridian was used for the meas-
urement. International coordination depended only on a common point of refer-
ence. Accurate longitudes were easily fixed by comparing local time based on the
position of the sun at high noon (corrected for the Earth’s wobble) with the simul-
taneous time calculation at an astronomical observatory. One hour difference in
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the two readings equals 15 degrees longitude. The main problem for early
astronomers and navigators was to make a reliable timepiece that would keep
accurate reckoning in spite of the erratic movement and general abuse on ship-
board. If the British had an advantage as clockmakers, it was because of the
advancement of metalwork crafts developed early in the Industrial Era (E. P.
Thompson, 1967). Before the mid-19th century, watches were partly ornamental
and partly utilitarian, but they were gradually to become essential for those asso-
ciated with transportation, or who depended on it for commerce.

The British Parliament offered a reward in 1714 for the first clockmaker to
“discover the longitude at sea” (Howse, 1980, p. 50). Dozens of chronometers
were shipped in wooden crates to and from the West Indies to compare their pre-
cision. After devoting 50 years to improving his chronometers, clockmaker John
Harrison won the reward in 1765. However, measurement of longitude through as-
tronomical observations alone became feasible by the 1760s with the invention of
the sextant and the publication of celestial tables in Greenwich Observatory’s
annual Nautical Almanac.

Greenwich Observatory provided a time signal in 1833 to the British navy
with the manual use of a moving “time ball” visible by ship navigators anchored
in the nearby Thames River. The ball was eventually wired for electrical control
in 1855, and the observatory then began using telegraph signals to control the
movement of the balls on various remote sites, including the roof of the London
telegraph headquarters and at coastal lighthouses. Eventually, even the German
Empire was added to the British telegraph time-ball system, also using Green-
wich as the reference point. London clockmakers also used Greenwich time
signals for timekeeping for mail deliveries using horse-drawn stage service.
Clockmakers were asked eventually to subsidize the observatory for the service
(Meadows, 1975).

One person who resisted international time reform was Sir George Airy, British
astronomer royal at the Greenwich Observatory and one of the scientists known
for advances in calculating longitude using chronometers (clocks) for the British
naval fleet. During Airy’s long tenure as manager of the Greenwich Observatory,
he witnessed the remarkable development of time signals using everything from
rockets, time balls, and electric signals distributed to telegraph offices, post
offices, and lighthouses (Howse, 1997). 

Airy was a staunch defender of using the Greenwich Observatory as the stan-
dard of longitudinal measurement for the British system. He noted in correspon-
dence to his supervisors in the British admiralty: “The meridional [sic] system is
sacredly preserved” (Meadows, 1975, p. 4). Renowned in British science for
adapting the chronometer for longitude measurements over land, he directed his
staff’s experiments to determine the longitude difference between Greenwich and
other nearby locations. Eventually they measured the distance to observatories in
Paris and in Russia. 
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A Pulkovo, Russia, astronomical facility was established as the meridian for
standard time throughout Russia. To coordinate timekeeping between Britain and
Russia, astronomers at Greenwich shipped 42 chronometers across the North Sea
16 times to make precise measurements.

Time signals from Greenwich Observatory were also valued by British clock-
makers for calibration and repair of privately owned timepieces. Airy despaired of
routine clerical work required to satisfy local timekeepers, and he was suspicious
local clockmakers were bribing his observatory staff members to perform
unauthorized work on timepieces (Meadows, 1975).

Indeed, Airy aspired to engage his observatory staff in more challenging sci-
ence. He recognized the significant gap in the preponderance of mundane, almost
clerical functions performed by his British observatory compared to what he
regarded as more advanced scientific work at the Paris observatory. Airy com-
plained in an annual government report that the expectations imposed on his staff
prevented expansion into astrophysics: “The observatory was considered rather as
a place for managing government chronometers than as a place of science” (Airy,
1896, p. 124). Concerning the need to move toward more scientific approaches of
astronomy, he wrote:

Still the question has not infrequently presented itself to me, whether the duties to
which I allude have not, by force of circumstances, become too exclusive; whether
the cause of science might not gain if, as in the Imperial Observatory in Paris for in-
stance, the higher branches of mathematical physics should take their place by the
side of Observatory routine. (Meadows, 1975, p. 5)

As much as he wanted to expand the scientific work of the observatory, he was
adamant in the practical value of Greenwich for British timekeeping, but curiously,
he was unwilling to promote public time reform beyond Britannia’s own borders.

Internationalizing the Telegraph System

On the Western shores of the Atlantic, when Samuel F. B. Morse proposed build-
ing a telegraph line from Washington to Baltimore, he asked Congress for finan-
cial support in 1842. His proposal was denounced by critics as a waste of public
funds. However, international expansion of the telegraph soon became a question
of business speculation because of the appetite in the American business centers
for news from Europe. 

Even though the first underwater telegraph line ran under the North Sea and
connected astronomical observatories in Greenwich and Paris in 1851, the trans-
Atlantic cable linking America with Europe was perhaps the single most
important achievement in internationalizing the time system.
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There is no clear evidence that American developers of the trans-Atlantic cable
were preoccupied with the potential use of the telegraph for time and longitude
measurements. The Greenwich Observatory used the telegraph signal from 
the trans-Atlantic cable ship the Great Eastern to plot the ship’s position in the
Atlantic even before the trans-Atlantic line was complete in 1866 (Meadows,
1975). Developers, however, were primarily motivated by their hopes of cutting
the time for news to travel by steamer from Europe to America by as much as
48 hr (R. L. Thompson, 1972). 

One of the earliest proposals for a trans-Atlantic cable line was mentioned in the
National Telegraph Review in July 1853, but business promoters failed to attract
sufficient backing. Cyrus Field and Frederick N. Gisborne considered the proposal
again in 1854 and sought the backing of telegraph inventor Morse (R. L. Thompson,
1972). Morse unwittingly hindered the trans-Atlantic cable project because of his
lack of business acumen. Consummating the project involved a series of difficult
business deals, including consolidation of then-independent U.S. telegraph sys-
tems into what would eventually become the American Telegraph Company. Morse
was anxious to see the expansion of the telegraph technology and promised the use
of his patents without charge on a line from the British Provinces in Canada to New
York, and to transmit telegraph messages at half price.

Before a trans-Atlantic project materialized, another entrepreneur, business-
man Perry McDonough Collins, began promoting another ambitious international
telegraph scheme to tie the world together by telegraph. Collins wanted to lay a
telegraph line to connect Western Union’s transcontinental American line with his
new line to run over land through British Columbia, Russian America (Alaska),
under the Bering Strait, and overland again through Siberia to connect to a Russ-
ian line in eastern Asia. Collins’s extended plan also envisioned construction of
telegraph lines to Central and Latin America. Collins had obtained approval from
both the American and Russian governments to begin work on the line, and he had
dispatched George Kennan to begin the work in Alaska and Russia. The project
was aborted in July 1866 when news spread of the successful laying of a 
trans-Atlantic cable (Travis, 1990).

A call for building an American observatory was published as early as 1812 to
be “an appendage, if not an attribute of sovereignty” (O’Malley, 1990, p. 56). An
American observatory would lessen reliance of Americans on European astron-
omy. As a practical matter, however, there were only a few people who questioned
dependence on European, and British, time. Simon Newcomb, superintendent of
the American-published Nautical Almanac, wrote: “Americans don’t care for
other nations; we can’t help them, they can’t help us.” He observed “no more need
for considering Europe in the matter [time reform] than for considering the
inhabitants of Mars” (Howse, 1980, p. 134).

The commodification of time became an unexpected consequence of the inter-
national expansion of the telegraph. Samuel Langley, who later would be appointed
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secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, was one of the first American as-
tronomers to distribute time in the American marketplace. Seeking financial sup-
port for the observatory, he sold telegraphic time signals from the Allegheny
Observatory to a local railway line and a jewelry shop in Pittsburgh (O’Malley,
1990).

Time Reckoning in American Railroad Systems

Confusion arising from railway calculation of time in different cities was a matter
of curiosity and concern for travelers and railroad operators. Coordinating time
across distances was a practical problem precipitated by the amalgam of railroad
and telegraph operators: 

Away from the world of telegraphs and railroad trains, there was just no reason to
care. Only the railroads, the ultimate symbol of commercial expansion, progress,
and the conquest of space, had the motive and the power to reform public
timekeeping. (O’Malley, 1990, p. 100)

American political and government leaders kept a respectful distance from leg-
islation dealing with time because proposals to change time standards were gen-
erally unpopular. Several preliminary initiatives to standardize time presented to
Congress died from inaction or neglect. Standard time was popularly known as
“railroad time” or “Vanderbilt’s time” (Carey, 1989). Populist protest against stan-
dard time were part of the widespread disapproval of the blind influence wielded
by the banks, the telegraph, and the railroads.

It became apparent that coordination of passenger schedules was in the railway
operators’ collective interest for economic reasons. Railway service was originally
regarded useful for transportation of freight and mail. Transport of passengers
developed rather abruptly into a source of revenue for the railway systems, but
fragmentation of railway service posed a difficult obstacle for long-distance
service. A contingent of railroad superintendents met in St. Louis in early 1872 to
arrange the forthcoming summer rail passenger schedules between different ad-
joining rail lines. They formed a permanent organization called the Time-Table
Convention to address the persistent discrepancies of time calculation across the
United States. The name was subsequently changed to the General Time Conven-
tion, the American Railway Association, and, finally, the Association of American
Railroads.

William F. Allen, the former resident engineer of the Camden and Amboy Rail-
road and secretary of the General Time Convention, was given the charge to
develop a workable railway time proposal (J. S. Allen, 1951; W. F. Allen, 1910). His
collaborative plan, discussed at length with Abbe and Fleming, among others, was
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accepted by the General Time Convention on October 11, 1883. It included five
time “belts” in Standard Railway Time based on the 60th, 75th, 90th, 105th, and
120th meridians west of Greenwich, based approximately on longitudes of Eastern,
Atlantic, Valley, Mountain, and Pacific. These divisions were to be followed later
by adoption of a single standard for the continent at 70 degrees, or 6 hr, west of
Greenwich. For the system to work, state and national legislatures were to be peti-
tioned to make railway and telegraph time legal for all public and private business.

British astronomer royal Airy was among those who reacted negatively to the
American railway proposal for an international time system. He advised the
British government to abstain from interfering directly in public uses of time, “un-
til the spontaneous rise of such novelties [had] become so extensive as to make it
desirable that regulations should be sanctioned by superior authority” (Creet,
1990, p. 75).

Even without the imprimatur of the British astronomer royal, the railway plan
was approved by the U.S. General Time Convention and implemented in the states
on November 18, 1883. Of the 100 principal cities in the United States, 70
adopted Standard Railway Time immediately, and by October 1884, it had been
adopted by 85% of all American towns with populations more than 10,000
(Bartky & Harrison, 1979).

Conflicts between railway companies over boundaries between systems led to
the call for direct government involvement, but it required 35 years for Congress
to take action. The Standard Time Act, passed on March 19, 1918, essentially
sanctioned the system already in use by the railroads. The act gave the Interstate
Commerce Commission the power to enforce time zone boundaries (Holbrook,
1947). Administrative decisions about changes in boundaries of American time
zones are managed today by the U.S. Department of Transportation.

International Cooperation Among Scientists

With few exceptions, national government leaders were ambivalent about interna-
tional scientific endeavors. Government cooperation on science hinged on the pre-
conditions that such projects “did not cost too much, that the scientists themselves
were prepared to do the work, and that nothing in the commitment trenched upon
national security or sovereignty” (Lyons, 1963, pp. 228–229). 

France was positioned to play a central role in negotiation of the new interna-
tional standards of exchange, but had a history of marshaling communication sys-
tems into its closely held military objectives. The nation’s visual semaphore signal
system employing a network of towers was held closely in national service and the
semaphore code itself was considered a state secret until about 1850.

France’s representatives promoted worldwide adoption of the metric system as
early as 1792, calling the meter a “new bond of general fraternity for the peoples
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who adopt it” and the “beneficial truth that will become a new link between
nations and one of the most useful conquests of equality” (Mattelart, 2000, p. 5).
A key obstacle in the success of the metric system was the indifference or intran-
sigence of countries that resisted its adoption. The American Meteorological So-
ciety had accepted a challenge to promote the metric system, especially in the
English-speaking countries that had resisted it.

Prior to the mid-19th century, only a few intergovernmental collaborative ventures
in science existed. One of the earliest projects was an initiative to measure the size of
the earth sponsored by the Prussian Institute of Geodesy in 1862, an organization that
in 1867 changed its name to the International Geodetic Association.

The first global code of science occurred in 1860 when a congress of chemists
convened in Karlsruhe, Germany, to clarify the general usage of a standard list of
chemical symbols. Within a few years, similar congresses were convened to con-
sider botany and horticulture (1864), geodesy (1864), astronomy (1865),
pharmacy (1865), meteorology (1873), and geology (1878).

In 1889, there were 91 ancillary international meetings held in conjunction
with the Paris Universal Exhibition. By the late 1880s, the Paris-based Associa-
tion for Scientific Advancement (Alliance Scientifique Universelle) issued an
identity card or passport called the “Diplome-Circulaire,” which scientists carried
on their foreign travels (Crawford, 1992). From such assemblies, there were 37 in-
ternational cooperative agreements drafted between 1850 and 1880. Such agree-
ments were issued by organizations like the International Telegraph Union, the
General Postal Union in 1974, and the Agreement for International Regulation of
Sea Routes in 1879 (Mattelart, 2000).

The problems of time reckoning were addressed at numerous international sci-
ence meetings, including the International Geographical Congress in Antwerp,
the International Congress for the Codification of the Law of Nations in Cologne,
the International Institution for Preserving and Perfecting Weights and Measures,
and national geographical societies in Madrid, Paris, Geneva, and Berlin.

The International Commission for Weights and Measures (Bureau Interna-
tional des Poids et Mesures) was located at Sevrés, just outside Paris in 1875. The
congress issued the Metric Convention, a pact whose signatories agreed to adopt
the metric system in return for acquiring seats on the Paris-based commission.
The 2nd International Geographical Congress in Rome in 1875 first raised the
possibility of international reciprocation: The French would accept Greenwich as
the prime meridian if the English would adopt the metric system. 

In Venice at the 3rd International Geographical Congress in 1881, there was
consideration of neutral sites for the common international meridian. Scotland’s
royal astronomer suggested the Great Pyramid in Egypt because of its central role
in Western antiquity. An Italian astronomer proposed setting the meridian in
Jerusalem because of its religious significance. A Swiss representative proposed
the Bering Strait as a possible meridian, based on its geographical neutrality.
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Whether the scientists attending such meetings had government authority to bind
their respective governments to decisions about an international time system was
unclear. The Venice convention issued a call through the Italian government for a
general meeting the following year to consider international time standards: “This
commission should be composed of scientific members, such as geodesists and ge-
ographers, and of persons representing the interests of commerce, learning, etc.”
(Wheeler, 1885, p. 23). The resolution directly acknowledged: “The . . . establishment
of a common initial meridian and uniform time reckoning, more than any other ac-
tion of the [scientific] congress, interests the United States” (Wheeler, 1885, p. 23).

In addition to the question of setting an international meridian, other proposals
were advanced in Venice pertaining to reordering time. Among those proposals
was a plan for a 24-hr clock, designated time zones by dividing the earth by lon-
gitude areas, and designation of a public-time signal facility in each city and town
to be connected to an observatory where time would originate.

Otto Struve, a Russian astronomer who had lobbied for adoption of a Green-
wich meridian as early as 1870, had encountered early French opposition to the
Greenwich proposal. Later, Struve corresponded with both Sandford Fleming and
Cleveland Abbe, his former students, asking them to take up the cause of time re-
form. Ostensibly, it was Struve’s previous encounter with the French objections to
Greenwich that inspired Fleming to propose the Bering Strait as an alternative at
the 1884 Washington time conference, an idea of Fleming’s that had been earlier
rejected by the British Association for the Advancement in Science.

An October 1883 resolution adopted by the 7th General Conference of the In-
ternational Geodetic Association in Rome urged action on the problem of time-
keeping regardless of the obstacles in negotiation. Standardization of exchange
would require concessions: “The unification of longitude and time is desirable in
the interest of science, navigation, commerce, and international communications;
and the scientific and practical utility far surpasses the sacrifices necessary to
attain it” (Wheeler, 1885, p. 34).

The consensus of opinion seemed to be that Greenwich was the preferred site
for the designated international meridian merely as a practical matter. There were
at least a dozen other meridians in use by various coalitions of nations, generally
following colonial lines of naval authority. The large number of meridians was an
embarrassment to astronomers, who believed a single international meridian was
altogether preferable and necessary.

1884 INTERNATIONAL MERIDIAN CONFERENCE CONVENES

American scientists sought to enlist the support of the U.S. Congress to host an in-
ternational time congress. Abbe petitioned Congress to sponsor a conference and
Congress passed a resolution on August 3, 1882, asking the president to invite
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delegates from all the nations with diplomatic relations with the United States to
meet in Washington to confer on the problem. The conference would be the first
international meeting to be convened expressly to discuss time reform, and for
which there exists an extended published account.

Meeting at the old Executive Office Building were 41 delegates from 25 nations.
Ostensibly, all of the representatives dispatched to the meeting were authorized to
represent their governments, but it was apparent the conference delegates were an
uneven match of authority and expertise. Among them were statesmen and diplo-
mats, astronomers and railway engineers, and naval officers. Dispatched from
France were a government diplomat and the director of the Paris Observatory. There
were five representatives from the United States: William F. Allen, Cleveland Abbe,
and Lewis M. Rutherford, plus two representatives from the U.S. Navy. Great Britain
sent a naval captain, an observatory director, a military officer from the Council of
India, and Sandford Fleming, as a British representative from Canada.

From the conference’s published Protocol of Proceedings (1884), one of the
first questions facing the delegates was whether the meetings should be open to
the general public. The leader of the French delegation, Mr. LeFaivre, was
adamant that “nothing could be gained, while the proceedings might be embar-
rassed or delayed by such a course” (p. 10). He argued that the conference was:

empowered to confer about matters with which the general public have now nothing
to do; that to admit the public to the meetings would destroy their privacy and sub-
ject the conference to the influence of an outside pressure which might prove very
prejudicial to its proceedings. (p. 20)

The proposal to close the meetings to public view failed in a subsequent vote.
Next, a resolution to invite distinguished scientists to attend and present their

views passed after discussion. The French delegates stipulated that the scientists
should not vote or initiate discussion. It was clear from their statements that anyone
“not authorized by their respective governments” should not “be permitted to in-
fluence the decision of this body.” The questions to be resolved were “exclusively
governmental” (p. 18). Given France’s objections to the designation of the Green-
wich Observatory by previous scientific conferences, their argument may have
been intended to minimize any momentum in favor of the Greenwich meridian.

In spite of the previous consensus by scientific congresses in Venice and Rome,
acceptance of the Greenwich meridian was not presumed. Some of the alternative
proposals, including Jerusalem, the Great Pyramid, the Azores, and the Bering
Strait, which were discussed in previous assemblies, were raised in general dis-
cussion and referred to a committee. Two specific alternatives that received gen-
eral discussion were the possibilities of designating the international meridian
either at the Ferro Islands or at a point in the Pacific Ocean at 180 degrees from
Greenwich, both of which were introduced by France.
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The French objected to Greenwich ostensibly because it was not a neutral site,
and because it “cut no great continent, neither Europe nor America” (p. 36). Un-
less national rivalries could be avoided, they argued, it would be unfair to adopt a
universal meridian. 

Fleming urged the delegates to “set aside any national or individual prejudices
we possess and view the subject as members of one community . . . in fact, as cit-
izens of the world” (p. 75). Great Britain rejected both the Ferro Islands and the
point 180 degrees from Greenwich because they did not meet the test of neutral-
ity. The Ferro Islands were considered historically to be French, and the point 180
degrees from Greenwich could not be separated from Greenwich itself, making
both of them preferential selections.

France reintroduced the possibility of a reciprocal trade in the discussion when
its delegate reviewed the extensive changes in new charts, maps, and atlases that
the proposed adoption of Greenwich would require, whereas the English would
face no real changes, “leaving to us alone the burden of change” (p. 49). His ar-
gument continued:

When France, at the end of the last century, instituted the metre, did she proceed
thus? Did she, as a measure of economy and in order to change nothing in her cus-
toms, propose to the world the “Pied de Roi” as a unit of measure? Permit me to say
that it is thus a reform should be made and becomes acceptable. It is by setting the
example of self-sacrifice; it is by complete self-effacement in any undertaking, that
opposition is disarmed and true love of progress is proved. (p. 49)

The French delegate reminded the conference attendees that prior discussions
had recognized the inequitable selection of Greenwich and raised the possibility that
Great Britain and the United States should adopt the metric system in exchange for
France’s acquiescence. A Greenwich meridian would be expensive for France in al-
tering its system, but it called for an even greater cost in national pride, conceding
to Britain the position of tacit international leader in both shipping and science.

The Spanish representative agreed: “Spain accepts this [metric proposal] in the
hope that England and the United States will accept on their part the metric sys-
tem as she has done herself ” (p. 88). The British responded to the French offer to
barter the metric system:

Great Britain has desired that it may be allowed to join the Convention du Metre. . . .
Great Britain henceforth will be, as regards its system of weights and measures, ex-
actly in the same position as the United States. In Great Britain the use of metrical
weights and measures is authorized by law. . . . It is quite true that the government of
England does not hold out any expectation that she will adopt the compulsory use of
the metric system, either at the present time, or, so far as that goes, at any future
time . . . [the metric system] is an extremely good one and which so far as purely
scientific purposes are concerned, is largely in use at the present time. (p. 90)
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Whether science should remain ambivalent in this contentious debate was still
an open question. A delegate from Brazil said “the arguments which ought to pre-
vail should be, before everything, drawn from science, the only source of truth
which alone can enlighten us” (p. 83). The French agreed, asserting the decision
where to place the meridian should be based on “exclusively scientific principles”
(p. 29). At another time, the French argued “science is absolutely disinterested in
the selection. . . . Science appears only as the humble vassal of the powers of the
day to consecrate and crown their success” (pp. 91–92).

An unnamed American delegate responded: “From a purely scientific point of
view, any meridian can be taken as the prime meridian” (p. 39). William Thomson,
an American scientist in attendance at the conference, agreed in principle: “It is
the settlement of a question which is a matter of business arrangement. The ques-
tion is, what will be the most convenient, on the whole, for the whole world. It
cannot be said that one meridian is more scientific than another” (p. 94). Lacking
any scientific reason to deny the choice, the vote in favor of Greenwich was 22 in
favor, 1 against (San Domingo), and 2 abstaining as a matter of protest of the
outcome (France and Brazil).

With the outcome of the vote no longer in doubt, a French delegate conceded
defeat: “For the present we decline the honor of immolating ourselves alone for
progress of a problematic, and eminently secondary order” (p. 94).

Because the United States and Britain refused to acquiesce to the offer to
barter the metric system, however disingenuous, the French government subse-
quently managed to avoid most direct references to Greenwich for the balance of
the 19th and the early 20th centuries. France scrupulously defined the international
meridian as Paris Mean Time—retarded by 9 min, 21 sec—effectively placing
international mean time at Greenwich, without reference to the British location.

The conference considered a series of resolutions to further standardize inter-
national time calculations. One rejected proposal would have separated the
world’s time belts or zones of standard time at 10-min intervals, creating 144 time
zones. The conference failed to approve the 24-zone time system, but delegates
generally agreed it was the most practical solution (pp. 106–110).

Another proposal considered at the conference regarded the problem of the be-
ginning of the daily cycle. Civilians generally referred to the beginning of a day at
midnight, but astronomers and navigators counted days beginning at noon. A pro-
posal initiated at the Rome scientific congress to declare the day begins at noon
was rejected. Delegates at the conference agreed that general public acceptance of
some time standards was tenuous and the customs of ordinary people should not
be challenged. Delegates approved the proposal to begin the so-called universal
day at midnight.

Finally, the delegates weighed the problem of how to determine “east” and
“west” in a world fully recognized to be spherical. Because the earth rotates in an
eastward direction, eastern points ought to precede western points in the time
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system. The problem they faced, essentially, was what constituted east and west, or
where the division between east and west would be placed. Their solution was the
demarcation of the “international date line” at the 180th meridian as the eastern-
most meridian on the globe, “as if the earth were, indeed, flat” (Zerubavel, 1982,
p. 16).

The International Meridian Conference failed to adopt the 24-hr clock,
which would have dropped the “a.m.” and “p.m.” designations, but a campaign
to adopt the continuous clock was kept alive for at least 5 more years by the U.S.
General Time Convention. In spite of strong advocacy by Allen, Fleming, and
others, the 24-hr system was never adopted in the United States and Britain
except for military use.

