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A Javanese Laughing Style :
How to Understand and
Translate Other Cultures

$u¥ EE (Someya, Yoshimichi)

Some Javanese men laughed in a way which I
misunderstood at first in my fieldwork and was able
to understand later by the 'emic' way of under-
standing of other cultures which evolved from an-
thropological fieldwork.
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Ethics & the Media in the U.S.:

An Intercultural Perspective
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Holly Siebert Kawakami
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The recent death of Princess Diana and the
possible involvement of some members of the
media in causing the accident and the behavior
of the media before and since has spotlighted
the subject of ethics and the media. While many
of these points may apply equally to Japan and
other societies I will confine my comments to
the United States. It is important for those in
the intercultural field to consider ethics from
the viewpoint of how the media shapes intercul-
tural images and relations.

The media cannot tell us what to think, but
it sets an agenda within a certain time frame
and influences what we think about and how to
think about it. Most people are quite unaware
of this. If the content seems to be covered in a
fair and accurate way, then people say the cov-
erage is ethical. This is only part of the story.
The other part is what is included and what is
deleted from coverage. Especially in this age of
sound bites, it is usual for the media, even print
media, to siphon off only parts of a story or
event. If the subject is complicated, complex or
part of a larger, long term process it is never-
theless often treated in a simplified, simplistic
way. However, people not familiar with the
subject can only assume that it has been cov-
ered fairly. Indeed, the part covered may have
been reported fairly but if background and de-
tail have been left out, understanding will be
essentially different to what it might have been.

Another aspect of the media, both print and
networks, is that even though there has been an
increase in the number of media outlets, par-
ticularly channels for viewing, there has been a
steady decline in the number of owners of net-
works and newspapers. Many are owned by a
few large corporations. For example, CBS
merged with Disney.

There are also conglomerates which own

newspapers and networks and have other in-
terests or products to sell. For example,
Westinghouse and GE are connected to nuclear
power plants but also own some media chan-
nels. It should come as no surprise that they
would influence which stories get covered, the
extent and the angle, and which stories get ig-
nored or only a little coverage. As their names
are not out in front, most people are not aware
of their presence.

There used to be the widely held and taught
belief that the goal of reporting was to be objec-
tive. Today many people realize that pure ob-
jectivity is impossible. It seems important to
identify and recognize sources of bias. But is it
really possible to identify bias in mainstream
reporting? It is relatively easy to do with far
right and extreme left talk shows and publica-
tions. However, all reporting and journalism
have some kind of bias because everyone writes
from the perspective of one's own experience
and values. Biases of mainstream journalism
are rarely questioned let alone pointed out.
Sometimes, a separate group in society, thatis,
minorities, women, people with other perspec-
tives, point out the biases, but it is difficult for
them to be heard if they do not have a forum.

Some groups have thus started media watch
groups which monitor how they are being por-
trayed in the media. Some examples are the
Jewish Media Watch and another group which
monitors how women are portrayed. The fact
that they exist may put the media channels on
notice but the watchdog group's resources are
generally much more scarce than a network's or
publication's. All they can do is publish press
releases giving their feedback to the media.
They rarely produce change and their role con-
tinues to be that of monitor, reporting on what
they find without being able to exert influence.

The cultural diversity of what is covered
and who covers it is still severely limited even
though it may appear better than in the past.
While the trend is good, there are still too few
stories showing minorities in a positive, non-
stereotypic light or showing women in serious
or professional stories. On the one hand, this is
a reflection of the society but it is also a reflec-
tion of bias or continuing to do things the way
they have always been done.

Journalism is a business and like any busi-
ness it pays to satisfy the customer. Telling
readers/viewers what they want to read or hear
is one way of keeping ratings high or selling
copy. There has been a trend among certain




networks and newspapers to pitch stories to the
lowest common denominator. One network in
particular changed its evening news format to
resemble tabloid style. There was rarely any
world news shown, national news such as Con-
gressional activities was minimal, and most of
the time was taken up with sensational crimes.
Other networks followed suit because the rat-
ings indicated that was what the public wanted.
After about a year of this, however, they toned
down their delivery because the public was
complaining or turning to other sources. The
newspaper U.S.A. TODAY gives the public sound
bites in print. It states the facts, is convenient
to read, but does not analyze, follow a process
or invite critical thinking.

Much of this kind of reporting may rein-
force stereotypes. It may be true that certain
African Americans have committed crimes
which are reported on the news butif that is the
only kind of story in which they appear, the re-
porting may be considered unbalanced and
serve to reinforce the stereotype that blacks are
criminals. It is interesting to reflect on the fact
that while most of the perpetrators of the most
vicious crimes are white men, there is such a
balance of reporting on white men that there is
no stereotype about white men being prone to
violent crime. So while in ethics we may give
attention to accuracy, the greater issue may be
frequency. Similar parallels may be drawn
with reporting about other groups, societies
and countries.

The media definitely shapes people's per-
ceptions and images about ethnic groups, cul-
tures, countries, and issues. Without being
aware of what has been selected out or simpli-
fied, the public picks up images and informa-
tion to form a world view. The fact that much
of the media is owned by large corporations
means that coverage and images are being sub-
tly influenced by profit concerns. Those in the
intercultural field have not yet asserted clearly
how the media influences cultural perceptions
and diversity. Holding the media to the ethics
of only fairness and accuracy does not cover all
that the media needs to do to be culturally sen-
sitive. (Holly Siebert Kawakami is currently
teaching Intercultural Communication at KUIS
and is a member of the KUIS Intercultural Com-
munication Institute's Media Watch Forum.)

References
Interview with John C. Condon, Ph.D., Univer-
sity of New Mexico, August 1997.

YR ATATORBHYE AT A
—HEOIFE——
Media Ethics Advancement Systems
in South Korea
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In this article, media ethics advancement sys-
tems in South Korea are briefly introduced. While
autonomous check systems of the media would be
desirable, South Korea has developed official insti-
tutions to supervise media ethics and to arbitrate
disputes over media contents.
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Media Watch:

Okinawa Free Trade Zone Proposal

JISE #i¥(Kabira, Chosei)

On September 24, 1997 the Advisory Panel to
Governor Masahide Ota of Okinawa proposed in a fi-
nal report that the whole area of Okinawa Prefecture
should become a free trade zone.

This proposal sought to eradicate the heretofore
heavy dependence on public works and also on U.S.
military bases with their many problems. This is a
report about how the Ryukyu Shimpo followed this
subject in an investigative style while the major press
in mainland Japan maintained a cool attitude toward
this report.
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Ibunken Summer Seminar
Theory and Practice of Intercultural
Communication: On Various Approaches
and Methodologies
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Intercultural Communication Institute

The 7th Ibunken Summer Seminar was held for
four days, from 30th August to 2nd September, at
British Hills in Fukushima Prefecture with the partici-
pation of more than 70 people. The program in-
cluded a special lecture by Prof. M. Katakura, a lec-
ture and discussion by Prof. S. Ishii and Prof. ].
Toyama, six workshops, six presentations, and five
group discussions.
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