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The edges of relativism 

Making News: A Study in the Construction 
of Reality by Gaye Tuchman. New 
York: Free Press, 1978.230 pages. 

Since the 1920s the professional ideology of 
the news industry has endorsed a scientific 
model of journalism based upon a loose reading 
of logical positivism’s explication of observa- 
tional processes. This stance has frequently in- 
cited in-house criticism within the journalistic 
fraternity. But when courts, regulatory 
agencies, or members of the public enter the 
controversy, industry spokespersons immedi- 
ately raise the spectre of totalitarian censorship 
and deliver somber admonitions on the fragility 
of constitutional franchises. Critics contend the 
First Amendment is being invoked to silence 
inquiries which may raise questions regarding 
the ways in which the development of media 
conglomerates have rendered Enlightenment 
rationales for free speech obsolete. 

During the past decade a group of maverick 
scholars of phenomenological and/or neo- 
Marxian persuasions have been perfecting the 
conceptual tools required to break this silence. 
Informed by both perspectives, Tuchman’s ef- 
fort combines the results of field work in four 
news-producing settings with incisive critical 
re-readings of the established literature on free 
speech and the emerging literature on the 
structure of news production under conditions 
of monopoly capitalism. 

Tuchman treats readers to a copious biblio- 
graphic feast. It includes discussions of the 
agenda-setting functions of media; media im- 
pact upon the quality of civic debate; media as 
an instrument of social control; social move- 
ments and the media; the women’s movement 
as a news topic; the ideological constituents of 
the everyday language of newsworkers; the se- 
lective structure of the “news net”; free speech 
and rights of access precedents in print and 
electronic contexts; and “the web of facticity” 
as a grid sustaining forms of corporate censor- 
ship in free societies. Except for a theoretical 
section which assumes some sophistication in 
the vocabulary and priorities of phenome- 
nological analysis as well as familiarity with the 

issues involved in the recent humanistic turn 
within the philosophy of science, Tuchman 
tries to make her exposition accessible to non- 
specialists-presumably so that the news- 
workers she studies can recognize (validate) her 
theoretical reconstructions of their everyday 
constructions of reality. Participant observation 
and interviews provide the data base for Tuch- 
man’s inquiry. Her analysis is distinguished by 
an unusual sensitivity to the nuances of ordi- 
nary language and a talent for synthesis. 

She conceives of news as the conversation of 
elites: the politicians, policy makers, news- 
workers, and corporate managers who have ac- 
cess to media. The rest of us (members of the 
fabled masses) merely eavesdrop on these com- 
munications. Tuchman regards news as a social 
construct which systematically obscures critical 
analysis of the economic structure in which 
newswork is embedded. Thus “the news” does 
not project an objective “picture” of reality. It 
provides an ideological “frame” through which 
perceptions of public events are filtered and 
contained. The contours of this “frame” are set 
by the organizational priorities of news 
agencies, professional standards, and rhetorical 
considerations (“what a story!”). 

Tuchman explodes the idea of objective jour- 
nalism. But she is not a naive realist. She does 
not pretend that her own discourse is without a 
frame. Rather she maintains that all cate- 
gorizing involves theorizing, and that therefore 
all knowledge is constructed within a “frame” 
(Goffman), “perspective” (Mannheim), or 
“paradigm” (Kuhn). Additionally, she acknowl- 
edges that the kind of information which inter- 
ests journalists and social scientists poses spe- 
cial epistemological problems because this 
information is always encumbered by the di- 
lemma of the “double hermeneutic” (re: Gid- 
dens). That is, unlike natural scientists, social 
researchers never have access to uninterpreted 
data. Therefore, their claims to objectivity are 
always of limited resonance. In sum, Tuchman 
concludes that news is a context-bound narra- 
tive form which focuses upon interestindim- 
portant events in order to affirm (reproduce) 
the status quo. 