CONCLUSION

The innovations that led to international time reform arose from the cumulative
changes in 19th-century urbanization and industrialization, and concomitant ex-
pansion of international commerce. Scientists set a course leading to mechaniza-
tion of global time reckoning through innovations of astronomy and shipping.
Those innovations were followed by commercially motivated improvements in
transportation and cartography, thus global coordination and communication.

Shipping provided the means to carry forward these innovations, not only
because of interregional trade contacts between isolated nations, but because ship
navigators and astronomers used their technical skills as the cultural imperative of
applied science to offer solutions to the cumulative problems in a new urban
milieu.

Railroad and telegraphy were important precursors for development of na-
tional time systems, but international time reform waited for the maturing of sci-
ence, accompanied by compelling arguments for the practical needs of a common
temporal framework. Scientists could no longer make an explicit claim of neutral-
ity in international time reform, as had Sir George Airy at the British Observatory,
in the debate over standardization of international time. In fact, scientists who
became engaged in the international dialogue became forerunners of a new
communication imperative that spanned national borders.

Still, emergence of a common international meridian was a momentous devel-
opment both because of the ambivalence of scientists about their political role in
government decisions and the diplomatic rivalries between nations like Britain
and France. The decision to designate Greenwich as the common meridian was a
testament of the uncertain steps that led inevitably to contemporary international
cooperation and communication. 
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This article recovers the historical roots of international communication research in
the United States from the journalism of Walter Lippmann and Charles Merz. A crit-
ical reading of their 1920 study of the New York Times coverage of the Russian Rev-
olution suggests that their analytically sophisticated presentation of a politically
vital topic legitimizes their press criticism as intellectual groundwork for the rise of
an international communication research tradition.

The examination of news as an intellectual exercise inside or outside of academic
circles had been firmly established in the United States when media representa-
tions of global politics captured public attention by the early 20th century and for-
eign affairs reporting flourished in the American press. 

This article recovers the historical roots of international communication re-
search from the American journalism of the 1920s with a critical reading of one of
the earliest and most comprehensive studies of foreign news, the completion of
which constitutes an important intellectual marker in the history of the field. The
study was concluded in 1920 by Walter Lippmann and Charles Merz, whose
insistence on the integrity of the news—which characterized theoretical consider-
ations of journalism at the time—determined their perspective on the relations
between the press and its public and informed their own belief in the power of
public opinion. This was, after all, a time for Lippmann when “sovereignty had
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shifted from the legislature to public opinion,” making it necessary for the public
“to be assured of accurate, reliable information” (Steel, 1980, p. 172).

Entitled “A Test of the News. An examination of the news reports in the New York
Times on aspects of the Russian Revolution of special importance to Americans.
March 1917–March 1920,” the study appeared in a 42-page supplement to the New
Republic on August 4, 1920 (Lippmann & Merz, 1920). It was most likely the result
of a series of controversial reports from Russia by Walter Duranty, a New York Times
correspondent, whose dispatches were different enough from those of other corre-
spondents to be considered by some the work of a Bolshevik press agent (Salisbury,
1980, pp. 461–463).

Lippmann had joined the New Republic in 1914 to participate enthusiastically
in the making of a new magazine, whose substance—according to him—would be
“American, but sophisticated and critical,” while its objective was to “infuse
American emotions with American thought” (Steel, 1980, p. 62). Merz had been
the Washington correspondent of the New Republic, when he changed to the New
York World in 1919; much later he joined the New York Times to eventually be-
come its editorial page director until 1961. Merz wrote “The Voice of a Free
Press,” a noteworthy editorial (published on January 5, 1956), which became a
statement of principle of the New York Times in its opposition to the Communist
witch hunt of the Congressional Eastland Committee. 

Their work remains an extraordinary study, even by today’s standards. The au-
thors anticipated not only theoretical and methodological issues of international
communication research arising in the 1950s—when numerous content analyses of
foreign news coverage in the American press began to compete for attention in a
new academic arena of scholarly inquiry—but also their application of a qualitative
research design was a precursor of contemporary critical readings of media texts.

Consequently, this article suggests that the roots of a modern history of inter-
national communication research may well be traced to an intellectual effort of
self-criticism in American journalism. This occurred at a time when the United
States became inextricably involved in global affairs and the public’s (political)
need to know the world turned into a moral responsibility of the press. In addition,
a critical reading of Lippmann’s and Merz’s penetrating public analysis of press
practices reveals not only shared interests but also an ideological kinship of jour-
nalism and (mass communication) science as value-free practices in their tradi-
tional treatment of notions of objectivity.

Moreover, the topic—news coverage of the Russian Revolution—is a particu-
larly important addition to a field of inquiry that would gain in importance with
the end of World War II and increased U.S. involvement in foreign affairs, partic-
ularly as the Cold War began to affect international relations. After all, how was
the emerging Soviet Union, specifically, constructed by the United States, and its
press in particular, and what were the predominant images that would surface to
characterize the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia after the end of World War I?
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The increasing engagement of the United States in foreign affairs at that time
was accompanied by extended media attention to political and economic activities
abroad. Accordingly, an increasing number of foreign correspondents, foreign
bureaus, and foreign news coverage enhanced the traditional purpose of many
American newspapers to serve public needs. In the process, they changed from
mostly provincial sources of domestic intelligence to cosmopolitan authorities on
global affairs, often enough with their own journalists on the world scene, but
certainly connected to foreign events through the efforts of U.S. news agencies,
like the United Press, International News Service, or the Associated Press, and
therefore also to the resources of the New York Times.

The field of international and comparative communication studies matured
alongside these mounting public demands (including those from government
and commerce) for information and explanation, which helped reinforce the in-
ternational dimension of American mass communication research. Elsewhere I
have addressed the ideological foundations of this development (Hardt, 1998);
here I want to draw attention to a remarkable early contribution to qualitative in-
ternational communication research. Rarely cited, hence almost forgotten, the
work by Lippmann and Merz (1920) also constitutes a critical reaction to the
press coverage of an expanded American presence (or interest) in foreign coun-
tries. As such it augments a growing body of academic research into foreign
news coverage by U.S. media with a narrative that reinforces the interpretive
power of a critical reading reminiscent of contemporary qualitative research
methodologies.

Although hardly theorized at the time, the power and influence of the press—as
the dominant public medium—and its role in the making of public opinion were
widely assumed. Indeed, they had become part of the definition of a modern life
that began with urbanization, industrialization, and the spread of large-circulation
newspapers around the turn of the 20th century, when the press became more than
a detached supplier of information and opinion. Thus, with America’s extended
involvement in world affairs, there could be no doubt that the nation’s media would
play a major role in producing the images of people and events that would deter-
mine individual and collective judgments (how people thought and felt about each
other). The media’s (real or imagined) persuasive power, in turn, would also serve
specific cultural or political purposes. If contemporary media are the site if not the
combatants in a “culture war”—as Hunter (1991) termed it—an earlier press was
equally known for its engaged, often partisan struggle over ideologically deter-
mined constructions of reality. Indeed, the history of foreign affairs coverage as a
reflection of U.S. foreign policy offers an example of the growing interdependence
of media and politics in the 20th century. B. C. Cohen (1963) for instance, saw the
press as “a political actor of tremendous consequence,” able to draw “on its favored
position in American political philosophy and on its practical usefulness to foreign
policy officials” (p. 268).
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Lippmann and Merz (1920) recognized the significance of the Russian
Revolution—certainly beyond the impact of immediate events whose newsworthi-
ness was guaranteed by their focus on conflict and armed struggle—as a politically
pertinent topic with concrete economic and possibly military consequences for the
United States, and therefore, of particular interest to American readers. In fact, the
revolutionary struggle in Russia may have been the single most important news event
of the first part of the 20th century after the horrors of World War I. Its outcome re-
sulted in an increasingly fierce propaganda campaign of the U.S. government against
the ideological foundations of a newly emerging foreign state: the Soviet Union.

Lippmann and Merz (1920) engaged in a systematic, long-term analysis of the
New York Times news coverage with a close reading of a series of its news reports
on diplomatic and military developments that shaped the future of Russia and—
by 1920—had determined the fate of the Bolshevik Revolution. By entering into
such a long-term study of Russian news coverage, the authors avoided not only the
typical limitations of brief, exploratory analyses of specific events, but they were
able to reconstruct an ongoing political crisis. With their report in the pages of the
New Republic they also created a belated opportunity in 1920 for adjusting public
opinion about the significance of specific developments in Russia, including the
level of credibility regarding the process of news reporting itself. In this sense,
their study became a journalistic corrective of a prominent—and what hitherto
may have been considered a reliable, if not truthful—rendering of the events in
Russia and, therefore, a rare case of press criticism of one of the most important
newspapers in the country from within the system.

Their choice of the New York Times, according to the authors, suggested its
public importance, including its remarkable material capacity to gather, present,
and preserve news. They referred to its “means for securing news,” its “technically
admirable” makeup, the convenience of its index, the accessibility of its “bound
volumes,” and its prestige as “one of the really great newspapers of the world”
(Lippmann & Merz, 1920, p. 1). 

The analysis is outstanding for several reasons and constitutes a milestone in the
development of international communication research in the United States by direct-
ing attention to the consequences of news reporting for the formation of public opin-
ion and to the need for public surveillance of the production of news by the press. By
undertaking an analysis of a single, significant newspaper over a considerable period
of time, the authors overcame the fragmentation of information, which is inherent in
the daily cycle of news production, and reconstructed a holistic account of events,
thereby exposing the specific qualities of the news flow. Originally separated by
space (or placement) and time (editions), segments of particular events (which lasted
over weeks, months, or years) are forged into a coherent, single description.

In the process, the authors introduced (and tested) innovative approaches to
the study of news; thus, their critical narrative addresses problems of “truth” or
“accuracy,” reveals the power of subjectivity and the impact of rhetorical strategies
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in the construction of news events, and acknowledges the importance of “source
credibility.” They also described the proximity of news and propaganda and noted
the use of specific techniques of representation to reinforce the idea of factual re-
porting, such as the focus on leaders (strong men), the need for attribution, repe-
tition of facts (deemed important), and selections (or omissions) of facts.

Furthermore, the authors exposed the process of foreign reporting, in general;
unlike domestic journalism—which occurs within familiar cultural and social
boundaries and is frequently subject to professional or public review and potential
adjustment—foreign news gathering not only occurs outside a familiar cultural or
social environment, but also lacks opportunities for oversight or review, either by
editors and competing journalists or by expert readers as eyewitnesses of specific
events. Instead, foreign correspondents—at that time—operated outside the every-
day experience of colleagues and readers at home and with the freedom and
responsibility that came with reliance on their own professional judgments,
expertise, and trust in the editorial process of the respective news organization. On
the other hand, intimate acquaintance with interested parties, personal preferences,
and reliance on propaganda as fact remained serious threats to the process of
reporting, but also to the integrity of information. 

But Lippmann and Merz (1920) also responded to a perceived mistrust of news
coverage, in general, and particularly of “contentious affairs” (p. 1), if not threats
to the integrity of news reporting. They revealed their own belief in the centrality
of news in a democratic society and the need for accuracy and reliability, because
“a sound public opinion cannot exist without access to the news” (p. 1). Their
study is a test of whether the public was denied access to facts. In the process they
confronted, albeit implicitly, the rising sensationalism of urban newspapers in the
United States, including the popularity of the “yellow press” and the attending
fictionalization of the news for the benefit of an increasingly large—and, there-
fore, important—diversion-seeking reading public.

The question of news is not only a question of fair reporting and disinterested
fact, however, but also a question of truth. Lippmann and Merz realized the inher-
ent problem of finding, identifying, and certifying a truthful account of the day’s
events, especially under adverse external or internal conditions for establishing
the nature of specific circumstances. Thus, in a socially and politically complex
and shifting situation, the process of reporting is likely to be affected by the ten-
dency to operate from within an identifiable realm of intellectual or political self-
interests that obfuscate the boundaries between fact and fiction and help articulate
and reinforce the presentation of an ideologically consistent worldview.

Thus, there was no truthful accounting of the situation in Russia, according to the
authors, and there could be no authoritative reports when “able and disinterested ob-
servers furnish contradictory evidence out of which no objective criteria emerge”
(Lippmann & Merz, 1920, p. 2). Consequently, the notion of accuracy, or truth, be-
comes a relative concept, plagued by the inability to reproduce a reliable measure,
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and, therefore, turns out to be less useful for determining quality in news reporting
than the notion of reliability. The latter concept suggests yet another standard of ob-
servation, the strength of which lies in the availability of sufficient, consensually
undisputed details of specific incidents. Their discussion contains an implicit ac-
knowledgment of the difficulty to believe in the ability (or willingness) of the press
to reproduce reality or a universal truth despite the commonsense belief that the
press is a mirror of society and reflects—or ought to reflect—the way things are.

Thus, the authors resorted to a different standard of measurement by announc-
ing that the “reliability of the news is tested in this study by a few definite and de-
cisive happenings about which there is no dispute” (Lippmann & Merz, 1920, p. 2).
This is a way of establishing “truth” by expert consensus, as the construction of
events now rests on the reliability of shared observations. Lippmann and Merz
(1920) reduced their inquiry to one major question:

Whether the reader of the news was given a picture of various phases of the revolu-
tion which survived the test of events, or whether, he was misled into believing that
the outcome of events would be radically different from the actual outcome. (p. 2)

Consequently, a series of specific episodes in the history of the Russian Revo-
lution emerged to constitute the testing ground of the New York Times news cov-
erage. These incidents ranged from the failure of the Russian army offensive
(under Kerensky) in July 1917, the overthrow of the Provisional Government by
the Soviets in November 1917 and their separate peace with Germany in March
1918, and the failures of various military campaigns (by Kolchak, Denikin, and
Yudenitch), to the continuing existence of the Soviet government by March 1920.
They are confirmed episodes that were examined by the authors in 12 chapters,
beginning with the July offensive in 1917 and ending with the failure of interna-
tional intervention in 1920. 

The critical reading of pertinent articles in the pages of the New York Times
against standards of reliability also includes the use of two superimposed, com-
parative maps to illustrate distances and effectively project the size of the United
States onto the vastness of Russia (e.g., “Kolchak’s retreat from Perm to Irkutsk
was accordingly a retreat corresponding to one from Santa Fe, N. M. to a point off
the Bahama Islands”; Lippmann & Merz, 1920, p. 25). The visualization of the
physical context not only familiarizes the reader with the territories in the news,
but also reinforces the extent of the problem of providing a reliable accounting of
the political and military shifts of power in a nation of enormous proportions and,
thus, adds to an understanding of the emerging narrative in the New Republic.

Although the Russia of the aftermath of World War I was a faraway place for
most Americans, Lippmann and Merz (1920) suggested that readers needed to
know about the specific issues of the day, and “whether the Red regime was tot-
tering to its fall or marching to the military conquest of the world,” because on any
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of these questions “depended some aspect of policy involving lives, trade, finance,
and national honor” (p. 2). The latter observation is also a reminder of the eth-
nocentric nature of American news, which dictates news values and priorities for
covering foreign affairs. News must be relevant, and it is relevant only when it
contains a “local” angle. The result is a form of objective professional judgment—
beyond the potential interests of readers in particular social or political issues
regarding the domestic affairs (of Russia)—which guides the approach to news
gathering and directs editorial decision making. The consequences of ignoring
such a narrow perspective (on what is relevant or not in the presentation of news)
by perpetuating the climate of opinions and political speculations instead may
have contributed to the authors’ ultimate conclusion about the New York Times
coverage; they suggested that: “From the point of view of professional journalism
the reporting of the Russian Revolution is nothing short of a disaster. On the
essential questions the net effect was always misleading, and misleading news is
worse than none at all” (p. 3). 

Lippmann and Merz (1920) were particularly concerned about the implications
for the future of the press in the democratic process of sharing relevant informa-
tion, when:

a great people in a supreme crisis could not secure the minimum of necessary infor-
mation on a supremely important event. When that truth has burned itself into men’s
consciousness, they will examine the news in regard to other events, and begin a
searching inquiry into the sources of public opinion. (p. 3)

Their judgment was harsh, and they demanded that the “indispensable preliminary
to a fundamental task of the Twentieth Century” be: “the insurance to a free people
of such a supply of news that a free government can be successfully administered”
(p. 3). The press, and particularly influential, prestigious newspapers like the New
York Times, must be held to the highest standards of performance, not only because
“the reliability of the news is the premise on which democracy proceeds,” but also
because a “great newspaper is a public service institution” (p. 3), with responsibil-
ities that equal those of schools, churches, or government organizations.

These are stringent requirements that reflect not only the authors’ belief in the
strict separation of information and opinion, but also confirm their insistence on
the centrality of the press in the political process: Freedom of the press alone is
not a sufficient guarantee for the reliability or accuracy of facts; responsible prac-
tice in the interest of advancing the common good remains equally important. Yet,
as Lippmann (1915/1982) observed several years earlier, the reporting of interna-
tional affairs often ends in a “‘strong’ stand” that is “least dangerous” and “pro-
duces an exhilarating sense of importance,” whereas a “‘weak’ stand” is “a costly
and thankless task for an editor” and an appeal to “thought which is pale rather
than to lusts which are strong” (p. 399).
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Their close reading of the New York Times over a 3-year period anticipated a
specific, indisputable level of knowledge among readers about specific events of
the Russian Revolution as an objective measure, tempered by varying levels of
interest or sophistication that mark any reading of the news. For instance, they dis-
tinguished between levels of interpretation by referring to the habits of “trained”
and “casual” readers; the former encounter “obscurely placed dispatches” and
read “between the lines of the other dispatches,” whereas the latter concentrate on
“captions or prominent news” (Lippmann & Merz, 1920, pp. 4–6). Consequently,
Lippmann and Merz accounted not only for the qualitative differences among a
reading public—while anticipating contemporary issues of media literacy—but
they also indicated (and assured their own readers of) the diligence of their own
reading and the depth of their engagement with the pertinent news accounts of
their study. Their references to qualitatively different information-seeking tech-
niques or habits allow for a differentiated appraisal of the uses of newspapers,
including the New York Times, and avoid the potential blindspots of a standardized
or one-sided, expert reading of the news. They also raised (unanswered) questions
about (the acquisition of) communicative competence and the ability of readers to
participate in the interpretation of news.

Their “quantitative” measure consisted of dividing the New York Times news
coverage into “optimistic” and “pessimistic” accounts of events—either from the
point of view of the Russian government or the Soviet side. The result is a simple,
yet effective assessment of the coverage, based on the tendency or flavor of the
reporting. Accordingly, they asked, “did the news lead to correct or incorrect
expectations” regarding either the “morale and strength of Russia’s armies” dur-
ing the early months of the conflict (Lippmann & Merz, 1920, p. 4) or “the stabil-
ity of the Bolshevik regime” (p. 10) at a later date?

Lippmann and Merz (1920) concluded that time and again the “values placed
upon news items were wrong, wrong by the ultimate test of battle” (p. 5), and they
suggested specifically that “the news as a whole is dominated by the hopes of the
men who composed the news organization” (p. 3) and that the “news about Rus-
sia is a case of seeing not what was, but what men wanted to see” (p. 3). In fact,
this insight may be the most important finding of the study, because it exposes the
nature of journalistic objectivity: unattainable by working journalists acting on
their own understanding of the world and mythical for purposes of a critical dis-
course about the press and society. The resulting observations about the quality of
reporting imply fairness, balance, and common sense as objective standards and
reflect on ignorance, naiveté, or improper intent as poorly applied subjectivity.
Thus, the authors flatly stated that the “chief censor and the chief propagandist
were hope and fear in the minds of reporters and editors” who wanted to “win the
war” and “ward off bolshevism” (p. 3).

Lippmann and Merz (1920) moved the issue of subjectivity (and intent) into
the center of their investigation; by examining the process of news production,
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including the presentation of manufactured facts, they threw light on the hidden
motives of journalists (and editors) and problematized the business of news cov-
erage in general. In this case, specifically, to win the war and defeat bolshevism
became the ultimate goals of “enterprising men” who submitted to “objective cen-
sorship and propaganda” in the conduct of their professional duties. The notion of
subjectivity was defined as a betrayal of the “free pursuit of facts” and character-
ized as the uncritical and, therefore, unprofessional acceptance of unreliable
sources and suspicious accounts, the net result of “boundless credulity, and an
untiring readiness to be gulled, and on many occasions with a downright lack of
common sense” (p. 3).

These observations introduced the idea of objectivity—the impact of which
was subsequently reflected in interpretive writings about American journalism by
Schudson (1978) or Schiller (1981), among others—also as a major social science
concern of mass communication research during the next decades. At the same
time, Lippmann and Merz revealed the ideological nature of their own critical
expectations. Indeed, Lippmann (1931, pp. 433–441) continued to argue much
later that only objectivity makes for good journalism. Consequently, their under-
standing of objectivity as a journalistic imperative rests on a belief in reality as a
world of facts that can be recovered and reported by journalists, who are able to
rise above ideological differences, political preferences, and cultural (or personal)
biases to “re-present” the events of the day. As such, their understanding rein-
forced a technical rationality that ruled social thought and cultural performances,
including the work of journalists, and offered a fitting response, at that particular
historical moment, to an increasingly industrialized public mind. Objectivity as a
professional expectation continued to dominate the idea of American journalism
for some years to follow.

Lippmann and Merz (1920) provided extensive explanations of the type and
quality of news that was generated by the New York Times in pursuit of political
goals. They documented and described the mechanisms of censorship and prop-
aganda that came to shape the reproduction of Russia and its revolutionary strug-
gle on the pages of the newspaper. They also listed the sources of these practices,
which were revealed in the bias of special interest groups or institutions and their
own creation of the political or military realities of Russia at the time. They
included not only the use of questionable news sources (and ready-made reports),
but also strategies of repetition of specific sets of facts. The result was the expo-
sure of a specific bias (toward an optimistic view of the issues) and the confirma-
tion of the spread of propaganda, which casts doubt on the process of reporting
and diminishes one of its central characteristics, trustworthiness. The authors
concluded that “Insistently appearing in the news, the steady repetition in these
reports left its inevitable impression on the reader,” and they asked, “How trust-
worthy were the sources from which this material was drawn?” (p. 11). In doing
so, the authors also addressed the issue of “source credibility,” a concept of later
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U.S. mass communication research, with their revelations of untrustworthy (or bi-
ased) sources. They also documented the use of corrupted, sometimes semiofficial
sources with hardly a measure of authority to create a picture of Russia that
proved to be misleading. Specifically, the “reliance upon unidentified ‘experts’
and ‘diplomats’ and upon ‘official quarters’ where rumor invariably finds its
favorite haven, particularly with the subordinate, these sources represent in fact a
fairly irresponsible assortment” (pp. 40–41).

Also, repetition as a method of influencing public opinion became a frequent
enough occurrence in the New York Times coverage to raise suspicion among read-
ers. In noting some incidents of repetition, for instance, Lippmann and Merz
(1920) reported:

Thirty different times the power of the Soviets was definitely described as being on
the wane. Twenty times there was news of a serious counter-revolutionary menace.
Five times was the explicit statement made that the regime was certain to collapse.
And fourteen times that collapse was said to be in progress. Four times Lenin and
Trotzky [sic] were planning flight. Three times they had already fled. Five times the
Soviets were “tottering.” Three times their fall was “imminent,” . . . twice Lenin
planned retirement; once he had been killed; and three times he was thrown in
prison. (pp. 10–11) 

The stability of the Bolshevik regime had obvious political consequences for the
U.S. government and Western (European) diplomacy. A repetition of optimistic
accounts about its collapse, however, eventually became a “suspicious fact” among
sophisticated readers; Lippmann and Merz (1920) suggested that reiteration may
create doubt and lead to opposite conclusions, as casual readers may be lulled into
complacency. They indicated the inherent difficulties of absorbing the news,
especially of complicated, foreign issues, even for the trained reader, and even
more so when disreputable sources and subjective agendas of news organizations
and their representatives contaminate the relations between the press as a public
service and readers in need of reliable information. At the same time, the authors
rejected ideas about any organized attempts to propagandize readers of the New
York Times, but concluded that the “difficulties revealed are professional; where the
news is misleading in the net effect it is because the emphasis has been misplaced
by the powerful passions of the war” (p. 13). In this sense, reporting the news be-
comes a struggle between (personal) passion and objective (or fair) observation.

On the other hand, Lippmann and Merz (1920) agreed that the New York Times
engaged in open support of military intervention with “a vast amount of news
directly advocating or directly forecasting the desired intervention.” They asserted
“that the news columns in this period were used to persuade the readers of the wis-
dom of a certain policy, held by the Times itself, will hardly be disputed” and con-
cluded that the news had been invaded by editorial opinions; moreover, they
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asserted that “a great deal of the news about Russia in the period under consider-
ation was marked by such propagandistic methods” (pp. 15–16).

An example was provided by the appearance of the “Red Peril” in the news
accounts of the New York Times throughout this period, starting right after the
armistice; at that time, the Red Peril played a part in turning Allied diplomacy
from peace, only to return in 1920, when the Bolshevik Revolution seemed to
have succeeded, to “cast its shadow on the sky” (Lippmann & Merz, 1920, p. 38).
Lippmann and Merz recorded a “long train . . . picturing the Red Peril” and
touching on several themes related to its effects on the rest of the world. They
“gauge the effect of steady repetition” during 1 month (January 1920) and noted
the regular visits on the activities of the Red Peril by New York Times coverage.
Accordingly, the bolshevist menace threatened the Middle East, the Baltic states,
India, Europe, Mesopotamia and Persia, Poland, Eastern and Southern Asia,
Azerbaijan and Georgia, and the Caucasus. The authors concluded that the “net
effect” of this series of (14) dispatches

was certainly towards checking growth of an opinion that Russia’s failure to rally to
the interventionists had demonstrated the need of a new policy—of considering the
Soviets an authority with which some sort of truce could and must be made. You
cannot make truce with Peril. (p. 40)

Beyond the impact of this specific propagandistic practice of New York Times
journalism in 1920, the designation of the Soviet Union as the “Red Peril” marks
the beginning of a 70-year-long propaganda campaign with phrases that range
from the post-World War I threats of the “Bolshevist menace” to Ronald Reagan’s
1980s warnings about the “evil empire.” The escalating vocabulary of mistrust
and hatred became the most reliable ammunition in the propaganda arsenal of the
United States and was freely used by the media to keep the “red scare” alive, if
only as a media event. Thus, even in the 1920s Lippmann and Merz (1920) were
able to observe that the Red Peril “appeared at every turn to obstruct the restora-
tion of peace in Eastern Europe and Asia, and to frustrate the resumption of
economic life,” and they concluded that “with armed intervention no longer a pos-
sibility, it was the propaganda in the news” (p. 41).

Although the authors were quick to suggest that they had “proceeded without
animus against the Times, and with much admiration for its many excellent
qualities” (Lippmann & Merz, 1920, p. 3), they provided little evidence of these
qualities beyond those mentioned in connection with their choice of the newspa-
per as an object of their examination. Instead, their analysis, “a piece of inductive
evidence on the problem of the news” (p. 4), suggests a dereliction of the
“supreme duties” because the New York Times failed to “supply the information on
which public opinion feeds,” resulting in “disastrous” coverage of the Russian
Revolution (p. 3).
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Lippmann and Merz (1920) realized that constructing the Russian Revolution
had to remain a creative effort, subject to the visions and experiences of the jour-
nalist as expert storyteller; complex situations require a skillful immersion in the
conditions of the time. In fact, they conceded that “reporting is one of the most
difficult professions, requiring much expert knowledge and serious education,”
and a lack of adequate preparation results in “improperly trained men (having)
seriously misled a whole nation.” An unsuspecting public with high expecta-
tions of the New York Times as a trustworthy news source did not think twice
about its choice. Thus, it is “habit rather than preference which makes readers
accept news from correspondents whose usefulness is about that of an as-
trologer or alchemist” (p. 42). 

As a result of their investigation, Lippmann and Merz (1920) came to believe
“that the professional standards of journalism are not high enough, and the disci-
pline by which standards are maintained not strong enough, to carry the press
triumphantly through a test so severe as that provided by the Russian Revolution”
(p. 41). These standards were violated by relying on official, semiofficial, or even
anonymous statements of opinion as facts, by depending on untrustworthy jour-
nalists, because their “sympathies are too deeply engaged” (pp. 41–42), by inade-
quate preparation of correspondents, and by the breakdown of “the time honored
tradition of protecting news against editorials” (p. 42).

The authors lamented the absence of journalistic standards, yet because their
critique focuses on the profession rather than on the corporate power of the press
as a commercial concern—or on the public practices of acquiring opinions—it
fails to address the more complicated relationship between professional conduct
and institutional interests; that is, compliance with specific commercial or politi-
cal goals at the expense of professional freedom. About 80 years later, the activi-
ties of the press—and its position in society—are still met with suspicion and lack
of respect, whereas the standards of journalism are rapidly changing to embrace
the interests of commerce, and consumers replace the traditional notions of the
“public” as a matter of fact.

Lippmann and Merz may have been skeptical themselves at the time about any
radical departure from traditional ways of doing journalism in America and return
to a collective, democratically inspired approach to improving the profession.
Given their ideological or philosophical bent, they wanted to rely on the public
and called on public interest to address the shortcomings of the press and to help
raise expectations about its performance as a public service institution. Implicit in
their suggestions of public criticism—which seemed to have had no immediate
effect—are much later developments, however, like the establishment of press
councils, or more recently, the institution of public journalism with its cooperative
dimension and involvement of the public in directing the production of news.

Nevertheless, “A Test of the News” is an early exercise in critical media stud-
ies and a significant contribution to international communication research,
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because of its extensive treatment of a major 20th-century phenomenon: the role
of the press (to be followed soon by broadcasting, film, and television) in the con-
struction of global realities and the public’s need to know international develop-
ments for the purpose of domestic decision making in politics and commerce. In
the process, Lippmann and Merz articulated not only a qualitative methodology to
cope with the demands of a critical reading, but they also identified a number of
issues that would surface in later studies of international communication and mass
communication research. Moreover, their work is filled with ideas that fit well into
an emerging tradition of critical communication studies and its recognition of the
necessary relationship between democracy and communication.

Lippmann and Merz may not have been aware of their long-term contributions
to communication research at the time, when they took on America’s most famous
and internationally respected newspaper over a subject matter of major conse-
quence for the life of the republic during the rest of the 20th century. But in doing
so, they also made an impressive contribution to investigative journalism, and
their analysis is an appropriate reminder of the close relationship between the
practices of the social sciences and journalism. Both represent a distinguished
tradition of intellectual labor in Western societies—as noted by Weber (1918/
1946)—that celebrates the labor of political journalism and concludes at about the
same time that “a really good journalistic accomplishment requires at least as
much ‘genius’ (Geist) as any scholarly accomplishment” (p. 96).

Lippmann and Merz (1920) did not confine their analysis to the performance
of the New York Times, but began to raise questions about professional standards
that address the status of 1920s journalism and the production of news, in partic-
ular. With remarkable clarity and directness, the authors privileged the process of
reporting and suggested not only its inherent difficulty, but stressed the need for
expert knowledge and “serious” education among those deployed to cover inter-
national politics, wars, or commerce. Their demand for the protection of news
against editorial interests is a clear call for recognizing the integrity of reporters
and their work of shaping worldviews and may have reflected their own experi-
ences—and expectations—as journalists.

Thus, the authors revealed that the fight against international communism be-
gan with a violation of basic journalistic standards and against public expectations
regarding the output of reliable information by the (allegedly) most reliable source
of intelligence, the New York Times. Their findings invite contemporary specula-
tions about the cumulative effects of 70 years of propaganda against the Soviet
Union—produced by the American media—beginning with this specific example
of a partisan, journalistic rendition of anti-Communist rhetoric. Their study also
suggests the dangers of private ownership without public responsibility and docu-
ments the ease with which personal or institutional judgments could (and most
likely did) prevail throughout this period. The result is a deliberately constructed
vision of the “enemy”—the creation of “pictures in our heads” (1922, pp. 3–20), to
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use Lippmann’s famous phrase—that may have had a major and long-lasting ef-
fect on more recent public sentiments regarding U.S. Cold War policies.

The study is also a substantive prelude to Lippmann’s extensive and increas-
ingly pessimistic reflections on the public, public opinion, and the workings of the
press in a democratic society. They would appear later in a series of books,
including Liberty and the News (1920), Public Opinion (1922), and The Phantom
Public (1925); these works problematize the making of public opinion beyond the
role of the press (and its editorial practices) and chronicle the fate of the individ-
ual in an increasingly complex environment and the rise of expert opinion as
knowledge about a world whose image depends more and more on the work of the
media. His book-length treatises on the press—together with this study of Russian
news—continue to serve as reminders of the need to question journalistic prac-
tices and to engage in the surveillance of media constructions of the social and po-
litical realities of our own days habitually and with determination while exploring
further the ways in which the public forms its opinions and participates in the
democratic process.

“A Test of the News” documents the encounter of 1920s American journalism
with subjectivity, bias, self-interest, and the predicament of private enterprise with-
out public responsibility. It is also a prominent cultural, ideological critique, which
suggests to the contemporary reader the peculiar contradictions between the ideals
of an optimistic, progressive age and the concrete historical conditions of contem-
porary democratic practices, when an understanding of public communication
turns from participation to privilege. In this sense, the study not only confirms the
power of the press, but also reminds its readers of the consequences of a self-
seeking journalism of special interests, when freedom of the press turns from its
emancipatory potential into a private privilege to become a source of deception and
mistrust and undermines public confidence in the role of journalism. Eighty years
later, the contemporary reporting on Russia is yet another case in point. According
to S. C. Cohen (2000), the recent “US media narrative of post-Communist Russia
was manichean and based largely on accounts propounded by US officials” (p. 24).
It contains nothing about the real economic and social conditions of the Russian
people, but continues to celebrate a failed economic policy amid widespread cor-
ruption and outright theft.

As a constitutive element in the history of international communication
research in the United States, this study of the New York Times suggests the an-
alytical potential of self-criticism as a cultural practice of the journalism of the
day; it also substantiates the ideological proximity of journalism and science in
concerns about producing an objective representation of the world. The critical
journalism of Lippmann and Merz (1920) demonstrates the contiguousness of a
critical narrative across professional boundaries and confirms the role of mod-
ern media in the construction of (political) realities. As a critical, intellectual
project, their work marks the beginnings of a large number of inquiries into
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East–West relations, the “threats” of communism, and the state of the Cold War
in media reports throughout the remainder of the 20th century. Their efforts also
illustrate the success of applying high intellectual standards and expert knowl-
edge to a critical study of international news, including the uses of political his-
tory (of Russia and the United States) and cultural practices (of journalism) as
necessary contexts for explaining a potentially complex relationship between
presenting and reading the news under specific political circumstances. The
result is an analytically sophisticated presentation of a politically vital topic
with conclusions—more than 80 years later—that may still inspire a broader
and more inclusive investigation of the role of the American media in the con-
struction of the Soviet Union as a military threat to global peace and of com-
munism as an ideology of world conflict during a major part of the 20th century.
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Work on categorization of national press systems in the last 40 years has been
grounded in the well-known Four Theories of the Press. Whereas this approach has
been strongly criticized by international scholars for its idealism and its poverty of
empiricism, it is still widely taught in introductory journalism courses across the
country, and few theorists have engaged in grounding the theory with data in in-
ternational settings. Although journalism is contextualized and constrained by
press structure and state policies, it is also a relatively autonomous cultural pro-
duction of journalists negotiating between their professionalism and state control.
This article thus proposes a new model incorporating the autonomy of individual
journalistic practices into political and social structural factors—the interaction
of which might currently more accurately represent press practices in the new in-
ternational order. With an understanding of the background of the journalistic
practices and state policies of 4 countries/cities, the multinational media coverage
of a specific event is explicated in the light of the new model. This new model
explains the journalistic variations that cannot be clearly revealed using a state-
policy press model alone.

The world order has changed greatly in the last decade. As people celebrate the
fall of communism and the hope of a new millennium, it seems that few have
pondered how we can reinterpret our social, media, and information orders
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using new theories and frameworks. Many of the old frameworks—including
those of the media such as the Four Theories of the Press (Four Theories)—are
obsolete and inapplicable for contemporary analysis. The new order has already
annulled their explanatory power. We need new ideas to account for the devel-
opment of our internationalized and diverse forms of media. Such theoretical
models must go beyond the state-policy and normative focus of the Four Theo-
ries as a conception of “what the press should be and do” (Siebert, Peterson, &
Schramm, 1956). Theoretical models should not be bounded by dominant ideo-
logical perspectives and hinged on certain historical blocs—namely those of
Communism and the Cold War—and subsequently void with the demise of
these concepts. Postulating a model of media systems that will survive the test
of history and empiricism, as well as sufficiently explaining the new order is an
important concern.

The purpose of this article is twofold. Previous constructions and conceptions
of media models are reviewed and an attempt is made to develop a new model to
account for the global media systems. Following this, ideas are suggested for ways
to test this media model based on content analysis of multinational media cover-
age of a specific event.

A BRIEF HISTORICAL REVIEW OF MEDIA MODELS

The Four Theories of the Press

The Four Theories are a linear combination of two analytical subdimensions based
on state systems: authoritarian and libertarian. Siebert (1956) referred to the au-
thoritarian dimension as the original prototype and most pervasive of all the
dimensions. By this, he meant that this dimension continues to influence press
practices even when a government may officially subscribe to other systems. This
assumes, from a structural-functionalist perspective, that the state has a funda-
mental interest in maintenance and stability of the power structure in its favor. In
this model, libertarian theory is held to be the ideal in which the prime function of
society is to advance the interests of its individual members (Siebert et al., 1956,
p. 40). Adherence to libertarian ideals involves an innate distrust of the role of
government and the state. State surveillance becomes the basic social function of
media (Wright, 1986). The Soviet Communist model is seen as an extreme appli-
cation of authoritarian ideas—in that media are totally subordinated to the inter-
ests and functions of the state. The social responsibility model is based on the idea
that media have a moral obligation to society to provide adequate information for
citizens to make informed decisions. In contrast, libertarian theory argues that
the “citizen . . . had the right to be uninformed or misinformed, but the tacit

42 OSTINI AND FUNG



assumption was that his rationality and his desire for truth would keep him from
being so” (Siebert et al., 1956, p. 101).

Revisions of the Four Theories

The Importance of Political Economy

Lowenstein (Merrill & Lowenstein, 1971/1979) argued that the original Four
Theories lacked the requisite flexibility to analyze modern press systems and ex-
panded it into Five Theories by adding a category based on ownership. To more
appropriately depict the political situation at the time, he renamed the Soviet
Communist model as the social-centralist model in the 1971 edition of his book
and further named it as social-authoritarian in the second edition. By using the
term social-authoritarian, his model removes the negative connotations of the
Communist label and replaces it with a concept linking it to the social responsi-
bility theory. The social responsibility theory was relabeled social-libertarian as a
derivation from the libertarian theory. The concept of social centrist in which a
government or the public owned press sources to ensure the operational spirit of
the libertarian philosophy was used to describe the new fifth category (Merrill &
Lowenstein, 1971/1979, p. 164). 

The addition of this fifth element based on the level of ownership allowed for
categorization of press systems based on private, multiparty, or government own-
ership. However, it failed to either explain variance or add more analytical power
to the existing categories. The original Four Theories were based on ownership of
the press as well as functions and thus, Lowenstein’s explicit labeling of owner-
ship categories seems superfluous.

Hachten (1981, p. 61) also proposed five theories or concepts of the press em-
phasizing politics and economics: authoritarian, Western, Communist, revolution-
ary, and developmental or third world. Hachten’s conception of authoritarianism
was similar to that of Siebert et al. (1956) and Lowenstein (Merrill & Lowenstein,
1971/1979). However, his Western concept encompassed both the libertarian and
social-responsibility models with its defining characteristic being that it is rela-
tively free of arbitrary government controls (Hachten, 1981, p. 64). Under the
Communist concept, media are tools that serve as implements of revelation (by re-
vealing purposes and goals of party leaders) as well as instruments of unity and
consensus (p. 67). The main difference between authoritarian and Communist sys-
tems is ownership. In authoritarian systems, press can be privately owned as op-
posed to state ownership in Communist systems. Hachten defined the revolution-
ary concept as being illegal and subversive mass communication utilizing the press
and broadcasting to overthrow a government or wrest control from alien rulers
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(pp. 69–70). He admited that examples of this type of press are difficult to find and
suggested only the example of underground presses in Nazi-occupied France (p. 70).

Finally, the developmental model was seen to have arisen out of a combination
of Communist ideas, anti-Americanism, and social-responsibility ideals
(Hachten, 1981, p. 72). Hachten saw the defining characteristic of this concept as
being the idea that individual rights must be subordinated to the larger goals of na-
tion-building and thus must support authority. This concept is also seen to be a
negative response to the Western model. However, Hachten’s classification never
yields a clear distinction of the press systems, for the analytical dimensions are
defined both under the system of the state (authoritarian, Western, Communist)
and the functions of the media (revolutionary and developmental).

Akhavan-Majid and Wolf (1991) argued that the fundamental flaw of the orig-
inal Four Theories was that it ignored the role of economic influence in media sys-
tems. They argued that a number of factors have resulted, not in deviation from the
libertarian norm in the United States, but in fundamental changes to the structure
of U.S. media for which a new explanatory model must be found. These factors
include increasing concentration and conglomeration of ownership and the subor-
dination of the ideals of diversity and independence to the corporate search for
synergy and profits (Akhavan-Majid & Wolf, 1991, p. 139). Instead of the liber-
tarian model as an explanation for U.S. media systems, Akhavan-Majid and Wolf
suggested an elite power group model that is seen as the opposite of the libertar-
ian model. The main reason for this is that U.S. media are characterized as having
concentration in media outlets, integration with other elite power groups (such as
big business and government elite), and two-way flow of influence and control be-
tween the government and the press (p. 142). These characteristics of media are
argued to result in decreasing diversity of opinions and representations and a less-
ening of the media’s watchdog role. 

Idealism and Press Theories

Many of these theories have reflected Western idealism and championship of a
Western perspective of democracy. The work of Picard (1985) is no exception. He
reviewed previous categories of state–press relations and added a further concept,
that of the democratic socialist theory of the press. This theory argued that the
press’s purposes are to provide an avenue for expression of public views and to
fuel the political and social debates necessary for the continued development of
democratic governance (p. 67). Under the umbrella of the theory, the role of the
state is to ensure the ability of citizens to use the press and to preserve and pro-
mote media plurality (p. 67). Akhavan-Majid and Wolf (1991, p. 141) presented
Picard’s model as one that attempts to prescribe a means of restoring the essential
democratic-libertarian elements (i.e., diversity, plurality, and public access and
participation) to the U.S. mass media system. Picard argued that the fundamental

44 OSTINI AND FUNG



difference between this and other theories is that the democratic socialist theory
regards media as public utilities rather than tools of the state or privately owned
institutions. However, he subsumed democratic socialist, social responsibility, and
libertarian ideas under Western theory.

Balancing Structural Control and Individual Responsibility

Altschull (1984/1995) moved further away from the Four Theories. Although
unwilling to dogmatically categorize media types and trying to avoid the fallacy
that the groupings are mutually exclusive or collectively exhaustive, he identified
three categories: market, communitarian, and advancing (p. 419). In simplest and
idealized terms, market systems operate with no outside interference—as docu-
mentors of society, not as agents of change. Communitarian systems serve the
people by reflecting the desires of a political party or government, but are not
themselves agents of change. In advancing systems media serve as partners of
government (p. 426). In Altschull’s typology, all media systems seek truth and try
to be socially responsible. Only in market systems are the media seen as having no
role in political and cultural education. All systems seek to serve the people but in
different ways. The market system focuses on impartiality while actually support-
ing capitalism. Communitarian systems serve by trying to modify opinions to sup-
port correct doctrine (p. 429) and advancing systems try to promote beneficial
change and peace. Altschull (p. 427) made a significant contribution in identify-
ing beliefs about media systems as articles of faith that are irrational, not arrived
at by reason, often held with the passion shown by true believers. Thus, many con-
flicts (especially at international levels) cannot be solved because they are clashes
of faith rather than reason.

Limits of Previous Models

The fundamental problem with many of the media models discussed here is the
prescription that these authors attempt to impose on current systems—that is,
they try to prescribe rather than to describe social phenomena by using an em-
pirical basis for inquiry. Theories of the press from Siebert et al. (1956) onward
have focused on normative theories largely based on traditional mass media
structures. Normative theories lack explanatory power in that they are based on
how things should be and do not necessarily relate to how things are. As dis-
cussed earlier, the original Four Theories model was constrained by the ideol-
ogy and historical circumstances of its inception. Political changes in the world
have limited the explanatory power of the model. For example, the Soviet
Union no longer exists and socialism in China is very different from Cold War
ideas about Communism. 
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In addition, the Four Theories model (developed in a Western setting) assumed
an evolutionary mode of development in which press systems would move from
Communist to authoritarian to liberalism and on to social responsibility. This as-
sumption has proved to be false and this one-way, linear, and somewhat ethnocen-
tric epistemology undermines the basis of the model. Subsequent models based on
the same, or similar, assumptions such as Hachten’s (1981) political development
model, have similar difficulties.

Picard’s (1985) model illustrates the problem of focusing exclusively on
state–press relationships. This approach ignores dynamic microlevel interaction
among organizations, journalists, and the state. Akhavan-Majid and Wolf (1991)
provided the vital missing element of economics to the model but again oper-
ated at a macro rather than a micro level of analysis. Consideration of media
economics is vital to understanding press systems but media operations, jour-
nalistic reporting, and editorial decisions are not totally determined by the
economic base (of capitalists and the state; Williams, 1977). A primary focus on
the economy and the state ignores the semiautonomous nature of the press that
operates also on the basis of journalistic professionalism. On the other hand,
taking a neo-marxist approach, the press economy should be analyzed in the
“first instance,” not in the last analysis (Hall, 1982). According to this critique,
analysis of the state and the economy remains an important first step, but should
not be the ultimate purpose of the study. In an analysis of the political economy
of the press, Murdoch (1982) hinted at the possibility of integrating both the
“intentional model” and “structural models” (pp. 118–150). The Four Theories
of the press focuses exclusively on structural factors and ignores the individual
journalist’s autonomy, professionalism, and enduring values. Primary focus on
traditional mass media also excludes new media types and changing forms of
traditional media (McQuail, 1994).

The question is whether a new model can be constructed that bridges structural
factors and professional practice while allowing for the incorporation of new me-
dia forms and structures and can be empirically tested. This article seeks to pres-
ent such a new model and to illustrate the model’s potential through a preliminary
case study of press coverage of a specific event.

TOWARD A NEW PRESS MODEL

Structural Factors

As with previous models, the main structural factor that will be taken into account
is the system of government with its economic, political, and cultural subsystems.
Different political systems are typically generically labeled as capitalist or social-
ist, democratic or authoritarian. These generalized labels do not take into account
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variants of socialism as economic structures tied closely to public policy and
political arrangements of government, nor democracy laden with its values of
capitalism and profit orientation.

In this model, the structural constraints imposed on the press and journalists
are represented (as suggested in many other models) as one dimension: one end of
the scale labeled as democracy and the other, authoritarianism. Democracy is sim-
ply defined in the context of media as being political freedom for the media to
freely criticize state policies and to operate largely without government controls
in a free marketplace of ideas without precluding the possibility of invisible con-
trol of the market. Authoritarianism is defined as a system that enforces strict
obedience by the media to political authorities. Constraints may be political and
economic. In the context of media, authoritarianism is operationalized as strict
control of content by the state and a general lack of freedom for the public to crit-
icize state policies.

Professional Factors

The second dimension of the model represents professional factors such as indi-
vidual journalistic values and the autonomy of individual journalists within media
institutions. Media sociologists Windahl and Rosengren (1976, 1978) suggested
that professionalization can be approached using two main perspectives: individ-
ual professionalization and collective professionalization. Individual profession-
alization is a form of socialization. The individual practitioner qua individual in-
ternalizes a positive view of education and training for the work, special
requirements for entering the occupation, and the concept that the occupation has
autonomy and self-regulation. Collective professionalization is a process involv-
ing the whole profession as such, and as a service ideal. Collective professional-
ization possesses attributes such as the existence of a professional association,
training of members, a code of conduct or ethics, degree of autonomy, claim of
monopoly over certain types of work, and the expression of a service ideal. De-
spite various socialization processes, the worldview of the individual journalists
nourished under the two types of professionalism cannot be assumed to be con-
gruent with the readers. In some cases, there even existed a considerable discrep-
ancy between journalists’ worldview and the media stance. The expression found
in the media content is thus an interaction between these collective and individual
journalistic values.

The specific professional individual values of interest here are subsumed under
the dimension of conservatism-liberalism. Conservatism is operationalized as
journalists being averse to rapid change, the avoidance of extremes, and the sup-
port of the societal status quo. In this sense, journalists may sacrifice their auton-
omy and their professional values in favor of the state policy, media stance, and
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the socialization process of their environment. Liberalism is operationalized as
journalists supporting social change and reform, individualism, competition, and
free speech (McQuail, 1994). Journalists who are said to be liberal adhere
strongly to their own worldview, professional codes, and their own ethical and
professional standards. Figure 1 illustrates the four categories created by the in-
teraction of state system and individual journalistic values. As can be seen in this
figure, national press systems can be classified as democratic-conservative, dem-
ocratic-liberal, authoritarian-conservative, or authoritarian-liberal.