The professed intent of Tuchman’s demystifi- 
cation of newsmaking is humanistic: to provide 
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readers with critical skills which will lead to a 
fuller realization of the promise of participa- 
tory democracy. As a reader who finds Tuch- 
man’s theoretical frame plausible, even com- 
pelling, I am troubled-disappointed with 
what I regard as an ultimate failure of nerve in 
an otherwise superb work. 

Tuchman assaults the reader’s apathy with 
vigorous, mind-stretching exercise. She leads us 
step-by-step through the intricacies of a com- 
plex set of epistemological issues always antici- 
pating and reducing our resistances. But when 
we finally arrive at the edges of relativism 
where we expect to discover resources for con- 
structing a new rationale for free speech, we 
find our guide has deserted us, leaving behind 
the stale aftertaste of a cheerful but un- 
satisfying eclecticism, viz. “we all tell stories” 
whether we are novelists, scientists, news- 
workers, academicians, etc. 

An effective critical humanism must go fur- 
ther. It is not sufficient merely to discredit con- 
taminated notions of objectivity in favor of rel- 
ativism. Relativism can be as easily translated 
into a brief for authoritarian censorship as for 
humane tolerance. The Enlightenment ideal of 
objectivity has served its apologists as a wedge 
against overt forms of church and state censor- 
ship. If, in our struggle for a more adequate 
theory of knowledge, we do not forge a similar 
wedge, our victory will be pyrrhic. 

The phenomenological critique of positivism 
has robbed us of our innocence. We can no 
longer sustain the epistemological naivete of 
our parents. We know now that our quest for 
universal canons of knowledge will not yield 
impregnable solutions-that, in the words of 
L. L. Whyte in Accent on Form, “we are indeed 
a blind race, and the next generation, blind to 
its own blindness, will be amazed at ours.” Yet, 
if we are to preserve the margin of heterodoxy 
secured by the Enlightenment, we must con- 
tinue to offer solutions: to try to articulate vi- 
able standards (tentative hierarchies of values) 
for sorting fact and fiction. If explications of ob- 
servational processes cannot provide the can- 
ons we seek, we must probe deeper-perhaps 
even re-conceptualize the dialectic of ideology 
and knowledge within a frame which will per- 
mit analysis of the situation-transcending quali- 

ties of rhetorical considerations. For even those 
of us who have engaged in rigorous “brack- 
eting” exercises cannot completely shake the 
conviction that some stories are better than oth- 
ers-more interesting, resonant, truthful-and 
that our escape from an unremitting relativism 
may lie hidden within the intractability of this 
conviction. 

Tuchman is a first-rate thinker and a con- 
cerned humanist. She is not unaware of these 
issues. She owes it her readers to confront 
them. 

SUE CURRY JANSEN 
State University of New York at Buffalo 

Transnational primer 

National Sovereignty and International 
Communication: A Reader edited by 
Kaarle Nordenstreng and Herbert I. 
Schiller. Norwood, N. J.: Ablex, 1979. 
286 pages. $21.50. 

There is no more important topic to be ad- 
dressed by students of international communi- 
cations than the relationship between trans- 
national communications and independent 
nation-states, This book begins the difficult 
process of formalizing critical questions regard- 
ing that relationship. 

One would be hard pressed to think of two 
more appropriate editors for an anthology cov- 
ering the many aspects of transnational com- 
munications and national sovereignty than Nor- 
denstreng and Schiller. Together and 
individually they have been intimately in- 
volved in the hewing of a “New World Infor- 
mation Order” out of the hardwood of inter- 
national diplomacy. As editors, they have 
rounded up a stable of renowned researchers 
whose past and present writings treat issues as 
diverse as cultural integrity and the laws of 
outer space. Nordenstreng and Schiller attempt 
to fill in the empty spaces among this kaleido- 
scope of issues and it is their introductions to 
the various sections of Znternationul Communi- 
cation and National Souereignty that provide a 
necessary continuity to the book’s contents. 
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