Democratic-conservative media systems are those in which the political sys-
tem is democratic but the professional values of the majority of journalists are
conservative—that is, the professional system(s) in which they operate emphasize
support of societal status quo. Conversely, in a democratic-liberal system, dissent
and free speech are values supported by both the political system and the individ-
ual journalists within that system. Authoritarian-conservative systems officially
control press content and professional values within media organizations support
such constraints. Authoritarian-liberal systems are those in which official policies
suppress dissent, but individuals within media organizations support social re-
form and display such support in their practice of journalism.

A Test Case

A case study was used to examine the new model in the context of actual media
coverage of a specific event. An important innovation was testing of the model
using data from international coverage of an event rather than purely domestic

48 OSTINI AND FUNG

A B

C D

Conservative Liberal

Individual Journalistic Values

Democratic

Authoritarian

State

System

FIGURE 1 State system × Individual journalistic value model.



media coverage. Requirements for selection of the event were that it be covered by
the media of several different countries (state system), tap into the journalistic val-
ues of individual journalists, and be of interest to the researchers. The event chosen
was the 1996 debate between China and Japan over ownership of the Diaoyu or
Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea. This debate provoked diplomatic rows and
civil protests in Hong Kong, China, Japan, and Taiwan. These local protests tapped
into issues of Chinese and Japanese nationalism and militarism—issues that might
be expected to be linked to individual journalistic values. The sample consisted of
newspaper coverage from Japan, Hong Kong, China, and the United States. U.S.
media coverage was included because the main actors, Japan and China, saw the
current problems as related to post–World War II U.S. Pacific foreign policy.

When previous models for the classification of national media systems are ex-
amined, little or no room is allowed for variation between countries that do not
fall clearly into Western democratic or traditional Soviet Communist models.
Table 1 identifies the categories under which each country studied here would be
placed by each model and illustrates the problem of differentiating between these
countries. Even when models based on economic factors are included such as
those of Altschull (1984) and Akhavan-Majid and Wolf (1991) media in capital-
ist economies are grouped into the same category although clear differences ex-
ist. For example, the Four Theories model would place Hong Kong, Japan, and
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TABLE 1 
National Media Systems Classification

Akhavan-
Four Theories Lowenstein Hachten Altschull Picard Majid & Wolf

Country (1956) (1971) (1981) (1984/1995) (1985) (1991)

Hong Kong Libertarian 1. Private/ Western Market Libertarian Elite power 
multiparty/ group
govt.

2. Libertarian 
and social-
authoritarian

Japan Libertarian 1. Private Western Market Libertarian Elite power 
2. Libertarian group

China Soviet 1. Government Communist Communi- Communist
Communist 2. Social- tarian

Authoritarian
United Libertarian 1. Private Western Market Western Elite power 

States 2. Social- (social group 
libertarian responsi-

bility
/libertarian)



the United States media in the same category, as would Hachten’s (1981),
Altschull’s (1984/1995), and Akhavan-Majid and Wolf’s (1991) models. Picard’s
(1985) model would group Hong Kong and Japanese media systems into the
same category with U.S. media identified as Western (a combination of social re-
sponsibility and libertarian models).

Method

This study is based on a content analysis of Hong Kong, Japan, People’s Re-
public of China, and U.S. media coverage of the issue in the period September 1 to
September 30, 1996. Although selection of this period is somewhat arbitrary, the
majority of events and media coverage occurred in the period between September
1 when Japanese coast guard ships prevented Taiwanese commercial boats from
fishing in the area near the islands and September 26 when a journalist from Hong
Kong drowned while part of a Hong Kong flotilla trying to reach the islands to
protest the Japanese presence on them.

The sample. Media coverage in Hong Kong was extensive due to the emotional
nature of the protests. The sample consisted of seven Hong Kong newspapers. A range
of newspapers was chosen to account for both structural and individual dimensions of
the model. These papers were the South China Morning Post, a prestigious English pa-
per that was formerly extremely pro-British but now tends to adopt a more neutral
tone; the Oriental Daily, a pro-China popular Chinese-language newspaper; the Ming
Pao, representing the conservative intellectual press; two so-called China organs, the
Wen Wei Pao and the Ta Kung Pao; the Apple Daily, a popular Chinese tabloid; and the
Hong Kong Economic Journal, the most overtly critical paper in Hong Kong.

The Japanese sample consisted of two English-language daily newspapers,
the Asahi Evening News and the Japan Times. Both are aimed at English-speaking
communities in the country, and both carry material translated from local Japan-
ese language media as well as material from international wire services.

At the present the Chinese sample consists only of the China Daily. However, this
is an important source because it is the official English-language organ of the govern-
ment of China. As such, articles and opinions carried in it are considered to express
government opinions and policy as the government wishes them to be represented to
the foreign community both inside and outside China. The U.S. sample consists of ar-
ticles from the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, the Minneapolis/St. Paul Star Tri-
bune, the Associated Press, and the Financial Times–Scripps Howard News Service.

Coding scheme. The coding scheme was developed to examine the general
attitude of the article; article themes; what the article considered the issues con-
cerned; who were considered the main actors; the level of action involved, that
is, whether it was seen to be an international, government, individual, or political

50 OSTINI AND FUNG



or social group action; and the solution suggested and agency, that is, who was
seen to be eligible to take action in this situation. Papers were also coded for their
political affiliation, if any, and the location of the article in the paper. Intercoder
reliability for the Hong Kong sample was 87%.

For each coding category, conservatism or liberalism on the part of the jour-
nalist was defined and operationalized. In the first category—general attitude of
the article—conservatism was categorized as support of the status quo, and lib-
eralism as the opposite. The status quo is defined for each country as newspaper
reports having an attitude favoring their own country and opposing another
country; for example, Chinese newspapers supporting China’s claims and op-
posing Japan’s.

For the category of theme of the issue, conservatism was defined again as sup-
port of the status quo and emphasis on issues of sovereignty, historical claims, and
moral obligation. Liberalism is defined as emphasis on modern, political, and so-
cial claims as well as indication of the issue as a matter for individuals, rather than
governments.

In the category examining the level of action involved, conservatism is associated
with perception of action being at the level of government whereas liberalism is
associated with individual and social action. The same associations hold for the
category of main actors, that is, who the main actors are seen to be. In examining
agency, conservatism is again associated with support of the status quo; that is, each
countries’ newspapers perceiving their own country as having principal agency.

Results

Attitude and theme are important components of the model because they illu-
minate professional factors. By using a model that takes account of individual
professionalism in addition to structural factors, a clearer picture can be built up
of the actual operation of media systems. Using previous models discussed earlier
in the article, Hong Kong and United States media are similar on the basis of
structural factors. Whereas the structural dimensions of the countries examined
are assumed and classified into various categories (such as authoritarian or demo-
cratic) according to the various models, the professional and individual dimen-
sions are not articulated in these models. The data shed light on these individual
and professional dimensions and their links with conservatism and liberalism.

Attitude. Conservatism as operationalized in the context of general atti-
tudes in newspaper reports of the dispute over ownership of the Diaoyu/Senkaku
Islands was defined as having an attitude supporting one’s own country and op-
posing other countries. Looking at the data for support of one’s own country and
exhibition of negative attitudes toward other countries, China and Japan were the
most conservative, with Hong Kong being somewhat less conservative, and the
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United States as not at all conservative (Table 2). However, when the converse
case was examined (anti-one’s own country and pro-another country) distinctions
become less clear-cut. News coverage in both the United States and China
showed no negative attitudes toward one’s own country nor attitudes in favor of
another country. The U.S. results can be explained by 100% of its articles being
neutral; that is, no stance was taken. An interesting result is that although the ma-
jority of results show Japanese media to be conservative, 9.75% of the articles
contained anti-Japanese sentiments.

Theme. In the context of perceived theme of the issue, conservatism was
linked to ideas of sovereignty, historical claim, and moral obligation. On this ba-
sis, Chinese and Japanese media again rank as more conservative than U.S. and
Hong Kong media (Table 3). Liberalism was linked to ideas of modern and polit-
ical claims, concepts of social obligation, and perception of the issue as being an
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TABLE 3 
Aggregated Content Analysis: Perceived Theme of the Issue

Theme of the Hong Kong Japan China United States 
Issue (1,378) (41) (16) (12)

Conservatism Sovereignty 29.4% 52.8% 64.58% 30.55%
Historical claim
Moral obligation

Liberalism Modern claim 3.04% 6.09% 3.125% 8.33%
Political claim
Social obligation
Individual matter (8.8%) (0%) (0%) (8.33%) 
Other 0% 17% 0% 83.33%

TABLE 2 
Aggregated Content Analysis: General Attitude of Newspaper Coverage

Hong Kong Japan China United States
General Attitude (1,378) (41) (16) (12)

Conservatism Pro-own country 5.40% 12.2% 81.13% 0%
Anti-other country 12.49% 7.3% 46.88% 0%

Liberalism Anti-own country 1.96% 9.75% 0% 0%
Pro-other country 7.56% 0% 0% 0%
Neutral 3.75% 80.5% 0% 100%

Note. For all tables percentage is average proportion (i.e., total percentage across categories di-
vided by number of amalgamated categories).



individual matter. On this basis U.S. media are ranked as the most liberal followed
by Japanese, Chinese, and Hong Kong media. However, if the single category of
individual concern as the main theme is isolated from the other categories, Hong
Kong and U.S. media rank as the most liberal (Table 3). This is important because
individualism is a key definition of the notion of liberalism.

Main actors. Two further categories are considered together because they
measure the individual values of the journalist using the same operationalization
of conservatism and liberalism. These categories are those of perception of main
actors in the issue and the level of action. Conservatism is linked with ideas about
government being the main actor in social and political situations and liberalism
is linked with ideas about social or political groups as well as individuals being
important actors.

In the category of main actors, Chinese and Japanese media are the most
conservative followed by members of the media in the U.S., then Hong Kong.
However, on the liberalism scale, U.S. media are the most liberal followed by
Japan, Hong Kong, and China (Table 4). In the category examining level of
action, Japanese and Chinese media are the most conservative, followed by U.S.
and Hong Kong media. However, if factors linked with liberalism are considered
the same pattern occurs as in the category of actors; that is, U.S. media rank as the
most liberal followed by Japanese, Hong Kong, then Chinese media (Table 4).

Agency. In the category of agency, conservatism is associated with mainte-
nance of the status quo and the granting of agency to one’s own country. Agency is
defined here as which country is seen to be eligible to take action. Liberalism is
associated with granting agency to actors other than one’s own country. In this cat-
egory, Chinese and Japanese media grant the most agency to their own country,
whereas Hong Kong and U.S media grant the least (Table 5). Conversely, U.S. and
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TABLE 4 
Aggregated Content Analysis: Main Actors, Level of Action, and Agency

Hong Kong Japan China United States 
Agency (1,378) (41) (16) (12)

Main actors Government 52.6% 87.8% 100% 66.66%
Social or 

political group 20.39% 47.58% 18.75% 58.3% 
Individuals

Level of action Government 28.95% 56.05% 46.88% 29.15%
Social or 

political group 10.78% 29.27% 6.25% 20.83% 
Individuals



Hong Kong media grant the greatest amount of agency to other countries. Thus,
U.S. and Hong Kong media are more liberal than Chinese and Japanese media.

Discussion

Based on these results, extremes of conservatism and liberalism on the part of
journalists can be clearly identified. It is clear that the values of U.S. journalists as
manifested in news coverage of debate over ownership of the Diaoyu/Senkaku
Islands are liberal, whereas the values of Chinese journalists are conservative.
Japanese media are clearly less conservative than Chinese media whereas they tend
in the majority of categories to be much more conservative than U.S. media and
somewhat more conservative than Hong Kong media.

Using the model incorporating journalistic values and state systems, and the data
gathered from the case study, the media systems of China, Japan, Hong Kong, and the
United States can be differentiated as shown in Figure 2. The data clearly differentiate
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FIGURE 2 National classification under State system × Individual journalistic value model.

TABLE 5 
Aggregated Country Comparisons: Agency

Hong Kong Japan China United States
(1,378) (41) (16) (12)

Agency Own country 3.02% 15.83% 25% 0%
Other country 5.75% 1.06% 2.27% 17.24%
Other 3.3% 0% 0% 16.66%



countries that share similar structural factors but in which individual journalists op-
erate under different levels of professional autonomy. The Japanese system is seen to
be democratic-conservative, contrasted with the U.S. democratic-liberal system.
China’s media system is authoritarian-conservative compared with Hong Kong’s au-
thoritarian-liberal system. This contrasts strongly with the way in which earlier mod-
els from the Four Theories onward tended to group Hong Kong, Japanese and U.S.
media systems with China presented as a stark contrast or ignored entirely.

In addition to providing a greater level of differentiation between media sys-
tems, this model provides a link between structural factors and professional prac-
tice lacking in earlier normative models that reduced media coverage to a single
structural dimension.

CONCLUSION

The study of comparative media systems and the development of philosophies of
the press have long histories in the field of mass communication. Dominick (1994)
argued that this is because of the implications for media freedom of relationships
between the government and media. In any analysis of national systems, their media
structures and institutions, as well as their relationship with political and economic
structures, must be part of the picture because these relationships and structures are
integral to the content, distribution, and reception of information in a society. Previ-
ous models describing or theorizing about national media systems have limited the
power of their analysis by emphasizing a Cold War characterization of political
systems. Models incorporating economic perspectives have increased the analytical
power of these models but leave out those actors actually involved in the production
of media. Incorporation of value systems of individual journalists as a level of
categorization allows for differentiation between countries that would otherwise be
categorized as similar on the basis of state or economic system.

This new model incorporates the dimensions of individual journalistic auton-
omy and the structures of state policy. It thus increases understanding of press
systems and the societies in which these systems exist.

One main question remains: Can this approach be generalized across issues,
media, and countries? Theories of national press systems have largely remained
theories; that is, philosophical and normative proscriptions. By the use of con-
tent analysis of media coverage of an actual event, this new model has already
moved beyond proscription to description and empirical analysis. Newspapers
remain the medium of focus because they traditionally are closely tied to the
political power structure and exhibit clearly the different institutional and
structural constraints operating on the production of news. Although as a cross-
national research and historical inquiry, newspapers also remain the most
accessible resources for our studies, the proposed model allows for analysis of
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other specific media forms and structures insofar as the two levels of analysis
are not medium dependent. That is, state systems operate at a political level
above media systems, and journalistic values are incorporated in the individual
journalist and not on the medium per se. Thus, this model is readily applicable
in other media and country contexts where issues exist that cross these national
boundaries.

Similarly the operationalization of conservatism and liberalism is based on
individual journalistic values that go beyond coverage of specific issues. That
is, the method employed here could be used with virtually any issue provided
that a range of newspapers from each country (or other media) and a range of
pieces from each newspaper (or other medium) are incorporated into the
model to decrease the effect of variance due to individual journalistic differ-
ences and allow for analysis of national similarities and differences. For fur-
ther studies, it would be essential to apply the method and model to different
issues within a set of countries to see whether obtained differentiations hold
across issues.

REFERENCES

Akhavan-Majid, R., & Wolf, G. (1991). American mass media and the myth of libertarianism: Toward
an “elite power group” theory. Critical Studies in Mass Communication, 8, 139–151.

Altschull, H. (1995). Agents of power: The media and public policy. New York: Longman. (Original
work published 1984)

Dominick, J. R. (1994). The dynamics of mass communication. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Hachten, W. (1981). The world news prism. Ames: Iowa State University.
Hall, S. (1982). The rediscovery of ideology. In J. Curran, M. Gurevitch, & J. Woollacott (Eds.), Mass

communication and society (pp. 56–90). London: Edward Arnold.
McQuail, D. (1994). Mass communication theory: An introduction. London: Sage.
Merrill, J., & Lowenstein, R. (1979). Media, messages and men: New perspectives in communication.

New York: Longman. (Original work published 1971)
Murdoch, G. (1982). Large corporations and the control of the communications industries. In

M. Gurevitch, T. Bennett, J. Curran, & J. Woollacott (Eds.), Culture, society and the media
(pp. 118–150). London: Methuen.

Picard, R. (1985). The press and the decline of democracy: The democratic socialist response in pub-
lic policy. Westport, CT: Greenwood.

Siebert, F., Peterson, T., & Schramm, W. (1956). Four theories of the press: The authoritarian, liber-
tarian, social responsibility, and Soviet communist concepts of what the press should be and do.
Urbana: University of Illinois.

Williams, R. (1977). Marxism and literature. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.
Windahl, S., & Rosengren, K. E. (1976). The professionalization of Sweden journalists. Gazette,

22(3), 140–149.
Windahl, S., & Rosengren, K. E. (1978). Newsmen’s professionalization: Some methodological prob-

lems. Public Opinion Quarterly, 55, 466–473.
Wright, C. R. (1986). Mass communication: A sociological perspective (3rd ed.). New York: Random

House.

56 OSTINI AND FUNG



MASS COMMUNICATION & SOCIETY, 2002, 5(1), 57–85

National Identities, Structure, and Press
Images of Nations: 

The Case of Japan and the United States

Catherine A. Luther
Department of Broadcasting

University of Tennessee

The main theoretical supposition of this study is that press disseminated images of
nations are largely manifestations of national identities. It is assumed that even with
structural changes in objective political economic conditions, coterminous changes in
images may not take place. To examine this supposition, samples of press writings in the
United States and Japan were qualitatively analyzed. U.S.–Japan relations from the
mid-1970s to the mid-1990s were used as the study’s context and time frame. The find-
ings show that, although national identities appear to be playing a role in image for-
mations, structural conditions also appear to be influencing the form of the images. 

The study of images of nations has been a major area of research interest for
many scholars in the discipline of international communication. In an effort to
understand factors that may shape international relations, scholars have taken
up the area of studying images of nations, especially those images dissemi-
nated by various press systems (e.g., Bookmiller & Bookmiller, 1992; Gerbner,
1991; Hashem, 1995; Hermann, 1985; Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1985). An
underlying assumption that tends to exist in these studies is that the political
economic structural conditions between nations are the prime molders of
these images.1 The assumption is that images are reflective of the international

1The classical notion of political economic structure is used here. It is understood as the social struc-
ture, processes, and relations that constitute the production, distribution, and consumption of resources.
The major underlying assumption of this notion is that the actors are rational and goal-oriented beings
(see Mosco, 1996).
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political economic hierarchical order and as the order shifts, so too do the
images.

Even if images of nations tend to be initially formed based on structural dis-
parities among nations, however, one must question whether such images would
necessarily change with changes in structure. If inequitable political economies
were transformed toward more of a balance, would images of nations change in
concert with such transformations? When considering the work by scholars such
as Edward Said, one gets the sense that something more ingrained may be sus-
taining images of nations. In his examination of images of non-Western nations
found in Western literature, Said saw the power structure as responsible for the
creation of the images, but also emphasized that the images became accepted
forms of consciousness by Westerners (Said, 1979, 1994). The images became
representative of the Westerners’ accepted sense of identity vis-à-vis other nations
and people.

Taking this notion that images may represent national identities, the contention
of this study is that press disseminated images of nations are not necessarily de-
termined by political economic structural conditions, but are largely manifesta-
tions of a nation’s sense of identity in relation to other nations. Thus, even with
structural shifts in objective political economic conditions, coterminous changes
in images may not take place. 

To examine whether images of nations tend to be illustrative of an overarching
national psyche and to see whether image formations are influenced by shifts in
structural conditions, samples of press writings in the United States and Japan
were qualitatively analyzed. U.S.–Japan relations from 1975 to 1995 were used as
the study’s context and time frame. Images of the United States and of Japan were
classified as representations each nation had of itself and the other nation. The
main theoretical suppositions were that consistency in images of nations could be
found in press content, that those images of nations would reflect national identi-
ties, and that the images would tend to be consistent across time in spite of politi-
cal economic changes. 

NATIONAL IDENTITY AND PRESS IMAGES

Anderson (1991) wrote of national identity in ethereal terms. Unlike certain
scholars who suggested national identities emanate from structures within a 
demarcated territory and who connected the concept of identity with territorial-
ity (e.g., Gellner, 1983; Rokkan & Urwin, 1983), Anderson acknowledged that
territorial boundaries may indeed exist, but, for the people who live within those
perimeters, they are essentially imagined boundaries. As Anderson (1991)
wrote:
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It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know
most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds
of each lives the image of their communion. . . . It is imagined as a community,
because, regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in
each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. (pp. 6–7) 

Anderson asserted that the advent of printed language played a crucial role in the
building of “imagined” communities—national identities. The expressions of lan-
guage were able to bring together individuals from diverse backgrounds into a
single overarching collectivity.

If printed language played such an important role in the past, it is perhaps safe
to assume that in present-day societies, the press, or more broadly the media,
may be continuing to play an important role in reflecting and promoting national
identities among various nation-states. In fact, some scholars have asserted that
governing elites often intentionally use the press to build identification with the
state. For example, Schudson (1994) wrote that “the modern nation-state self-
consciously uses language policy, formal education, collective rituals, and mass
media to integrate citizens and ensure their loyalty” (p. 22). According to this
view, the power elites deliberately manipulate the press or other forms of media
to create social integration and a common identity to maintain stability within the
nation. Whether such manipulation is overt depends on whether the society is to-
talitarian or democratic. 

Even without overt or indirect external pressures by the elite powers, however,
when it comes to international issues or events, the members of the press have
shown signs of having a natural inclination to support a particular collective
identity. This natural inclination to support one’s own collective identity appears
to be especially true in nations with long histories of established mass media. For
example, in an analysis of various forms of literature, Spurr (1994) presented
journalists and writers, from nations with long media histories, as expressing, in
their writings, whole-hearted commitments to their own collective backgrounds.
The commitment to a national collective in these writings appears to have been
natural expressions, on the part of the authors, of their own sense of national
identities.

In line with Spurr’s (1994) work, in this research, an attempt was made to see
whether such manifestations of national identities could be unfolded by analyzing
U.S.–Japan press images within the context of U.S.–Japan relations. National
identity was defined as a specific form of social identity embodying shared core
values and norms associated with the nation-state, enclosing a nation’s sense of
emotive salience vis-à-vis other nations. The research also went a step further in
attempting to see if the images tended to change in concert with political eco-
nomic structural changes between the United States and Japan.
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METHOD

To ascertain the type of images conveyed in news items from the United States
and Japan, a qualitative analysis of news articles and editorials concerning
U.S.–Japan relations in the U.S.’s New York Times and Japan’s Yomiuri were con-
ducted.2 Based on the finding from other research that content and perspectives re-
garding international issues tend not to significantly vary between elite main-
stream newspapers (e.g., De Lange, 1998; Nokes, 1990; Suzuki, 1993), both here
in the United States and in Japan, it was surmised that content in these two papers
would at least suggest the type of images that would be conveyed by other main-
stream press within the context of U.S.–Japan relations. The New York Times is
published in the city of New York and is often referred to as the U.S. newspaper of
record; the Yomiuri is a national paper. Some may raise a concern regarding the
comparability of these two newspapers. However, as many researchers have
pointed out, the New York Times comes closer than any other to a national news-
paper in the United States, being read across the country and frequently setting an
agenda or providing articles for other city newspapers (Chang, 1993; Gitlin, 1980;
Merrill, 1968). The Yomiuri has enjoyed the largest circulation of any Japanese
newspaper since the mid-1970s and is said to represent Japan’s mainstream ideas
in Japan (Haruhara & Amenomori, 1994; Yomiuri Newspaper, 1996).

A systematic sample of news articles and editorials was randomly drawn from
indexes of the New York Times and the Yomiuri for every other month of every
fourth year, of the time frame 1975 to 1995. Only those items listed in the indexes
under the subheadings of (a) U.S.–Japan general relations, (b) U.S.–Japan security
issues, and (c) U.S.–Japan economic issues were randomly drawn based on an es-
tablished sampling rule.3 The sampling rule yielded 259 news items from the U.S.
newspaper and 345 news items from the Japanese newspaper.

Major themes and discursive patterns consistently presented across time in
the two newspapers’ sampled texts were noted to identify images. More specifi-
cally, based on methods used in discourse analysis studies (e.g., de Beaugrande,
1985; Fairclough, 1992; van Dijk, 1988), in analyzing the news items, an effort
was made to ascertain the following: (a) use of metaphors, (b) use of historical
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40, every item was sampled and examined; if the total number of items listed under one subheading
was between 41 and 100, every other item was sampled and examined; if the total number of items
listed under one subheading was between 101 and 200, every fifth item was sampled and examined; if
the total number of items listed under one subheading was between 201 and 300, every seventh item
was sampled and examined; if the total number of items listed under one subheading was 301 or more,
every ninth item was sampled and examined.

2Note that the editions of the Yomiuri used in this study are not the international editions, but rather
the domestic editions.



analogies, (c) key words (e.g., the use of adjectives/pronouns for the country in
question), and (d) miscellaneous key phrases that express a certain image of the
country in question.

To determine whether national identity might be underpinning the images,
each item was examined for consistent themes that echoed the social values
and norms of the nation in question. To gain an understanding of the major val-
ues and norms of each nation, research pertaining to values and norms of the
United States and of Japan (e.g., Lipset, 1990; Reischauer, 1995) was reviewed
before initiating the study. This provided a better ability to judge the existence
of references to values and norms within the news items. In addition, items
were examined for recurring characterizations of a nation (often through the
use of metaphors and analogies) in terms of dispositional qualities in relation
to that nation. Dispositional qualities refer to any distinguishing mental char-
acter or temperament; they are internal and psychologically based (Fiske &
Taylor, 1991). 

For each item, the themes, the components of the themes, and any tension (con-
tradiction) between the themes were noted on a 3 × 5 index card. What was found
was that although certain contradictory themes were presented in some of the
news items, when reading the entire item, one central theme—a macroproposi-
tion—always came to light. The notes made on each index card were then system-
atically reviewed to ascertain the central themes. Those themes or macropositions,
if they were consistently repeated across the time frame, were then used to identify
the major images.4

After analysis of the U.S. and Japanese news items, additional primary and sec-
ondary sources were analyzed. A sample of news items from two U.S. weekly
news magazines, Time and Newsweek, was analyzed. Every item under the sub-
heading of U.S. and Japan foreign relations in the Guide to Periodical Literature
was chosen for analysis for each year of the time frame. The procedure yielded a
sample size of 40 news items. 

In terms of additional Japanese primary sources, only the Japanese-language
editions of Time and Newsweek are available, and no Japanese counterparts to
such weekly news magazines exist. Thus, secondary sources related to the images
in Japan of Japan and of the United States were studied to see whether they
supported the images derived from the Yomiuri.

To examine whether images tended to remain consistent or shift across the time
frame in conjunction with changes in structural conditions, careful note was taken
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with regard to when the images tended to emerge and wane in the news items.
Along with this, a review of research (e.g., Buckley, 1992; LaFeber, 1997) regard-
ing U.S.–Japan relations was conducted to allow for an understanding of the struc-
tural conditions, and any major fluctuations in these conditions, between the two
nations during the time frame.

U.S.–JAPAN RELATIONS FROM 1975 TO 1995:
MAJOR CONTEXTUAL ISSUES

Even with Japan’s resumption of national sovereignty in 1951, following the U.S.
occupation of Japan, Japan had continued to rely on the United States economi-
cally, politically, and militarily. The mid-1970s, however, represented a turning
point for Japan. By the mid-1970s, Japan emerged as the third largest economic
power in the world, albeit still behind the United States. Foreign direct investments
had previously been limited to the development and production of industrial raw
materials; but now, Japan began a surge of direct Japanese capital investments in
areas that would allow a boost in Japanese production capabilities and would cir-
cumvent some of the growing protectionist policies abroad (Fukui, 1992; Reis-
chauer, 1995). Juxtaposed to Japan’s striking economic growth rate was the steady
decay of the United States’s relative economic and political weight in the interna-
tional community. Coming out of the Vietnam fiasco and having to face its grow-
ing rate of inflation, the United States had to come to terms with its decline as the
foremost international powerhouse (Walter, 1987). The asymmetrical relationship
between the United States and Japan that had been maintained in the first few post-
war decades was beginning to reach a certain degree of symmetry. 

By the 1980s, a reversal of fortunes for Japan and the United States became ap-
parent. An increase in its foreign exports led Japan toward a trade surplus with the
United States that ran as high as $60 billion in the mid-1980s (Reischauer, 1995).
With the growing United States trade deficit with Japan as the backdrop, market
shares and the opening up of markets became issues of prominence. The opening
of Japan’s beef, citrus, and rice markets to United States imports were notable is-
sues. In addition, Japan’s large shares in the automobile, machine tool, and semi-
conductor markets in the United States were also in the forefront. 

The 1990s did witness a weakening of Japan’s economic power. With the col-
lapse of its financial institutions and its loss of prime overseas investments, Japan
suffered a serious recession beginning in the early 1990s. Yet, even with such eco-
nomic concessions and difficulties, Japan still recorded annual trade surpluses
with the United States. In the military realm, as the United States continued to cut
back on overseas military operations, Japan began to increase self-defense pow-
ers. The 1990s saw Japan’s first engagement in world peacekeeping operations
using its self-defense forces.
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Within such a context, the reporting of U.S.–Japan issues by the New York
Times and the Yomiuri from 1975 to 1995 did reveal consistent images each nation
had of itself and of the other nation. Major thematic images were found in the
news items examined in this research, and national identities appeared to be man-
ifested in these images. The surrounding structural conditions, however, also ap-
peared to impinge on the image formations. 

IMAGES FROM THE NEW YORK TIMES

The United States: “Defender of the Free World” Still Standing Strong

Within the context of U.S.–Japan relations, throughout the mid-1970s to the mid-
1990s, objective references to the decline in the United States’s economic stature
appear in the U.S. news items. The growing deficit, the decline in U.S. exports,
high unemployment rates, and problems associated with U.S. production capabil-
ities are examples of the characteristics appearing in a number of the items (e.g.,
Ferguson, 1987, p. A25; Grove, 1987, p. C3; “Shape Up Japan,” 1983, p. A19).
Alongside these negative descriptions, however, the rhetoric of the United States
as still being inherently strong or as having the ability to recapture its strength
comes to the fore. 

The idea that was underscored in the news items is that even with the United
States’s various political and economic problems, it was still in a position of
strength, or had the means to regain the strength, and was still the torch-bearer for
democracy. For example, in an article appearing in September 1975, mention was
made of the “‘U.S. responsibilities that flow from our world leadership position’”
(Halloran, 1975, p. Al0). Even as the deterioration of the United States’s power be-
gan to become evident, the newspaper items referred to the United States in such
terms as the “defender of the free world,” “a greater power,” and the “financial
center of the world” (e.g., Faux, 1987, p. A1; Clines, 1983, p. A4; Gwetzman,
1983, p. B2).

Although acknowledging Japan’s rise in its economic capabilities, the
strength of the United States and Japan’s dependency on the United States
were emphasized. For example, a passage from a 1987 editorial read: “Japan
needs the American market and it also needs American security protection.
Japan also needs America as the necessary stabilizer of an orderly world sys-
tem with economies truly open to international trade” (“How About,” 1987,
p. A31). This idea that Japan was an insecure nation that needed the continued
guidance of the United States was frequently conveyed in the U.S. newspaper
items. Moreover, this insecurity was often not attributed to conditional terms,
but rather, more psychological terms. Japan was painted as being inherently
fragile.
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Japan as Inherently Weak and Ineffective

The idea that Japan was an inherently weak nation that needed the continued guid-
ance of the United States was a notion that was frequently conveyed in the U.S.
newspaper items. For example, after describing the economic gains Japan had
been able to achieve, a New York Times journalist concluded by proposing the
thought that, despite their gains, the Japanese were not able to come to terms with
their new international standing. The journalist wrote, “ They [Japanese] don’t think
of themselves as number one in the world, despite their successes; they are full of
self-doubt and wonder how long their success will last. They know that their se-
curity . . . depends . . . in the end, on the military and economic policies of the
United States” (Reston, 1979, p. D21).

In another article, segments of a speech made by the U.S. Ambassador to
Japan, James D. Hodgson, to an audience in Japan were accentuated. In the seg-
ments highlighted, while congratulating Japan for its continued economic expan-
sion, Hodgson went on to state that despite such growth, the United States needed
“‘to remain aware of several special considerations that mark both Japan’s internal
circumstances and its role in the world.’” The ambassador continued to remark,

I have in mind such things as the vulnerability of your economy to external forces,
your limited indigenous natural resources, your focal Northeast Asia location near
‘superpower’ territory, your acute allergy to external surprise, your extensive Asian
interests and your rather residual sense of insecurity. (Halloran, 1975, p. Al0) 

This notion of Japan’s insecurity was also translated as being a primary reason for
what the United States saw as Japan’s continued ineptness in the political realm. 

What was conveyed in the New York Times news items was the perception in the
United States that Japan was lacking the propensity to be a world political leader.
One journalist described Japan as enveloped by “a vague sense of aimless drift in
politics, the economy and diplomacy” (“Tokyo Is Caught,” 1975, p. A5). In a sim-
ilar vein, in another article, the journalist wrote that “the Japanese have no
coherent, identifiable foreign policy” and that “Japan seems to be drifting aim-
lessly.” The journalist went on to assert that the reasons for this “are found more
within Japan itself,” in its “consensus” society and its lingering “mentality of a
‘shima-guni,’ the island nation” (“Japan Drifts,” 1975, p. D3).5

Several news items, in describing Japan’s anemic political capabilities, stressed
the idea that Japan was still very much dependent on the United States for political
guidance. For example, one article referred to Japan’s “diplomatic inertia,” and
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described how Japan continued “to rely on the United States diplomatically and
militarily” (“Japanese Fearful,” 1975, p. A17). Taking a more critical tone, a jour-
nalist wrote in an article from the 1990s, “Japan is a global power, but incapable of
initiative, in a sense immature, avoiding asking itself what it should do but asking
what others, perhaps unfairly, expect of it” (Lewis, 1991, p. D25). 

Some may argue that the writings in the U.S. newspapers may be interpreted as
reflecting the actual political culture in Japan, that the prose in these writings sim-
ply painted a fairly accurate picture of Japan’s leadership capabilities, stemming
from certain underlying sociopsychological characteristics of the Japanese. Schol-
ars (e.g., Martin & Stronach, 1992) who have studied Japan’s political culture have
pointed out, for example, that the political culture is one that is based on harmony,
rather than conflict, and that it is based on pragmatism, rather than ideology, where
choices are often made without logical consistencies. And yet, the writings in the
U.S. newspapers appeared to go beyond attempting to accurately portray a system
based on a certain political culture; more emotive responses to Japan that appear to
be based on a sense of identity are reflected. A tendency to distrust the Japanese
and a reluctance to acknowledge Japan as a notable international player are present.

Even in terms of discussing the economic accomplishments of Japan, the news-
paper items evinced a tendency to disparage the means by which those successes
were attained or to take some form of credit for the successes. The voices signified
in the items were those that disparaged the accomplishments of Japan. Some of the
articles expressed the view that Japan was only able to make economic strides due
to the security provided by the United States, that Japan achieved economic success
due to the “free ride” it enjoyed in military matters (e.g., Haberman, 1983b, p. A3;
Lohr, 1983, p. D1). More frequently, a deep-seated distrust of Japan and an accu-
satory tone of how Japan’s gains were met are expressed. 

Japan as Duplicitous and Unscrupulous

One of the thematic images of Japan that was conveyed by the newspaper items
was that of a nation that managed to acquire economic achievements through un-
principled and dishonest means. The news items referred to the “unfair” competi-
tion, “price rigging,” and the “self-serving policies” of Japan as having led to
Japan’s economic achievements (“A Very,” 1983, p. A1; “Chip Makers,” 1987,
p. A21; Pollack, 1987, p. D1). Within the context of trade negotiations, the Japan-
ese were described as only paying “lip service,” as not playing “fair,” as not living
“up to its promises,” and as engaging in “duplicity and foot-dragging” (Haber-
man, 1987, p. A14; “A Trade,” 1987, p. D3; Kilborn, 1987a, p. D1).

Much space was devoted in a number of the articles and editorials to the “Japan-
ese Establishment” or the so-called Japan, Inc. that was said to run the country
(e.g., Dahlby, 1979, p. A9; Farnsworth, 1987, p. A37; Scott-Stokes, 1979, p. A3).
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Far from simply explaining Japan, Inc. and perhaps the underlying cultural reasons
for the system’s existence, however, many of the news items conveyed a perception
in the United States that such a system existed in Japan due to the less than virtu-
ous character of the nation or people. The Japanese were characterized, for exam-
ple, as “untrustworthy,” as “neurotic,” as “corporate gangsters” using “treacherous
economic karate,” and even as “Asian devils” (“Japanese Competition,” 1983,
p. C3; Haberman, 1983a, p. A1; Kristoff, 1995, p. A12; “The Dollar’s,” 1987,
p. A30). Such pejorative descriptions of Japan or its people appeared to increase in
intensity during the late 1980s and into the 1990s. In particular, the U.S. newspaper
items’ use of wartime metaphors and analogies was heightened.

Themes of War

It is during this later part of the time frame that phrases such as “trade war,”
“crossed swords,” “bloody battle,” “economic security,” “weapons,” “arms control
talks of the new age,” “retaliation,” “unarmed,” and “heavily armed” become quite
apparent in the articles and editorials (e.g., Christopher, 1987, p. A31; Farnsworth,
1991, p. D1; Greenhouse, 1995, p. D1; Sanger & Weiner, 1995, p. A1; “When
Spies,” 1995, p. D4). For example, covering the United States’s accusations that
Japan was not adequately opening up its markets to the United States, one article
quoted Secretary of State James Baker as stating, “‘Nobody wants a trade war, but
nobody wants to be a patsy either’” (Boyd, 1987, p. D7). In a similar mode, Agri-
cultural Secretary Richard Lying was quoted in another article as saying,

“They are not going to start a trade war with us, with the amount of dollar trade they
have with the United States. . . . But we may start a trade war with them accidentally.
It’s because they make the country so angry. If they make Americans angry enough
it will cost them dearly.” (Kilborn, 1987b, p. D5)

More direct analogies related to World War II also appeared in the news items. For
example, in one article, the journalist wrote, “the Japanese have achieved with yen
what their fathers could not with bombs” (Reinhold, 1991, p. A1). In another article,
the words of White House Chief of Staff Howard Baker were paraphrased. Baker was
said to have stated that “‘Japan has not given up its wartime goal of conquest but now
pursues it by economic instead of military means’” (“Enough,” 1987, p. A31). The
same article also quoted Representative Jack Brooks of Texas as saying, “‘God Bless
Harry Truman. He dropped two of them. He should have dropped four.’” In yet an-
other article, the journalist wrote of how the Clinton administration was unified in its
threat to “use its big stick” and its “willingness to use the blunt and ugly weapon of
punitive sanctions to achieve its goal”; the journalist went on to quote Vice President
Al Gore as saying, “‘We’re not going to blink’” (Sanger, 1995b, p. D5).
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Although the World War II analogies tended to be extreme and tended to be con-
veyed through the quoting of individuals, in many of the news items that appeared
during and after the late 1980s, images of war were relayed directly by the words con-
jured by the writers themselves. For example, in one article, the following observa-
tion was made: “Now that Japan is a major threat—and some of its greatest weapons
are perceived to be cultural traditions like ‘buying Japanese,’a conspiracy against for-
eigners and saving money fanatically—Japanese culture has been transformed into a
threat” (Makin, 1987, p. C27). In a piece on trade friction between Japan and the
United States, the journalist equated hostile threats made in the economic sphere in
the late 1980s to the nuclear threat made during the height of the Cold War. The jour-
nalist wrote: “The economic situation today has a certain similarity to the threat of
nuclear war in the ‘postwar’ world” (Silk, 1987, p. D2). In a similar vein, another
journalist wrote, “Car parts never quickened Henry Kissinger’s pulse. But one does-
n’t have to be in Geneva long to discover that divisions between America and Japan
are the arms-control negotiations of the ’90s” (Sanger, 1995a, p. A2). 

Such wartime rhetoric also appeared to gain prominence in the late 1980s in
the additional news sources examined, Time and Newsweek. Furthermore, the
themes of U.S. strength, Japan’s dependency, and Japan’s ineffectiveness and du-
plicitous character found throughout the time frame in the New York Times also
similarly appeared in these sources. 

Major Themes in Time and Newsweek

U.S. fortitude and Japan’s dependence on the United States were noticeably empha-
sized throughout this time frame in the examined Time and Newsweek news items.
For example, in a 1975 Newsweek article, the journalists stressed that Japan still
needed the United States’s leadership guidance and was falling back to a “healthy”
acknowledgment of its “heavy reliance on the Western giant [America]” (Deming,
Kirsher, & van Voorst, 1975, p. 42). They then went on to report on Japan’s failure
to make a deal with the Arab nations regarding Japan’s import of petroleum, without
the “U.S. lead.” The journalists quoted former U.S. ambassador to Japan Edwin
Reischauer as stating that because of this failure “the Japanese realized that Amer-
ica was ‘a much bigger and more important factor in their well-being’” (p. 44).

In a 1989 Newsweek article, the journalist discussed the economic and political
achievements Japan had been able to make, but commented that Japan, with its
propensity for not being able to take on leadership roles, would never be able to
“be a power that bestrode the world in the postwar years, or even one resembling
Washington . . . today” (Martz, 1989, p. 15). The author went on to state how “the
United States will remain Tokyo’s biggest market and a growing outlet for invest-
ment” and how Japan would “rely on Washington’s extended power to maintain
world peace” (p. 16). 

NATIONAL IDENTITIES 67



While acknowledging the vast economic gains that Japan had been able to gar-
ner and the increasing role it was beginning to play in the military realm, in the ex-
amined Newsweek and Time articles, like in the New York Times news items, Japan
was still portrayed as being inept, unsure, and lacking the ability to be a true in-
ternational leader. For example, in a 1975 Newsweek article, the journalist con-
veyed the point that Japan did not have what it took to become a real political
power, and emphasized that Japan managed to get along in the international arena
simply because of Japan’s “national character marked by vast adaptability . . . and
a knack for solving the most difficult problems through consensus and accommo-
dation” (Deming, 1975, p. 53). The journalist ended his story by stating, “the
Japanese have turned muddling through into another Oriental art” (p. 53).

In another Newsweek article, the journalist conceded to Japan’s rise economi-
cally and militarily by stating facts and figures, but throughout the article empha-
sized the theme that Japan was not equipped to handle such power. For example,
the journalist wrote:

“Can Japan become a world leader? The answer to that is probably no,” says Donald
C. Hellmansn, an Asia expert at the University of Washington. “Any world leader
must be able to articulate a set of ideals and values. You’ve got to have a legitimacy
beyond power.” (Martz, 1989, p. 15)

Using an old Japanese proverb that states that “the nail that sticks out, gets ham-
mered down,” the journalist later wrote, “The Japanese change slowly and hesitate
to take leadership in anything: to be out front on an issue is to be a nail sticking
out” (p. 20).

Also alluding to the disposition of Japan as preventing the nation from being a
leader, in another Newsweek article the journalist described Japan as being in an
“uncoordinated emotional confusion” brought about by the “dizzying speed of
Japan’s advance, and the sense of being caught precariously between a safer, con-
sensus-oriented past and the more fluid demands of the future” (Platt, 1989, p. 18).

In a Time article, the journalist chose a title, “From Superrich to Superpower,”
that would relay the idea of Japan as being strong; yet, the actual focus of the entire
article was on how Japan could not handle the wealth that it had accumulated and on
how it could never be a power like the United States, due to Japan’s innate charac-
teristics. The journalist described the Japanese as being “still torn by conflicting
emotions over their proper place in the sun,” and stated that “the Japanese are some-
times seen by outsiders as lacking clear goals for their country or any abiding sense
of how to put their wealth and power to use” (Greenwald, 1988, p. 29).

Even as Japan began to show tangible signs of trying to assert itself on the
international world stage in the 1990s, by such demonstrations as demanding
International Monetary Fund and World Bank voting rights and by expressing a de-
sire to be placed on the U.N. Security Council, the articles tended to place doubts on
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Japan’s actual ability to carry out a more internationally oriented leadership role. For
example, in a 1991 Time article, the journalist stressed that the “‘Japanese are not
willing to make the hard political choices,’” stating that Japan’s “foreign policy
lacks focus or clear direction” and is “never bold” (Hillenbrand, 1991, p. 42). Thus,
the image that is relayed by these articles is that Japan is essentially unequipped, for
psychologically related reasons, to be a significant international player and power.

It is interesting that the articles, although acknowledging the objective economic
strengths of Japan, not only stressed how Japan was not psychologically equipped to
handle such strengths, but also tended to emphasize the negative features of Japan’s
society in general. For example, a journalist writing in Newsweek commented:

It is possible for Americans to admire the Japanese; it is possible to fear them. But
there is no reason to envy them. For all their country’s economic power, most Japan-
ese live in straitened circumstances, with a relatively low standard of living, long
working hours, cramped housing and scant opportunity for recreation. They endure
a political system that does not respond to ordinary citizens, an educational system
that puts brutal pressure on the young and a family culture that belittles women, by
Western standards. (Christopher, 1989, p. 47)

In another Newsweek article, the journalist, although pointing out the wealth that
Japan had accumulated, emphasized the social caveats of Japan. He wrote, for ex-
ample, “Prices from everything from land to lunch boxes are absurdly high. Yet
few complain, in part, because that would violate the taboo that has only been re-
inforced by the collective commitment to overcoming the devastation of World
War II” (Powell, 1989, p. 45). In a sense, the articles appeared to be attempting to
find drawbacks to Japan’s success.

Also similar to the New York Times news items, characterizations of Japan as
being unscrupulous appeared in the additional examined sources as well. For ex-
ample, in a Newsweek article, a reference was made to a Central Intelligence
Agency–funded report that portrayed Japan as a nation not to be trusted. In
describing the report, the journalist wrote:

According to a recent contract report written for the Central Intelligence Agency, they
[Japanese] are “racist” and “amoral.” Their international vision does not extend be-
yond an insatiable thirst for economic power, the report finds; what’s more, they seek
to “supplant” Western values and impose their own on the world. (Powell, 1991, p. 33)

As another example, in a Time article the journalist wrote,

A broad range of Americans, knowledgeable and temperate ones at that, see Japan
as insensitive and arrogant. . . . In some views Japan is already achieving economi-
cally what it failed to win by force of arms: a Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity
Sphere. (Hillenbrand & Walsh, 1991, p. 70)
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Taking a similar tone, in another Newsweek article, the journalist wrote of how
Americans “see Japan’s business-suited legions conquering worldwide markets,
wiping out entire U.S. industries and planting their flag on blue-chip properties all
over America” (Watson, 1991, p. 46).

In addition to portraying Japan as being unethical and duplicitous in national char-
acter, the additional examined articles, similar to the New York Times news items, also
intensified their use of wartime rhetoric toward the end of this time frame. For exam-
ple, in discussing U.S. demands for Japan to further open up its various trade markets
to the United States, the journalist wrote in Time of how, despite the demands, Japan
was “holding off the assault” (Desmond, 1994, p. 46). Other Time and Newsweek
articles, as well, not only used the term war to describe the relationship between
Japan and the United States in the late 1980s and early 1990s, but also used such 
war-related words as “retaliation,” “threat,” and “standoff ” (e.g., Church, 1993,
pp. 26–27; Lacayo, 1994, p. 41; Powell, 1993, p. 40). As is presented in the next sec-
tion, such wartime rhetoric also appeared in the examined Japanese news items. 

IMAGES FROM THE YOMIURI

During the early half of this time frame, from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, the
prime image conveyed in the Yomiuri news items was that of Japan’s uncertainty
in terms of how to deal with the United States, and more generally, with the rest
of the world powers. With regard to Japan’s relationship with the United States, al-
though signs of opposition were relayed in the items, they were balanced by sug-
gestions of accepted deference toward the United States. By the late 1980s, how-
ever, clear expressions of a newly found confidence and a willingness to oppose
the United States were conveyed by the news items. Moreover, the intensity of
such confidence and open opposition came to the fore in the 1990s. 

Japan: From Happobijin to Vocal Adversary

From the mid-1970s and into the 1980s, many of the news items conveyed a
sense of Japan as struggling to break away from its psychological as well as ma-
terial bonds with the United States (e.g., “Bei,” 1979; “Kagou,” 1975; “Taibei,”
1975). A need to become more assertive toward the United States and not so vul-
nerable to U.S. needs, as well as to the needs of the outside world in general, were
clearly manifested in the items. One editorial writer called for Japan’s end to be-
ing a happobijin, one who tries to please everyone in every way, stating that this
tendency on the part of Japan “only brings about a distrust” among the other
countries (“Sanjuku,” 1975, p. 1). Another editorial writer also alluded to the idea
that Japan was out to please all, stating that Japan needed to become more adept
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at negotiating, and not rely on money to do its diplomatic talking (“Yomiuri,”
1975a). In yet another editorial, the writer asserted that if Japan continued its
happobijin posture in an effort to please and resolve friction between it and other
countries, such a posture would soon catch up to Japan and become the key to
further problems (“Sekai,” 1983, p. 1).

Several editorials also expressed the idea that Japan was no longer as engrossed
in the ways of the United States and that it needed to, and was attempting to, shed
its propensity for simply following the lead of the United States in foreign policy
making (e.g., “Chakuzitsu,” 1979; “Nichibei Koushou,” 1979). For example, in one
editorial, a quote from former Prime Minister Suzuki was presented at the begin-
ning of the editorial and was used as a central theme throughout the piece. The
quote read, “Isn’t it the case that if we continue to say ‘yes, we’ll do this and yes,
we’ll do that,’ then no matter how much we do, the United States will not be satis-
fied in the least bit?” (“Shitsubo,” 1983, p. 1). In another editorial, Prime Minister
Yasuhiro Nakasone was applauded for having directly refused the United States’s
request to have Japan open its markets to U.S. oranges and beef (“Yomiuri,” 1983).

Yet, during this earlier part of the time frame, despite such manifestations of op-
position and the desire to break away, the news items also indicated Japan’s
unshakable tendency to fall back on relying on the United States for guidance and an
inclination to acquiesce to U.S. demands (“Anpou,” 1975; “Boeki,” 1983; “Shijou,”
1979; “Yomiuri,” 1975b). For example, an article described how Japanese officials,
despite lacking a supportive consensus on the issue, were scrambling to meet the
“United States’ strong demands” that Japan share its military technology with the
United States, so that the plan could be in place when President Reagan arrived in
Japan for his visit (“Buki,” 1983, p. 2). Many of the news items suggested that Japan’s
tendency toward complying with the United States stemmed from its weakness to-
ward authority and its concern for possible U.S. retaliation (e.g., “Nichibei Keizai,”
1979; “Nichibei,” 1983; “Yomiuri,” 1979a; “Yomiuri,” 1979b).

Whereas the newspaper items appearing from the mid-1970s and into the
1980s expressed an image of Japan as remaining submissive to the United States,
despite its growing sense of confidence and its desire to break away from the
United States, the news items appearing in the late 1980s and in the 1990s re-
vealed a Japan that was becoming more comfortable in its world position and less
willing to comply with the demands of the United States. 

As what appeared to be manifestations of Japan’s determined confidence, the
words chosen by the journalists in reference to opposition against U.S. decisions and
actions were more confrontational in nature during this later period. For example, in
an editorial entitled, “Shape Up America,” the writer discussed the need for the
United States to get its own house in order and regain its lost qualities of leadership
(“Amerika,” 1987, p. 3). In another editorial, the writer asserted, “The Japanese peo-
ple, who could not very well, up until this point, outwardly express dissatisfaction
and discontent toward the United States, are gradually doing so now” (“Masatsu,”
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1987, p. 3). In one article entitled “Toward the Bonds of Cooperation and Equality,”
the journalist stated that Japan had reached the point where it needed to cooperate
with the United States on its own terms. The journalist quoted a Japanese scholar as
stating, “Up until now, Japan really did not have a strategy of its own separate from
the United States. Japan must now, while cooperating, prevent itself from further
being at the United States’ beck and call” (“Taitou,” 1991, p. 1).

By the end of this chosen time frame, the news items reflected a Japan that
was less apprehensive about speaking out against the United States and less
willing to give in to U.S. demands so easily. In fact, in many of the items, Japan
exhibited a newly found courage to renounce the actions and decisions of the
United States, and to return U.S. threats of retaliation with threats of its own
(e.g., “Bei-Shouheki,” 1995; “Buhin,” 1995; “Jishu,” 1995; “Kijuku,” 1995;
“Kuruma,” 1995). In an article pertaining to the negotiations that were taking
place between Japan and the United States, regarding auto imports, the journal-
ist quoted a leading Japanese official as stating that Japan was “fiercely fighting
in a friendly manner” (“Bei Suuchi,” 1995, p. 6). In another article, the journal-
ist conveyed the thought that the United States could no longer assume that Japan
would readily give in to its demands (“Keizai Chouhousen,” 1995). While con-
veying such strength, the articles and editorials also exhibited a sense of pride in
Japan.6 This occurred even as Japan began to seriously experience its own eco-
nomic woes in the 1990s. For example, in one editorial, the writer lauded the
economic accomplishments of Japan and stressed that, despite Japan’s recent
economic difficulties, the country was in a “position of international impor-
tance” and that it needed to take up the responsibilities that came with such a
position, that it needed to “lead in the establishment of a constructive theory for
the new world economic system” (“Kijikutsuka,” 1995, p. 3).

It is interesting to note that together with such displays of Japan’s confidence in
confronting the United States, in cases where Japan ultimately carried out the
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the last laugh of a nation which once bore the brunt of Western contempt for Orientals, but
which now takes its place as one of the world’s leading powers. Nihonjinron is merely the
mechanism whereby the Japanese take the Western, Orientalist outlook and reverse it upon the
West itself. (p. 49) 



actions or decisions that the United States was insisting on, the news items did not
frame Japan’s action or decision as stemming from U.S. pressures, but rather, as
coming from Japan’s desire to cooperate with the international community. Several
references to Japan wanting to cooperate with the United Nations, in the military
realm, or with the World Trade Organization, in the economic sphere, were found in
these news items (e.g., “Beigun,” 1995; “Kome,” 1995; “Nichibei Kankei,” 1995;
“Nichibei Wa,” 1995; “Yunyuu,” 1995).

Thus, in this time frame of 1975 to 1995, the Japanese news items showed an
evolving change with regard to conveyed images. The images changed from re-
flecting a country that was beginning to sense a degree of confidence, but not to the
extent of being able to outwardly challenge the United States, to one of ascending
confidence that was able to confront the United States with its own views.7

While conveying a change in images of Japan, the Japanese news items relayed
consistent and unchanging images of the United States during this same time
frame. The images of the United States that were conveyed in the news items were
consistently that of a country that was no longer as formidable as it had been in
the past, a country that was unable to confront its own weaknesses, and a country
that refused to relinquish its hold over Japan.

The United States: Weakened, But Still Demanding 

From the mid-1970s, real awakening doubts regarding the strength of the United
States were increasingly expressed in many of the Japanese news items. The
U.S. political defeats and its weakening economy, in particular, were highlighted
in many of the items. Together with such references, the news items either al-
luded to or directly stated the notion that the United States was not taking up its
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of New York City. As the ending for the story, the Japanese are the victors; they defeat the enemy. In
relating his interview with the creator of the comic book, Sato stated that the purpose of the comic
book was to allow the Japanese, in their imaginations, a chance to refight World War II and build a new
sense of nationalism. 



responsibility to resolve its weakening political and economic position, and in-
stead, was increasingly targeting Japan as its scapegoat (e.g., “Bei Ga,” 1983;
“Shijou,” 1979; “Tenno,” 1975).

In one article, the writer described how the “atmosphere in the United States”
was becoming increasingly “cool toward Japan,” and that many more Americans
were becoming critical of Japan due to Japan’s rising economic strength. The writer
stressed, however, that such criticism and attitude were being viewed in Japan as
reflections of the United States’s inability to face its own economic downturn and
its use of Japan as a “scapegoat” (“Jyuatsu,” 1979, p. 2). In another article, the
writer quoted Prime Minister Nakasone as stating that the problem did not lie with
Japan, but rather with the fact that “‘American businessmen, compared to the
Japanese, lacked the effort to sell their products’” (“Bei Terebi,” 1983, p.1). In the
1990s, even as Japan was beginning to experience its first economic tremors of in-
stability and decline, the United States was still painted as a less formidable na-
tion that needed to deal with its issues at home before blaming Japan for its
problems and interfering in Japan’s affairs (“Keizai Mawari,” 1995).

Along with conveying the image of the United States as being less powerful
and as simply using Japan as an excuse for its political and economic problems,
throughout this time frame, the Japanese news items also relayed the image of the
United States as being highly demanding and obstinate. The United States was de-
picted as continuously maintaining an imperious attitude toward other nations, in
spite of its weakening international position. 

The United States as Demanding

Several news items conveyed a sense that the United States was always insisting
on taking the leadership position vis-à-vis Japan, and always making demands,
not only in the realm of military affairs, but also in economic concerns as well
(e.g., “Fumeirou,” 1975; “Jizen,” 1975; “Jyuurokunichi,” 1995; “Nihon Tataki,”
1987). In an editorial expressing dissatisfaction with the methods used by the
United States to place various demands on Japan, the writer asserted:

What I would like the United States to self-reflect on is, first, its high-pressure for-
eign policy tactics. The United States appears to simply think that in order to make
Japan concede, it only has to speak high-handedly and degrade Japan, but this only
has the reverse effect. If one incurs the emotional opposition of the Japanese people,
issues that were on the verge of reaching agreement could even fall apart. (“Nichibei
Koushou,” 1979, p. 4)

Also alluding to the pressure tactics of the United States, in another editorial re-
garding President Jimmy Carter’s visit to Japan and the assorted demands the
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president brought, the writer stated in a cynical fashion, “The only things that
weren’t brought were the black ships” (“Yomiuri,” 1979b, p. 1).8

Even in the late 1980s and 1990s, the characterization of the United States as
demanding did not change. In one article, the United States was described as be-
ing unable to shake its thought of always being “number one” and, therefore, as
being unable to realistically deal with its shortcomings (“Nichibei Masatsu,” 1987,
p. 4). In an editorial, the “black ship” analogy was again used. Referring to the
several demands that the United States was making toward Japan regarding eco-
nomic trade, the writer asserted that the United States’s “black ships are endless”
(“Shinraundo,” 1991, p. 11). In yet another editorial, the writer criticized the
United States for its threats of imposing punitive tariffs on Japanese autos and
computer chips; the writer asserted that the United States should stop its “arbi-
trary interference” in the affairs of other countries (“Nijyuu Seiki,” 1995, p. 3). In
a similar vein, another editorial writer complained that the United States still
thought of itself as being the “world police,” and thus became involved in the af-
fairs of other countries (“Keizai,” 1995).

Several of the news items that referred to the United States’s demanding atti-
tude toward Japan often attributed the attitude to the inherent reactive nature of
the United States (e.g., “Keizai To,” 1983; “Nichibei Keizai,” 1979; “Nichibei
Tsusho,” 1983; “Riken,” 1983). For example, one journalist wrote that the
United States had a tendency to be friendly to Japan when Japan listened to its
demands, but that it reacted harshly when Japan opposed. Within the context of
agricultural and automobile imports from Japan, the journalist went on to write
that the United States was overreacting to imports from Japan; the journalist
stated that Americans had the “emotional opinion that ‘Japan is getting fat by
feeding off of the United States’” and that many Americans were viewing the
imports from Japan as the “‘second Pearl Harbor attack’” (“Nichibei Masatsu,”
1983, p. 7). In another editorial, the writer stated that the United States was car-
rying out trade actions toward Japan based on its negative emotional fervor
(“Nichibei Koushoudan,” 1979).

This notion of the United States as being reactive appeared to intensify in the
1980s and 1990s. For example, one editorial writer declared that although it

NATIONAL IDENTITIES 75

8Note that the “black ships” being referred to in this editorial are being used metaphorically. The
black ships refer to the four squadrons of black ships that accompanied Commodore Matthew C. Perry
in his mission, on behalf of the U.S. government, to force Japan to establish trade relations with the
United States in 1853 (Hall, 1982). Up until that point, Japan had been closed off from the outside
world under the seclusion policy of Japan’s Tokugawa government’s centralized authority. For 250
years, Japan closed its doors to foreign nations. Through threat of force, however, Perry succeeded in
his mission of opening up Japan to the outside world in terms of diplomacy and trade, and in 1854,
Japan opened its doors to the outside world. The black ships came to symbolize for the Japanese “the
new capacity of the Western powers to violate at will the land” of Japan. 



may be true that Japan needed to reduce its trade surplus with the United States,
the United States needed to become more “judicious” in its decision making re-
garding Japan (“Reiseisa,” 1987, p. 3). One editorial writer stated that the United
States was “emotional” in its dealings with Japan, and that it continued to bash
Japan because of its emotionality, but that “Japan’s generosity” in making conces-
sions to the United States would “someday be repaid” (“FSX,” 1987, p. 3). In a
similar tone, another editorial writer stated that Japan was tired of the United
States’s “emotional outbursts” (“Nichibei Chansu,” 1987, p. 3). Following the
Gulf War, several of the editorials referred to the United States as not behaving
“pragmatically” and as getting back at Japan, through trade decisions and actions,
because it was “upset” at Japan for not taking up a larger role during the Gulf War
conflict (e.g., “Bei Daitouryou,” 1991; “Gikai,” 1991; “Nichibei Kankei,” 1995).

Themes of War

It was during this time when the United States’s demands were increasingly con-
veyed in the Japanese news items as stemming from the United States’s reac-
tive character, that noticeable references to war-related metaphors also appeared.
The atmosphere enveloping U.S.–Japan relations in this later part of the second
time frame was described in many of the news items as being “pre-Pearl Harbor”
in nature (“Yomiuri,” 1987, p. 1; “Yomiuri,” 1991, p. 1; “Yuukou,” 1991, p. 13).
Several of the articles and editorials also spoke in terms of Japan being thought of
by the United States as its “new enemy” or “economic enemy,” and of Japan and
the United States as engaging in a “trade war” (e.g., “Kyoka,” 1991, p. 1; “Nihon
Shoujun,” 1991, p. 2; “Keizai Mawari,” 1995, p. 23; “Nichibei Keizai,” 1995,
p. 4). Thus, the type of war-related metaphors and analogies was quite similar to
what appeared in the U.S. news items.

DISCUSSION

At the outset of this research, the primary theoretical suppositions were that consis-
tencies in images of nations could be found in press content, that those images of na-
tions would reflect national identities, and that the images would tend to be consistent
across time in spite of political economic changes. In examining press content from
the selected U.S. and Japanese newspapers, the findings did show consistencies in
images and that national identities appeared to be embedded in these images. How-
ever, even with such consistencies, images also tended to shift along with political
economic structural changes between the United States and Japan. 

In reviewing the major thematic images of the United States and of Japan, as
conveyed by the Japanese news items, images of the United States are consistent

76 LUTHER



throughout this time frame, whereas images of Japan change. During the first half
of this time frame, from the mid-1970s into the 1980s, Japan was emerging as an
economic power by making strides in its capital investments and industrial growth,
but was still very much dependent on the United States for direction and assistance,
especially in the military arena. It was during this period, as manifested in the news
items, that the image of Japan was that of a nation uncertain, hesitating to break its
close, but suffocating, bonds with the United States. As time progresses toward the
mid-1980s and into the 1990s, however, the articles and editorials conveyed a
Japan that had found the strength and confidence to move away from the United
States, more toward the international community. In doing so, it was able to more
openly express discontent with and opposition against the United States.9

Coterminous with these images of Japan, the image of the United States, con-
veyed in the Japanese news items, was that of a country that was obstinate and un-
willing to give up its stronghold over international leadership and power. The
United States was depicted as highly demanding and forceful in its tactics. These
images were consistent throughout the time frame and the only image that tended
to change was the image of the United States as being a mentor; the mentor be-
came more of an adversary from the mid-1980s onward. What these images have
in common with the U.S. images conveyed in the U.S. news items is the notion of
the United States holding on to power, although the framing of this notion was
presented with a positive spin in the U.S. items. 

Despite the progressive weakening of the United States during the time frame,
peaking from the mid-1980s and into the 1990s as the nation entered a recession
and encountered serious political challenges from other nations, the main image
that was sustained in the U.S. news items was that of an inherently robust nation.
The U.S. newspaper items relayed, throughout this time frame, images of the
United States as experiencing economic and political setbacks, yet managing to
maintain its world leadership and authority. Regardless of the objective character-
istics of weakness that became associated with the United States, the news items
conveyed images of the United States as that of a country that was still very much
strong and the envy of the world. The images of Japan, as conveyed by the U.S.
news items, were the opposite. In spite of Japan’s surge in economic and political
strength from the mid-1980s and into the 1990s, the U.S. images of Japan were
that of a country that was still very much dependent on the United States and as
incapable of becoming a world leader in spite of its newly found wealth. 
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9This idea of emerging opposition is also expressed by Miyoshi (1991) in his critical analysis of
prominent Japanese literature and films. The researcher found that although certain literary and film
artists still tend to slip back into Western “hegemonism,” by celebrating Western virtues and ideals, a
growing segment of Japanese artists are now engaging in serious criticism against the West. As he
wrote, “In today’s Japan at least, disagreement is the only way toward the recovery of dialogue and ar-
gument, without which no serious and meaningful agreement can possibly be found” (p. 188). 



Thus, the overall findings suggest that although national identity appeared to be
playing a role in the formations of images, with frequent references to the values,
norms, and the dispositional characteristics of the nations, the political economic
structural conditions also influenced the form of the images. With the political eco-
nomic conditions changing, the prominent images tended to fluctuate, mainly in
the case of Japan. 

To clarify, when placing the main thematic images into typological form, it can
be seen that, with regard to the images conveyed in the Japanese news items, a
shift in images appears to take place. Images reflecting a new sense of confidence
among the Japanese emerge toward the later part of the time frame (see Tables 1
and 2).10 In the examined U.S. news sources, on the other hand, images of the
United States and of Japan tended to remain consistent throughout the period. Al-
though still conveying images of the United States as inherently strong and the
only viable world leader, the U.S. news items conveyed images of Japan as inher-
ently weak, dependent, and uncertain, as well as unscrupulous in nature. The only
change was a more confrontational adversarial image of Japan that emerged in the
late 1980s.

It appears that shifts in political economic structural conditions coincided with
changes in images only if the changes were toward a positive direction with regard
to the nation’s image of itself. In other words, if structural conditions tended to sup-
port the move in a nation’s image of itself toward one of potency and significance
vis-à-vis other nations, that nation’s images tended to shift. The findings suggest
Japan’s growing economic strength and world visibility promoted confidence
among the Japanese and an image of a nation capable of holding its own position
in the international arena. In terms of the United States, even with its international
economic and political decline, the positive images of the United States were main-
tained, while negative images of Japan intensified. Even when structural conditions
suggested a weakening of the United States’s power, a form of self-preservation,
perhaps, sustained the nation’s image of itself as still being a formidable leader. The
findings appear to show an interplay of national identities and political economic
conditions on the formations of images of nations. The political economic conditions
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10Humphries (1995), in his essay on Western images of Japan and Japan’s images of itself, discussed a
perceived change among Japanese intellectuals in terms of how they view Japan. He wrote of how, al-
though still “haunted by a creeping sense of cultural inferiority,” the Japanese are moving toward a fuller
consciousness regarding the uniqueness of Japan, and a greater sense of being able to view the world
through their own unique lenses, rather than the lenses of those nations that influenced Japan in the past.
Borrowing the words of another author, Humphries wrote, 

by the end of the twentieth century, as Japan begins to play a more major role in world events
consistent with her economic status . . . it should come as no surprise to find the West [i.e.,
America]. . . becoming increasingly irrelevant to whatever new understanding of the structure
of meaning is to evolve in Japan in the twenty-first century. (p. 393)



appeared to only influence the changes in images if those changes were more ben-
eficial to a nation’s sense of identity in general.

When placing these findings within the realm of historical research in interna-
tional communication that has focused on colonial and postcolonial public dis-
courses, although this study focused on press-disseminated images, the findings
appear to support the notion that even with the dismantling of colonial institu-
tions, public discourses of colonialism often remain. In addition, the findings
broaden this notion by demonstrating that the form of a nation’s identity is key in
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TABLE 1
United States News Items

Thematic Images of Japan

* Inherently weak * Inherently weak
* Uncertain * Uncertain
* Dependent * Dependent
* Duplicitous/unscrupulous * Duplicitous/uncrupulous
* Supporter * Adversary
1975__________1980__________1985__________1990__________1995

Thematic Images of the United States

* Inherently strong * Inherently strong
* Benevolent * Benevolent
* Leader of the “free world” * Leader of the “free world”
1975__________1980__________1985__________1990__________1995

TABLE 2
Japan News Items

Thematic Images of Japan

* Uncertain * Confident
* Still dependent on U.S. * Increasingly independent/internationally 

oriented
* Gaining political and economic clout * Holding political and economic clout
1975__________1980__________1985__________1990__________1995

Thematic Images of the United States

* Politically and economically * Politically and economically
weakened weakened

* Demanding * Demanding
* Unfair * Unfair
* Mentor * Adversary
1975__________1980__________1985__________1990__________1995



understanding why such discourses subsist in spite of changes in structural condi-
tions between nations. For nations traditionally in positions of power, such as the
United States, the identities associated with the nations would most likely be pos-
itive, reflecting strength and leadership. Being in place and nurtured over time, it
may be difficult to alter such identities even when power is weakened and struc-
tural inequities are corrected. Perhaps public discourses of a colonial or imperial
era tend to remain, in spite of changes in structural conditions that call into ques-
tion such discourses, because they are based on identities that feed a sense of
national pride. The discourses are resistant to change if change means that the pos-
itive identity of a nation might be challenged and disturbed. Once a positive iden-
tity is established, with underlying psychological mechanisms of protectionism at
work, the identity is difficult to change. Only through a dramatic process, such as
a major revolution or wartime defeat of a nation, might the positive identity
undergo a transformation. 

CONCLUSION

What this study has hopefully contributed is an understanding that when
examining images of nations, it is not sufficient to assume that the political
economic structures between nations solely determine the images, but that the
national identities of the nations in question must also be recognized and ad-
dressed. Many studies that have undertaken the challenge of examining images
of nations have had a tendency to assume that structure between nations only
matters in determining these images. As the findings from this study have sup-
ported, structure is indeed an important factor to consider in the formation of
images of nations; however, the identities of nations must also be looked at as
important sources of these images. The historical developments of nations, in
relation to other nations, and how the identities of these nations have formed,
changed, or remained obstinate, and under what conditions, need to be further
analyzed and applied toward the understanding of press-disseminated images
of nations. This study suggests that a nation’s sense of identity is manifested in
press writings, through conveyed images, and when examined over a broad
span of time within the context of historical events researchers may be able to
more fully understand not only the complexities involved in the interplay be-
tween structural conditions, national identities, and images of nations, but also
the important role these images may play in the communication processes
between nations. 

The main limitation of this study is that it examines press images from a par-
tial chapter in U.S.–Japan relations. An examination of a longer period of time
may provide additional insights into the relationship between structure, identity,
and images of nations. It would be interesting to do a study that tracks the
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U.S.–Japan press images since the inception of relations between the nations in
the late 1800s to the present. If such a study encompassing a longer time frame
were undertaken, it might reveal a cyclical pattern of emerging and reemerging
images triggered by structural shifts. It may be that structural conditions do not
necessarily influence changes in images of nations per se, via national identities,
but rather only elicit embedded images that lay dormant within already estab-
lished and unchanging identities.
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Asserting that travel guidebooks provide an important generative source of “systems
of knowledge and belief” among Western tourists in Vietnam today, the author iden-
tifies 3 major discourses in popular guidebooks for Vietnam and concludes that they
adhere to a Cold War theme of anti-Communism that assumes American benevo-
lence and criticisms, while allowing for American “mistakes” in the U.S. prosecu-
tion of the war, remain within established parameters, contributing to the formation
of a certain collective memory of 1 event dominating an era of international com-
munication history.

The 25th anniversary in April 2000 of what the American media consistently re-
ferred to as “the fall of Saigon” generated considerable public reflection in the
United States about the Vietnamese–American war. According to a Newsweek
article, the “military commitment that began with a few advisers in the late
1950s to help save the Republic of South Vietnam from the communist North”
was “at once a noble cause and a tragic waste that cost 58,000 American lives
during more than a decade of fighting and more than 3 million Vietnamese over
the course of 35 years of civil war.” Although it was a conflict beset by “moral
murkiness,” it was prosecuted by “well-intentioned policymakers in Washing-
ton” (Thomas, Moreau, & Mandel, 2000, pp. 36, 40). An issue of People Weekly
devoted to the anniversary included an essay by “Ex-POW John McCain on for-
giveness,” in which he appeared to forgive the Vietnamese for what they did to
the United States. The senator celebrated the anniversary while touring Vietnam
(“on a trip paid for by NBC”) where he reportedly “irritated” his Vietnamese
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hosts by stating that “the wrong guys won” (Editors, 2000, front cover; Marks,
2000, p. 2; Mydans, 2000, p. A3). New York Times editorialists referred to the
war as a “senseless conflict [that] might have been avoided,” as “[m]ore than
58,000 American servicemen lost their lives in a land of negligible political and
economic importance to the welfare of the United States.” “[M]ore than any-
thing,” they wrote, “the nation must remember this week . . . the needless sacri-
fice of troops who were betrayed by a president [Lyndon Johnson] who prose-
cuted a war he did not believe in for a goal that he could not define in public
speeches or private conversation.” The Times editorial suggests the war was
“senseless,” thus irrational and largely unexplainable, and the project of a single
individual—fundamental reanalysis of U.S. foreign policy, then and now, thus
appears unnecessary (“A Vietnam Premonition,” 2000, p. A30).

Discourses similar to those in such American media coverage pervade represen-
tations of the war in travel guidebooks for Vietnam: Among other discourses, the
United States was attempting to “help save the Republic of South Vietnam from the
communist North”; the war—a “noble cause” yet “tragic waste”—was prosecuted
by “well-intentioned policymakers in Washington”; and the American commitment
was “senseless.” Guidebooks’ synopses of the Second Indochina War (what most
Americans call the Vietnam War) largely reflect a postwar intellectual consensus
that characterizes most mainstream foreign affairs literature. Within this consensus,
the U.S. intervention is represented as, in the words of Karnow (1997), “a failed cru-
sade, however noble or illusory its motives,” as “America’s absolute confidence in its
moral exclusivity, its military invincibility, its manifest destiny,” abruptly ceased
with “Vietnam’s conquest by the Communists in April 1975” (pp. 4, 9).1

Research for this article about synopses in some of the most popular guidebooks
used by Western tourists in Vietnam was prompted by interest in the relationship
between historical memory of—and the perpetuation of—empire, particularly the
international projection of power by a nation. At the most basic level, the article
addresses how historical narratives in major Western guidebooks portray a specific
American war—the war in Vietnam. In passing, attention is given to some “domi-
nant fantasies” or “myths” identified by prominent scholars of that conflict, includ-
ing the myths of “external aggression” (i.e., a Northern invasion of the South) and
“military assistance” (i.e., the United States merely assisting the South Vietnamese
armed forces (Appy & Bloom, 2001, pp. 55–56; Franklin, 2000, pp. 27–28). At the
broadest level, the departure point is scholarly inquiry about the shaping of histor-
ical memories and their relationship to later political policies. It is assumed here
that a critical consciousness about the past may become disruptive to the persistence
of certain forms of policy in the present, and therefore a “doctrinally correct” con-
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1Karnow’s text, perhaps the most prominent on Vietnam and the war, was published as the compan-
ion volume to a 10-part PBS documentary series, Vietnam: A Television History, for which the author
served as chief correspondent.



sensus or memory among citizenries is shaped and fostered. In effect, certain
memories become necessary for the pursuit of imperial actions.

Collective historical memory here means what Kammen (1997) referred to as
“the publicly presented past” in “speeches and sermons, editorials and school text-
books, museum exhibitions, historic sites, and widely noticed historical art, rang-
ing from oil paintings to public sculpture and commemorative monuments”
(p. xii). In Western democracies, unlike in authoritarian states in which the gov-
ernment guides the articulation of an official historical narrative, representations
in independent media and by nongovernmental historians show—and to a great
extent determine—how the past is “remembered.” The broadest question posed
here, is whether and how historical memory in democratic states is nudged toward
what Williams (1980) called a “selective tradition”—or “the significant past”—
the way in which, “from a whole possible area of past and present, certain mean-
ings and practices are chosen for emphasis, [while] certain other meanings and
practices are neglected and excluded” (p. 39).

The work of Lipsitz (1990) on collective memory provides one illustration.
Lipsitz has maintained that post–World War II television programmers, to attract
a sizable viewing audience, were compelled to acknowledge the persistent mem-
ory of prewar class conflict. Although programming’s purpose was to make indi-
viduals “receptive” to “appeals of advertisers,” tension with a popular memory
rooted in values of collective struggle and class solidarity challenged program
creators to acknowledge and channel that memory towards a capitalist ethos
grounded in consumerism. In “evok[ing] the experiences of the past to lend legit-
imacy to the dominant ideology of the present,” Lipsitz contended, programming
served as a “vehicle for ideological legitimation of a fundamental revolution in
economic, social, and cultural life” (pp. 42, 57). However, Lipsitz noted, the “re-
alism that made urban, ethnic, working-class situation comedies convincing con-
duits for consumer ideology also compelled them to present alienations and aspi-
rations subversive to the legitimacy of consumer capitalism” (p. 67). Thus, “Even
while establishing dominance, those in power must borrow from the ideas, ac-
tions, and experience of the past, all of which contain potential for informing a
radical critique of the present” (pp. 67–68). The same process is applicable to the
U.S. intervention in Vietnam, which most Americans, unlike “opinion leaders,”
have continued to regard as not just a “mistake” but as “fundamentally wrong and
immoral” (Rielly, 1979, p. 79; 1983, p. 98; 1987, pp. 51, 54; 1999, p. 100).

The media generally serve as the major reflectors of a state’s doctrinal system
and thus function as major contributors to its intellectual culture, but educational
institutions and nonmainstream media, including travel guidebooks, also purvey
doctrinal “truths.” For instance, one study of 28 American high school textbooks
found factual inaccuracies or misleading assertions regarding the war in In-
dochina. They “rarely raise the disloyal and controversial questions necessary to
understand the origins and nature of the Vietnam War,” the authors wrote:
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Even those textbook authors who are seemingly critical of America’s role in the war
question it only within a very narrow framework. They rarely raise a fundamental
point about the larger purposes of the war, and hence rarely encourage students to at-
tempt a truly critical examination of it. (Griffen & Marciano, 1979, p. 165) 

The same could be said of travel guidebooks, for they provide historical synopses
that essentially conform to an “already existing story,” which is then used to in-
terpret contemporary events, such that, in the words of Abu El-Haj (1998), “key
texts and evidence remain in a circular relationship of discovery, explanation,
supposition, and proof ” (p. 171).

Analyses in Western guidebooks reflect their construction by authors and edi-
tors who draw on original scholarship subscribing to disciplinary paradigms.
Guidebook texts thus largely reflect, and are constrained by, the parameters of re-
sponsible debate within nations’ intellectual cultures. Popular historical works
about U.S. foreign policy, for example, usually omit imperial intentionality in
American foreign affairs, and scholarship generally adheres to notions of the
United States as a benevolent—if occasionally blundering—global superpower.
Thus is collective memory shaped and perpetuated.

Guidebooks provide an important source for examining collective historical
memory, its formation, and its revision. Millions of tourists annually use travel
guidebooks, which exist for every region of the globe. The work of Pratt (1992),
who studied imperialism and European travel literature using mostly pre-20th-
century first-person travel narratives, applies to today’s guidebooks. Readers of
both travel narratives and guidebooks derive a blueprint for “proper” interpreta-
tion of the past and the international system. Pratt wrote:

How has travel and exploration writing produced “the rest of the world” for Euro-
pean readerships at particular points in Europe’s expansionist trajectory? How has it
produced Europe’s differentiated conceptions of itself in relation to something it
became possible to call “the rest of the world”? How do such signifying practices
encode and legitimate the aspirations of economic expansion and empire? How do
they betray them? (p. 5)

Literary scholar Spurr (1993), who also addressed discourses in travel writing, as-
serted that “despite conventional expectation, [nonfiction] depend[s] on the use of
myth, symbol, metaphor, and other rhetorical procedures more often associated
with fiction and poetry,” and that the “rhetorical modes . . . are part of the land-
scape in which relations of power manifest themselves” (p. 3).

Hundreds of thousands of Western travelers use guidebooks for learning about the
places they visit. In countries like Vietnam (or Indonesia or Guatemala or Iran, etc.),
tourists may also be turning to guidebooks to learn about the history of their own na-
tions’ interactions with these states. What “memory” of U.S. foreign policy will



tourists be left with, and to what end will this memory be put? Will it reinforce the be-
lief, as two writers for the Los Angeles Times recently asserted, that “America’s dom-
inant shadow has long been welcome in much of the world as a shield from tyranny,
a beacon of goodwill, an inspiration of unique values” (Marshall & Mann, 2000,
p. A1)? Or will it engender critical analysis and political action that affects policy?

Travel guidebooks’ synopses convey versions of the past that, through repeti-
tion over time, can become a collective memory of an event. Thus is memory of
the “significant” past or “selective tradition” shaped, and thus conventional
knowledge of events evolves. Considering work by Lipsitz (1990), Spurr (1993),
Pratt (1992), and others, tourists’ use of guidebooks in Vietnam prompts some im-
portant questions: To what extent are the guidebooks incorporating scholarship
critical of the United States? Do any, for instance, question what has motivated
U.S. interventionism in countries the guidebooks cover? Is there in the synopses
any conception of an American empire?

METHOD

Study of travel guidebooks’ representations of the war was undertaken to answer
this specific question: What discourses about the war appear in travel guidebooks’
synopses? In the process of identifying discourses, special attention was given to
how the war’s history is presented; that is, what reasons are offered, explicitly or
implicitly, for the war and how it was executed? What are explanations of U.S.
involvement/purposes?

Discourse “points to the fact that social institutions produce specific ways or
modes of talking about certain areas of social life, which are related to the place
and nature of that institution,” according to Kress (1985): 

That is, in relation to certain areas of social life that are of particular significance to
a social institution, [discourse] will produce a set of statements about that area that
will define, describe, delimit, and circumscribe what it is possible and impossible to
say with respect to it, and how it is to be talked about. (p. 28) 

Fairclough (1992) wrote that “[d]iscourse is a practice not just of representing the
world, but of signifying the world, constituting and constructing the world in
meaning,” such that—among other constructive effects—“discourse contributes
to the construction of systems of knowledge and belief ” (p. 64).

Representing a specific media institution in a milieu of contested historiography
and memories of the war, Vietnam travel guidebooks help “define, describe, de-
limit, and circumscribe” (p. 28), in the words of Kress (1985), what can and cannot
be said about it. More than just reporting historical facts, guidebooks’ representa-
tions of the war perform an important function in the construction of historical
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memory among tourists. It was assumed that identifying discourses in guidebooks
may yield insights about memory formation or revision. The most basic assump-
tion underlying the research was that the manner of talking about (explaining and
describing) events shapes specific versions of the past and collective historical
memory. Thus, fundamentally, it was assumed that travel guidebooks provide one
of the most important generative sources of systems of knowledge and belief about
a part of American history among tourists in Vietnam today.

To identify discourses, research focused on recurring themes, either explicit or im-
plied, and language that marked a way of talking about subjects. Specific words alone
can convey powerful messages—such as fled in reference to refugees from North Viet-
nam (see later); and collections, or groupings, of words convey larger messages—or
discourses. Particularly noted were words describing events, giving reasons for the
war, explaining U.S. participation and purposes, and the like. Also noted within the
discourses were any views critical of the war and the principals involved.

Recent editions of guidebooks by six publishers were examined: Lonely Planet
(1993, 1995, 1997, and 1999), Moon (1996, 1997), Rough Guide (1998), Let’s Go
(1997), Footprint (1997), and Fodor’s (Exploring Vietnam, 1998; Vietnam, 1998).
The guidebooks, although giving brief vignettes of most contributors, provide min-
imal information about authors and editors. As far as could be ascertained, none of
these publishers employed Vietnamese writers. The guidebook of Australia-based
Lonely Planet was written by an American now residing in Taiwan, an American-
Israeli, and an American photojournalist now living in Japan. Both editions of the
guidebook by Moon, based in the United States, were written by a British-born
Australian now living in Canada. Rough Guide is based in England, and its guide-
book for Vietnam was written by a woman described as “[b]orn in Africa” and now
living in France, and a man from England who lived briefly in Singapore. The
guidebook of publisher Footprint, also based in England, was edited by an Indian-
born, Hong-Kong–raised man now living in Southeast Asia, an educator in
England described as having “written numerous articles on Vietnam and Southeast
Asia,” and an artist whose place of birth and current residence are not indicated.
United States–based Let’s Go provides virtually no substantive information about
the two authors of the guidebook’s Vietnam section. Fodor’s, headquartered in the
United States, published two different guidebooks. Its standard “gold” edition was
written by an England- and Hong-Kong–raised freelance journalist based in
Ho Chi Minh City, several freelance writers for whom no background information
is provided, and a New Zealander-American who has lived in Vietnam since 1989
and was formerly executive director of the American Chamber of Commerce in Ho
Chi Minh City. The publisher’s other guidebook, Exploring Vietnam, was written
by a travel writer and journalist formerly based in Paris and now living in England.

These are among the most commonly used general guidebooks by English-
speaking tourists in the country, and most can be purchased secondhand or as
pirated photocopies at bookstalls in major Vietnamese cities. In guidebooks with
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multiple editions, the pertinent historical synopses changed minimally, if at all,
from year to year; later editions, for the most part, had only revised hotel and
restaurant listings, transportation timetables, and so on. Because many publishers
use the same title—Vietnam or some similar designation—the guidebooks are
here referred to by publishers’ names, rather than by titles, to avoid confusion.
Because most tourists tend to purchase guidebooks based on publishers’ reputa-
tions, publisher “brand” becomes the major selling point and thus signifies degree
of potential influence of specific synopses’ versions due to circulation levels. In
fact, research reported here focused most closely on the Lonely Planet guidebook
because of its high circulation, among other reasons.

Lonely Planet’s Vietnam and Southeast Asia guidebooks appear overwhelm-
ingly to be the most used by Westerners traveling in that country.2 Of 94
tourists interviewed throughout Vietnam in June 2000, 74% were using a
Lonely Planet guidebook; of the total using a guidebook (10 of the 94 people I
spoke with were not) 83% had one published by Lonely Planet.3 The guidebook
of the next closest competitor, Rough Guide, was used by just 7% of those
interviewed (and 8% of those using a guidebook). Two percent of the intervie-
wees used the Moon and Let’s Go guidebooks, and 4% used Fodor’s “gold” edi-
tion. No one interviewed was using Fodor’s Exploring Vietnam or the Footprint
guidebook (see Figure 1).

Of the 84 interviewees using a guidebook, 89% (75 persons) said they read
guidebooks for historical information about the war. The overwhelming majority
(71%, or 60 persons) of those using a guidebook claimed they knew little or noth-
ing about the war before arriving in Vietnam. Nearly 48% of those interviewed
were between 20 and 29 years of age, and 23% were between 30 and 39.

Another reason research focused on Lonely Planet is reputation. The publisher
capitalizes on its image as a company founded by two backpacker travelers follow-
ing their 1972 honeymoon “on the ‘Hippie Trail’ from Europe overland to Asia”
(Grossman, 1993, p. 4D). A writer for the London Daily Telegraph in 1994
described the publisher’s hallmarks as “[g]reat trips, a laid-back, hippy [sic] attitude
to travel as an adventure, and the sense of being part of an ‘alternative’ culture”
(Gogarty, 1994, p. 37). A writer for the New York Times Magazine in 1996 quoted
Tony Wheeler—“the multimillionaire cofounder of the Lonely Planet travel empire
and trailblazing patron saint of the world’s backpackers and adventure travelers”—
as saying the company’s intended audience is “[i]ndependent-minded travelers”; 
his wife and cofounder Maureen Wheeler said the publisher markets to “this huge
subversive travel market,” or the “underground travel market” (Shenon, 1996, p. 34).
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Every guidebook foreword reinforces the sentiment: 

At Lonely Planet we believe travelers can make a positive contribution to the countries
they visit—if they respect their host communities and spend their money wisely. Since
1986 a percentage of the income from each book has been donated to aid projects and
human rights campaigns. (Florence & Storey, 1999, pp. 8–9) 

More specific about the recipients of the publisher’s donations, “The Lonely Planet
Story,” previously printed on the last page of older volumes, asserted:

The people at Lonely Planet strongly believe that travelers can make a positive con-
tribution to the countries they visit, both through their appreciation of the countries’
culture, wildlife, and natural features, and through the money they spend. In addi-
tion, the company makes a direct contribution to the countries and regions it covers.
Since 1986 a percentage of the income from each book has been donated to ventures
such as famine relief in Africa; aid projects in India; agricultural projects in Central
America; Greenpeace’s efforts to halt French nuclear testing in the Pacific; and
Amnesty International.

A final reason for focusing on Lonely Planet is the publisher’s claim for gen-
erating responsible tourism practices. Lonely Planet—the “world’s largest inde-
pendent travel guide publisher” within a global tourism industry that generates
billions of dollars annually—is explicitly identified as having played a “positive
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FIGURE 1 Number of persons using guidebooks. Source: Interviews with 94 foreigners
traveling or living in Vietnam, June 2000. Note: Total does not equal 94, as some persons were
using more than one guidebook.
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part” in the social and cultural changes spawned by mass tourism (Shaw, 1999, 
p. 26; Wheeler, 1999, p. 54). But the publisher rejects claims that tourists should
avoid egregious violators of human rights such as Burma [Myanmar]—where the
democratically elected government-in-exile has called for a tourism boycott—
that derive foreign currency from international visitors. “I think bringing tourists
in forces governments to lighten up,” Maureen Wheeler has stated (Shenon,
1996, p. 34).

The Lonely Planet guidebook message reaches more people than those of
the other guidebooks. Other publishers are referred to here when their treat-
ment of the country’s history of warfare with the United States shows substan-
tial deviation or when their characterizations of an event or location seem
particularly noteworthy.

FINDINGS

The discourses identified in the guidebooks reveal that the U.S. role in Indochina
has been viewed largely through a Cold War lens of anti-Communism that as-
sumes American benevolence. Three major discourses were identified around
(a) the basis for the U.S. intervention, (b) a “North–South” framework in identi-
fying the “sides,” and (c) atrocities and general conduct during the war.

The historical narratives in all guidebooks examined share sufficient character-
istics to show a fairly consistent version of the war, but a few differences appear.
The first major discourse, identified here as “The Spread of the Reds,” ascribes the
reason for U.S. intervention to concerns about global Communist expansion. A
critical perspective is lacking; for example, only one reference was found to the
idea that the war may have been inspired by concerns of empire. That was a mis-
leading comment in a sidebar about why the United States chose not to launch a
ground invasion of the North: “[T]here was mounting international criticism that
the U.S.A. was simply engaging in imperialism, trying to subjugate Vietnam as its
colony” (Florence & Storey, 1999, p. 294).4

The second discourse, called here “Establishing ‘Sides,’” presents a “North-
South War” framework that implies a two-state civil conflict (thus precluding
consideration of the war as a U.S. invasion of South Vietnam directed against the
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southern Vietnamese people). Finally, “Bloodbaths and Aggression,” a third major
discourse, points up an important difference in the Lonely Planet guidebook’s
descriptions of the two designated sides in the conflict. Discussion of each discourse
in turn includes background and allusion to scholarly accounts for context and
clarification in some instances.

Discourse 1: The Spread of the Reds:
Why the United States Intervened in Vietnam

Lonely Planet’s guidebook content discusses the U.S. intervention in terms of the
domino theory—that is, to prevent Vietnam and neighboring Asian states from
“falling” like dominoes to international communism. According to the guidebook
(Florence & Storey, 1999):

The theory [was] rapidly gaining acceptance in the west that there was a worldwide
Communist movement intent on overthrowing one government after another through
various “wars of liberation.” Known as the Domino Theory, it gained considerable
support after the start of the Korean War in 1950, and the Americans saw France’s
colonial war in Indochina as an important part of the worldwide struggle to stop
Communist expansion. (p. 26)

The domino theory is not subjected to critical scrutiny in the guidebook, and no
alternative theory is suggested, although several prominent historical texts offer
differing explanations. Also unexplained is how French colonialism—which is
recognized as such—shed its imperial qualities during the American subsidization
and inheritance of the French Indochinese project.

Vietnam as a “domino” in this discourse of the spread of communism is rein-
forced in several ways. For example, the publisher noted that by 1973, when most
U.S. military personnel were pulled from the territory, “the foreign powers contin-
ued to bankroll the war,” and “America supplied the South Vietnamese military
with weapons, ammunition and fuel while the USSR and China did the same for
the North” (Florence & Storey, 1999, p. 31). Elsewhere, it is noted that “[a]s far as
anyone knows, the Soviet Union and China—who supplied all the weapons to
North Vietnam and the VC—did not suffer a single casualty” (Florence & Storey,
1999, p. 30). Both statements—the latter one false—suggest an equivalence of
roles between the United States and the governments of the world’s two major
communist-led states. (The Lonely Planet authors overstate the extent of Soviet
and Chinese support. “The DRV’s [Democratic Republic of Vietnam, or ‘North
Vietnam’] material commitment to the southern resistance, which the southern
leaders welcomed, was far from total. The Party always stressed self-sufficiency in
arms, to be achieved mainly by capturing them. In 1961 no Soviet or Chinese arms
were taken from the NLF [National Liberation Front, or ‘Viet Cong’], and in 1963 the
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United States claimed that 8 percent of the NLF arms were Sino-Soviet, the
remainder being American, French, or homemade” [Kolko, 1985, p. 140].)

This discourse pervades the competitors’ guidebooks examined. The Moon
guidebook, for instance, provides a fuller development of the paradigmatic frame-
work found in Lonely Planet:

Vietnam became the linchpin in the U.S. attempt to stop communist expansion in
Southeast Asia. The late 1940s and early 1950s were the time of the Cold War, when
the Soviet Union and the United States squared off across the globe. After the com-
munist takeover of China in 1949 and the start of the Korean War in 1950, anticom-
munist hysteria reached fever pitch in the United States. Ho Chi Minh was identified
as part of the communist conspiracy, cleverly manipulated by Moscow. In 1954,
President Dwight Eisenhower expounded the “domino theory”: if Vietnam suc-
cumbed to communism, other Asian nations would fall like dominoes, until even
Australia was threatened. American strategy was to build up the South Vietnamese
army so it could prevent invasion from the north across the 17th parallel. To this end,
from 1956 on, American advisers were sent to the south to train the Army of the
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN). (Buckley, 1997, p. 63)

The discourse in Let’s Go reinforces the same version of Cold War U.S. interven-
tionism: “With the withdrawal of the French came the arrival of the Americans, who
assumed responsibility for the survival of democracy by providing financial aid and
military advice to South Vietnam” (Yang, 1997, p. 730). A variation here, however,
says the United States is seeking “the survival of democracy,” following the popular
American consensus of the Cold War as a global battle between “freedom” (the
United States and its allies) and “totalitarianism” (China and its allies and the Soviet
Union and its allies). This implies the Vietnamese nationalists’ inclusion in the lat-
ter grouping but overlooks the nationalists’ advocacy of nonalignment in the Cold
War balance of power; and it almost entirely omits the National Liberation Front’s
10-point program advocating “a neutral foreign policy” for the South (Young,
1991, p. 70). (The guidebook designation “Communists” for the NLF and North
Vietnamese forces is not used here because the NLF represented a broad alliance
that included many non-Communists. “Nationalists” here does not mean there
were no nationalists in, or supporters of, the Saigon government; however, the scale
and variety differed greatly from the ranks of its opponents.)

Young (1991) noted that the program “remained remarkably constant” from its
1960 inception to 1975 and that it called for “the establishment of normal relations
between the ‘two zones’—North and South— ‘pending the peaceful reunification of
the fatherland’” (p. 70). The Lonely Planet guidebook makes a brief reference to the
Southern nationalists’call for neutralization in its observation that “Hanoi announced
the formation of the National Liberation Front, whose political platform called for a
neutralization of Vietnam, the withdrawal of all foreign troops, and gradual reunifi-
cation of the North and South” (Florence & Storey, 1999, p. 25). However, there is no

SHAPING MEMORY OF THE PAST 97



evaluation of what this meant to the American war effort or its implications for the
publisher’s North–South War framework, nor is there mention in the historical syn-
opsis of the repeated NLF proposals for a negotiated settlement to the conflict.

The discourse in Fodor’s Exploring Vietnam conforms to the traditional para-
digm: The United States came to the assistance of the French because Washington
was “[o]bsessed by the spread of the Reds after the success of communist North
Korea in 1948 and Mao’s Chinese triumph in 1949” (Dunlop, 1998, p. 43).

Of the various guidebooks studied, that published by Rough Guide, al-
though conveying the same discourse, probably comes closest to offering an
alternative explanation for the U.S. intervention: 

Behind [American] policies lay the fear of the chain reaction that could follow
in Southeast Asia were South Vietnam to be overrun by communism—the so-
called Domino Effect—and, more cynically, what this would mean for U.S.
access to raw materials, trade routes, and markets. 

Notwithstanding this slight deviation, the Rough Guide, like its competitors, neg-
lects the “demonstration effect” that successful revolutionary development could
offer to other colonial territories or “underdeveloped” states; its synopsis con-
cludes that the conflict widened “into an ideological battle between the superpow-
ers, fought out on Vietnamese soil” (Dodd & Lewis, 1998, pp. 405–406).

Discussion of Discourse 1. Several Western scholars have suggested that a
domino theory was operative in Vietnam, but with far different implications than
as framed in the guidebooks. A discourse resting on a domino theory of global
communist expansionism omits any challenge to the mainstream Western consen-
sus regarding American foreign policy. Thus, the guidebook publishers neglect the
opportunity to critically interrogate U.S. militarism in a broader sense. Young
(1991), implicitly rejecting the discourse to which the guidebook publishers sub-
scribe, said that, in “the largest sense, the United States was in Vietnam as a crucial
part of the enterprise of reorganizing the post-World War II world according to the
principles of liberal capitalism” (p. ix). Chomsky (1982), borrowing from the doc-
umented American record, also offered an alternative explanation. He outlined
what he viewed as the “basic theme” behind the U.S. intervention:

Southeast Asia must be integrated within the U.S.-dominated global system to en-
sure that the needs of the American economy are satisfied, and also the specific needs
of Japan, which might be tempted again to set its independent course or to flood
Western markets unless granted access to Southeast Asian markets and resources,
within the overarching framework of the Pax Americana—the Grand Area. These
principles were firmly set by the 1950s and guided the course of the American inter-
vention, then outright aggression, when the Vietnamese, like the Iranians [under
Mossadegh], went “berserk with fanatical nationalism” [New York Times editorial of
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August 6, 1954], failing to comprehend the sophisticated Grand Area concepts and
the benefits of “partnership” with the industrialized West. (p. 100)

Kolko (1985) concurred, observing that the “Vietnam War was for the United States
the culmination of its frustrating postwar effort to merge its arms and politics to halt
and reverse the emergence of states and social systems opposed to the international
order Washington sought to establish” (p. 547). Far different from the discourse in
the guidebooks studied, these scholars substitute for the global Communist conspir-
acy (by the Soviets and Chinese) America’s need to undermine incipient revolution-
ary systems (dominoes) that offer development models outside the U.S.-managed
capitalist order. In sum, Young, Chomsky, and Kolko situated the American action as
offensive, an important component of the postwar system of “Grand Area” global
management that the United States sought to impose. The discourse in the travel
guidebooks, however, suggests that the U.S. intervention was defensive, as U.S. pol-
icy, according to the synopsis of Lonely Planet, “largely became a knee-jerk reaction
against whatever the Communists did” (Florence & Storey, 1999, p. 26).

Discourse 2: Establishing “Sides”: The Belligerents in Vietnam

The second major discourse identified in the guidebooks, that of the North–South
War belligerents, treats the United States as merely an intervening party in an
extant Vietnamese civil war. Although some evidence exists that the Vietnamese
dispute was in part a civil war, the totalizing discourse identified in the guide-
books minimizes the leading role assumed by the United States in the conflict.
Some historical background is needed for elucidating this discourse, which per-
vades the guidebooks’ treatment of the belligerents.

Central to the American effort in Vietnam was legitimating the establishment
of the South as a permanent and separate state. The origin of the North–South
divide lay in the 1954 Geneva Conference attended by delegations from France,
Great Britain, the United States, the Soviet Union, China, Cambodia, Laos, and
Vietnam. The Lonely Planet synopsis accurately says that that international meet-
ing “provided for . . . the temporary division of Vietnam into two zones at the Ben
Hai River (near the 17th parallel),” but fails to mention that the “two zones” were
to be reunified following “nationwide elections” in July 1956 (Florence & Storey,
1999, p. 24). The 1956 elections’ purpose was crucial, as they represented, ac-
cording to political scientist Kahin (1986), the “major quid pro quo won by the
Viet Minh [i.e., the Vietnamese nationalist coalition that fought against the French
colonialists]” in agreeing in 1954 to “regroup[] their military forces to the north
of the seventeenth parallel into a territory considerably smaller than the total area
they actually controlled.” The guarantee of elections transferred “the struggle for
the control of Vietnam . . . from the military to the political level, a realm in which
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the Viet Minh leaders knew their superiority over the French and their Vietnamese
collaborators was even greater than it was militarily.” The Vietnamese nationalists
thus “had the assurance that in two years they would have the opportunity of win-
ning control over the whole country through a nationwide election that they were,
with good reason, confident of winning” (p. 61).

Whereas the Lonely Planet synopsis states that the 1954 division was to be
temporary (without disclosing the 1956 prescription for reunification), several
guidebooks contain erroneous claims about the Geneva Accords. This sets the
stage for a fundamental misanalysis of why a Vietnamese movement emerged
to resist the Americans. The publisher Footprint asserts that “the French and
Vietnamese agreed to divide the country along the 17th parallel, so creating two
states” (Colet & Eliot, 1997, p. 46). In fact, the accords did not call for the creation
of “two states”; they explicitly rejected this, instead calling for two “regrouping
zones” with a “military demarcation line [that] is provisional and should not in
any way be interpreted as constituting a political or territorial boundary” (“Final
Declaration of the Geneva Conference,” cited in Gettleman, Franklin, Young, &
Franklin, 1995, p. 75). The Let’s Go synopsis inaccurately maintains that Vietnam
was “divided temporarily along the 17th parallel into two countries,” and then cor-
rectly asserts that an “all-Vietnamese election scheduled for 1956” was intended
“to unify the country” (Yang, 1997, pp. 729–730).

The guidebooks’ discourse of a North–South War in Vietnam establishes
“sides” in several ways. Stylistically, several headings of the Lonely Planet history
section illustrate this discourse: “Franco-Viet Minh War,” “South Vietnam,” “North
Vietnam,” “The North-South War,” “Enter the Americans” (Florence & Storey,
1999, pp. 24–26). The headings give no indication that the major thrust of the con-
flict involved the United States (which created and maintained the government in
Saigon) and an indigenous southern resistance movement—which was joined only
from 1964 onward by regular North Vietnamese troops, although the government in
Hanoi had, prior to that time, played an important role in its direction and leadership.

The complex post-Geneva synopsis in the Lonely Planet, as noted, begins with
sections covering South and North Vietnam, the two “sides” designated in what
Kolko (1985) described as “only very superficially a civil war, [as] behind the
fragile veneer of one side stood a foreign nation whose support alone made
Diem’s very existence and repression possible” (p. 92). The territorial designa-
tions (absent critical scrutiny) grant a legitimacy to the South and adhere to
American attempts to establish by force—what it could not do politically—a sep-
arate, independent, and anti-communist state.

“South Vietnam” is a convenient descriptor; however, in Kolko’s (1985) words,
“legally Vietnam south of the seventeenth parallel under the Geneva Accords of
1954 was an integral part of one nation transitionally divided prior to reunifica-
tion,” and thus enjoyed “neither a legal nor a historical basis” (p. xiii). The state-
ment in Lonely Planet cited in part earlier—that the Geneva Accords “provided
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for an exchange of prisoners, the temporary division of Vietnam into two zones at
the Ben Hai River (near the 17th parallel), the free passage of people across the
17th parallel for a period of 300 days, and the holding of nationwide elections on
20 July 1956” (Florence & Storey, 1999, p. 24)—is the only substantive reference
to the Geneva Accords in the guidebook, a remarkable minimalization given the
documents’ centrality to the ensuing conflict. The caveat Kolko noted does not
appear in the Lonely Planet synopsis, although it says that Ngo Dinh Diem,
“convinced that Ho Chi Minh would win an election, refused—with U.S.
encouragement—to implement the Geneva Accords,” which led to his sponsor-
ship of a referendum on his “continued rule . . . that was by all accounts rigged.”
No examination of the Saigon government’s legal and political legitimacy as an
independent state appears—and, in fact, such skepticism seems preempted by the
statement that “[a]fter Diem declared himself president of the Republic of
Vietnam, the new regime was recognized by France, the U.S.A., Great Britain,
Australia, New Zealand, Italy, Japan, Thailand, and South Korea” (Florence &
Storey, 1999, pp. 24–25). Moreover, the designation “South Vietnam” suggests
inaccurately that the Saigon regime represented the people of that territory. How-
ever, most southern peasants, who constituted a majority of the southern popula-
tion, plus a substantial segment of the urban populace, overwhelmingly opposed
the Saigon leadership and its representatives throughout the region.5

Implicit support for the South’s legitimacy as a sovereign state appears in the
contention in Lonely Planet that “[a]fter the signing of the Geneva Accords, the
South was ruled by a government led by Ngo Dinh Diem, a fiercely anti-Communist
Catholic whose brother had been killed by the Viet Minh in 1945,” and whose
“power base was significantly strengthened by some 900,000 refugees—many of
them Catholics—who fled the Communist North during the 300-day free-passage
period” (Florence & Storey, 1999, p. 24). The term fled is revealing, as is the omis-
sion that “over 130,000 Revolutionary regroupees” went north, “fully anticipating
to return home within two years, when the reunification elections were held”
(Kolko, 1985, p. 98). Several guidebooks report the move to the North. (See Colet
& Eliot, 1997, p. 46 [“nearly 90,000 Viet Minh troops along with 43,000 civilians,
went N(orth)”]; Buckley, 1997, p. 63 [“about 80,000 people journeyed north”]; and
Dodd & Lewis, 1998, p. 405 [“(a)pproaching 100,000 anti-French guerrillas and
sympathizers moved in the opposite direction to regroup”].) Young (1991) called
the exodus by hundreds of thousands of Catholics to the South of “particular prop-
aganda value to Diem,” as the refugees “were said to have ‘voted with their feet’ for
freedom.” This sentiment is consistent with use of the word fled, which appears to
confirm western presuppositions regarding communist terror (p. 45).
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Discussion of Discourse 2. Omitted from the Lonely Planet guidebook is the
role of “black propaganda” by American intelligence in the mass movement of north-
ern Catholics to the South. Under the auspices of the Saigon Military Mission
(SMM), led by Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) operative Colonel Edward
G. Lansdale, United States–sponsored political-psychological warfare emerged as a
substantial component of American policy in 1954, irrespective of its contravention
of the Geneva Accords. Among other tactics, the SMM employed economic sabotage
and the widespread dissemination of rumors in an effort to destabilize the North.

Of the guidebooks studied, only one mentions the American propaganda cam-
paign. The Rough Guide states: 

Almost a million (mostly Catholic) refugees headed south, their flight aided by the
US Navy, and to some extent engineered by the CIA, whose distribution of scare-
mongering, anti-communist leaflets was designed to create a base of support for the
puppet government it was concocting in Saigon. Approaching 100,000 anti-French
guerrillas and sympathizers moved in the opposite direction to regroup, though as a
precautionary measure, between 5000 and 10,000 Viet Minh cadres remained in the
south, awaiting orders from Hanoi. (Dodd & Lewis, 1998, p. 405)

Why hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese would “flee” to the South receives no
consideration in the Lonely Planet guidebook. It seems a truism within the American
doctrinal system that people naturally seek to escape communist-led societies, so
Western tourists, immersed in a Cold War ideological framework of communist sav-
agery and American democracy, would presumably need no explanation. Thus the
particular attributes of the Vietnamese revolutionary movement, which enjoyed sub-
stantial popular support throughout the nation, went unmentioned.

Lonely Planet’s totalizing civil war discourse ultimately leads to internal narrative
confusion. For instance, the section on the North–South War begins chronologically
with “the mid-1950s” but later notes that, “for the South, it was no longer just a bat-
tle with the VC [‘Viet Cong,’ or NLF]. In 1964, Hanoi began infiltrating regular
North Vietnamese Army (NVA) units into the South” (Florence & Storey, 1999,
p. 26). What made the conflict a North–South War from “the mid-1950s” to 1964 if
the North was not directly engaged in a combat role during that time? Portraying the
war as a two-state civil conflict—as opposed to a U.S. invasion of the South—sup-
ports Chomsky’s (1997) assertion that “we cannot recognize the elementary truth that
we attacked South Vietnam—certainly in 1961—and that South Vietnam was the
main target of our attack right to the end of the war” (p. 184).

Discourse 3: Bloodbaths and Aggression

The third discourse emerges from the differing treatment of the two designated
sides. This difference appears, for instance, in Lonely Planet’s treatment of
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atrocities: The terror of the nationalists is highlighted and graphically conveyed,
whereas that of the United States and its proxy seems remarkably sterile. The effect
is an ex post facto legitimation of the U.S. intervention. Bloodbaths are portrayed as
inherent to communist governance, thus lending moral credibility to what is fre-
quently identified in the United States as the Americans’“defense” of the South. The
synopses of the guidebooks, in fact, appear to be not very different from Hallin’s
(1986) finding about American television coverage of the war, in which the North
Vietnamese and NLF were represented by broadcasters in “an almost perfectly one-
dimensional image” as “cruel, ruthless, and fanatical” (p. 148).

The “Communists” are blamed in the Lonely Planet guidebook for two major
episodes, although subtle criticisms appear throughout the text. The first episode
encompasses the brutal land reform atrocities of the mid-1950s—which should be
denounced but must be properly understood. The second episode is the so-called
Hue Massacre of 1968.

In the discourse, the land reform is framed as an example of communist du-
plicity, an immediate and bald effort to “eliminate elements of the population that
threatened [the new government’s] power.” The Lonely Planet section entitled
“North Vietnam” states:

The Geneva Accords allowed the leadership of the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam to return to Hanoi and to assert control of all territory north of the 17th
parallel. The new government immediately set out to eliminate elements of the
population that threatened its power. A radical land-reform program was imple-
mented, providing about half a hectare of land to some 1.5 million peasants. Tens
of thousands of “landlords,” some with only tiny holdings—and many of whom
had been denounced to “security committees” by envious neighbors—were ar-
rested. Hasty “trials” resulted in 10,000 to 15,000 executions and the imprison-
ment of 50,000 to 100,000 people. In 1956, the Party, faced with serious rural un-
rest caused by the program, recognized that the People’s Agricultural Reform
Tribunals had gotten out of hand and began a “Campaign for the Rectification of
Errors.” (Florence & Storey, 1999, p. 25)

No indication was found in the Lonely Planet guidebook that atrocities ac-
companying the land reform departed from the planners’ original goals. Among
complex explanations by several scholars, Kolko (1985) wrote, “Until 1956, the
land reform organizational structure was functioning not only independently of
the Party but often against it, basing its power on the poor peasantry” (p. 66).
Young (1991) similarly elucidated how the program spiraled out of control when
handled by local officials, as “[a]ncient village grievances, religious differences,
petty spite, and a growing paranoia frequently left villages not transformed, but
deeply embittered.” In what she referred to as “an exceptionally stringent self-
criticism,” by mid-1956 “Party leaders reexamined the entire course of the re-
form and set out to correct the abuses.” Of particular relevance, Young said the 
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land reform (which increased the holdings in land, tools, and farm animals of 60 per-
cent of the population) and the public rectification of its campaign excesses deep-
ened popular support for the government. As even defectors to South Vietnam tried
to instruct the unbelieving Americans who questioned them, “the North has the sup-
port of the people.” (pp. 50–51)

The executions were embraced years later by U.S. and Saigonese propagandists
as evidence of Communist terror and justification for the American intervention in
the South. Historian Moise (1983) observed:

The land reform lasted roughly from December 1953 to July 1956. Throughout that
period, the Saigon government was pouring out propaganda about how terrible the
Communists were. Yet that propaganda contained very little about the land reform
and related matters. In October 1956, Saigon learned from international press
agency dispatches that the DRV was admitting that serious land reform excesses had
occurred. Only after this did Saigon’s anti-communist tracts become filled with sup-
posed eyewitness accounts of mass slaughter in the land reform. (p. 218)

Richard Nixon claimed that 500,000 people had been executed and an additional
500,000 placed in “slave labor camps.” The “standard estimate” was that of
Bernard Fall, who estimated approximately 50,000 dead. According to Moise
(1983), “the total number . . . was probably on the rough order of 5000 and almost
certainly between 3000 and 15,000” (p. 222). Given the recognized authority of
Moise’s study, it is uncertain why Lonely Planet cites Buttinger’s (1967) higher
estimate of 10,000 to 15,000, which posits a minimum that is 100% greater than
the probable figure estimated by Moise (1983, p. 914).6

The second major episode, the so-called Hue Massacre of 1968, is described in
the historical synopsis of Lonely Planet’s section on the ancient imperial capital.
Hue was “the only city in South Vietnam to be held by the Communists for more
than a few days”:

Immediately upon taking Hue, Communist political cadres implemented detailed
plans to liquidate Hue’s “uncooperative” elements. Thousands of people were rounded
up in extensive house-to-house searches conducted according to lists of names metic-
ulously prepared months before. During the 3 1/2 weeks Hue remained under Com-
munist control, approximately 3000 civilians—including merchants, Buddhist monks,
Catholic priests, intellectuals and a number of foreigners, as well as people with ties
to the South Vietnamese government—were summarily shot, clubbed to death or
buried alive. The victims were buried in shallow mass graves, which were discovered
around the city over the next few years. (Florence & Storey, 1999, p. 314)
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The episode, mentioned in every Vietnam guidebook studied except that pub-
lished by Let’s Go, is described in the Footprint guidebook as lending “support to
the notion that should the [North] ever achieve victory over the [South] it would
result in mass killings” (Colet & Eliot, 1997, p. 175). But the Hue Massacre as re-
ported—“the official story of an indiscriminate slaughter of those who were con-
sidered to be unsympathetic to the NLF”—according to the political scientist
Gareth Porter (1974), “is a complete fabrication” (p. 11). Porter’s study, subse-
quently entered into the U.S. Congressional Record, concluded that the descrip-
tion transmitted years later by Lonely Planet and the other guidebook publishers
“bore little resemblance to the truth, but was, on the contrary, the result of a polit-
ical warfare campaign by the Saigon government, embellished by the U.S. gov-
ernment, and accepted uncritically by the U.S. press” (p. 2).7 Porter found that a
number of executions did take place, but on a scale and in a fashion far different
than reported in the guidebooks.

In contrast to the detailed explication of Communist atrocities, Lonely Planet
gives little indication, with the exception of the My Lai massacre, that the United
States and its client conducted a widespread campaign of terror in the South. Al-
though the publisher enumerates North Vietnamese/NLF atrocities (10,000–15,000
executions and 50,000–100,000 persons imprisoned during the land reform; 3,000
executed during the Hue Massacre), it gives no comparable figures for the Saigon
administration nor does it hint that such atrocities were a regular and ongoing fea-
ture of American warfare (as the importance of “body counts” to U.S. planners sug-
gests). According to political scientist William Turley (1986), the “number of po-
litically motivated executions in the South during the 1950s probably exceeded the
number in the North” (p. 18). Turley cited Kendrick’s estimate of 75,000 (p. 32);
alone among the guidebooks for Vietnam, the Rough Guide reports “over 50,000”
killed (Dodd & Lewis, 1998, p. 405). The writers of the Footprint guidebook im-
plicitly deny that any executions occurred in the South: “Diem’s campaign was suc-
cessful in undermining the strength of the Communist Party in the [South]. While
there were perhaps 50,000-60,000 Party members in 1954, this figure had declined
through widespread arrests and intimidation to only 5000 by 1959” (Colet &
Eliot, 1997, p. 47). Also important in considering atrocities by the Southern
regime is that the bulk of the deaths occurred, a former adviser to Ngo Dinh Diem
wrote, “more than two years before the Communists began to commit acts of ter-
ror against local government officials [in South Vietnam]” (Joseph Buttinger,
cited in Kahin, 1986, p. 97).

Discussion of Discourse 3. Through one guidebook’s description of a
popular attraction in Ho Chi Minh City, one can discern the discomfort in
confronting the existence of U.S.-sponsored atrocities. A writer for Fodor’s “gold”
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guidebook cautioned tourists about an institution previously called the “Museum of
American War Crimes,” later renamed the “War Crimes Museum,” and now known
as the “War Remnants Museum.” (The evolution in name suggests Vietnam’s efface-
ment of its national historical narrative for one more palatable to American tourists.)
The Fodor’s writer said that “[y]ou’ll probably come away with mixed feelings about
the one-sided propaganda—ashamed of the U.S. actions, angry about the Vietnamese
inaccuracies in depicting them, or both.” Observing that, even with the name change
the museum’s “coverage continues to be skewed,” the Fodor’s writer stated that:

Conspicuous in its absence . . . is any mention of the division of the country into
South Vietnam and North Vietnam. . . . (The Communist government tends to
overlook this division; instead it claims a puppet government backed by Ameri-
can imperialists illegally ruled in the South against the will of the people.).
(Lesser, 1998, p. 181)

Although war memorials and museums in Vietnam employ a lexicon (“imperial-
ists,” “puppets,” etc.) making it easy for visitors to dismiss what the sites were in-
tended to convey, the jargon cloaks an alternative narrative.

The Fodor’s statement about the American atrocities covered at the museum
epitomizes the discourse: “Also missing is information about some of the horrors
perpetrated by the National Liberation Front, particularly the 14,000 [?] people
massacred in Hue during the 1968 Tet Offensive” (Lesser, 1998, pp. 181). The
presumed need to balance U.S. atrocities with those of the Vietnamese national-
ists is consistent with the discourse identified in the guidebooks studied. The
other Fodor’s guidebook, Exploring Vietnam, illustrates this: “Diem’s police,
headed by his neofascist brother Ngo Dinh Nhu, embarked on a ruthless cam-
paign using torture and execution to uproot communist sympathizers and recal-
citrant Viet Minh” (Dunlop, 1998, p. 44). Yet although there is no indication how
extensive the campaign was, a misleading statement about the nationalists effec-
tively balances the charge against the Saigon regime:

Things were no better in the North. Catholics fled south and the rest of the population
was subjected to brutal land reforms in order to enforce collectivization. Anyone who
owned a rice paddy was treated as a bourgeois, his home confiscated and public
confessions extracted. Persecutions and 10,000 deaths ended with a governmental
volte-face in 1956, when the campaign for the “Rectification of Errors” brought back
the popular Uncle Ho [Chi Minh] to initiate more subtle reforms. (Dunlop, 1998, p. 44)

Balance becomes problematic when used to suggest an equivalence (“[t]hings
were no better in the North”) between the two entities. (The atrocities by the na-
tionalists, which were horrible, nevertheless paled in comparison to those by the
Saigon government and its American benefactor.)
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In addition to treatment of wartime atrocities, discourse in Lonely Planet dis-
tinguishes the two designated sides in subtle ways. For instance, the publisher
notes that in January 1975 the North Vietnamese “launched a massive conven-
tional ground attack across the 17th parallel,” calling the action “a blatant vio-
lation of the Paris agreements” (Florence & Storey, 1999, p. 31). The charge is
instructive but requires contextualization. The guidebook introduces the 1973
Paris Agreement by stating that:

[t]he “Christmas Bombing” of Haiphong and Hanoi at the end of 1972 was meant to
wrest concessions from North Vietnam at the negotiating table. Finally, Kissinger
and Le Duc Tho [the North Vietnamese representative in Paris] reached agreement.
The Paris Agreement [was] signed by the U.S.A., North Vietnam, South Vietnam,
and the VC on 27 January 1973. (Florence & Storey, 1999, p. 29)

The statement implies that the “Christmas Bombing” by the United States led to
North Vietnamese concessions and the completion of a negotiated settlement. In
fact, the B-52 bombing of these urban targets was a domestic political disaster for
Richard Nixon; and it has been persuasively argued that the U.S. government was
forced to accept an agreement virtually identical to the nine-point proposal pre-
sented to Kissinger by Tho in October 1972—itself similar to numerous agree-
ments proposed by the nationalists over the years—and built on the basic structure
of the 1954 Geneva Accords. An aide to Kissinger concluded: “We bombed the
North Vietnamese into accepting our concessions” (John Negroponte, cited in
Young, 1991, p. 279).

The charge regarding the North’s “blatant violation” of the Paris Agreement
appears in the guidebook without comment on the consistent Saigonese refusal
to abide by its provisions or the U.S. role in abetting this series of violations. The
Lonely Planet synopsis insinuates that the North launched an invasion of the
South in an effort to conquer the territory in “blatant” contravention of the 1973
settlement, but it omits the Saigon regime’s repeated “blatant violation[s]” that
preceded the January 1975 offensive. Among these, historian Ngo Vinh Long
(1991) pointed to three: the consistent Saigonese denial in allowing “any politi-
cal role” for the Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG; i.e., the NLF
party that signed the accord); the enunciation by the president of South Vietnam,
Nguyen Van Thieu, of his Four No’s Policy (no recognition of the enemy, no
coalition government, no neutralization of the southern region of Vietnam, and
no concession of territory); and the “indiscriminate bombings and shellings as
well as ground assaults on PRG-controlled areas” by the Thieu government
(pp. 44–50). There were, moreover, numerous violations by the United States,
beginning with statements regarding South Vietnam’s “sovereignty” immedi-
ately following the Paris Agreement’s ratification by the various parties. (See
Chomsky, 1982, pp. 115–125.) None of these contraventions is mentioned in the
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Lonely Planet guidebook. Only the 1975 offensive is deemed a “blatant viola-
tion” of the accord, framing, once again, a singular malevolence on the part of
the nationalists.

CONCLUSION

Although the discourses found in Vietnam travel guidebooks do not, for the most
part, sing paeans to America’s “noble crusade” in Southeast Asia, as former U.S.
president Ronald Reagan adjudged it, they also provide no scrutiny of the reign-
ing shibboleths of the war. A portrait of U.S. foreign policy largely adhering to the
conventional strictures of the “containment” paradigm dominates. Thus, Lonely
Planet and its competitors reflect an intellectual environment in which “mistakes”
are allowed but criticism is contained within certain parameters—aiding and abet-
ting the shaping of a specific collective memory.
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