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Topic: 1) What is the relationship between television images and reality.  Mention or show examples from local news.


“You’re beginning to think that the tube is reality and that your own lives are unreal…In God’s name, you people are the real thing: we’re the illusion.” -Howard Beale character in Paddy Chayevski’s film “Network”.  This may be a line said in a show, but is it not a reflection of reality, or does it become reality simply because it is said on television? Ironically, this quote said in the show is an excellent example of the parody involved in determining the relationship between reality and television images.  Does an image become reality because it is shown, or does it simply reflect reality?   Through my research, I have arrived at a decision that it is a symbiotic relationship that exists between images and reality, and the use of television to express these images simply bind the two together even closer.  


In the words of Neil Postman, “ Images replace written language as our dominant means for construing, understanding and testing reality.” The power of images lie in their capability to raise memories of what we had previously seen and recorded in our memory.  This concept is referred to as iconicity, and the principle is that when an image appears which stirs our previous memories of a reality that we had seen, an instant connection is developed.  The result is that we adopt the new image as reality as well.  
With the creation of television media, imagery is enhanced to newer heights and because of this, television has become a dominant means of spreading information, such as in news reports and in entertainment.  Yet the basis for the information spread is drawn from knowledge in reality, admittedly further enhanced for viewer ship on television.  Hence, the symbiotic relationship, for after projecting a reality developed from some element of truth, the image shown becomes the new “reality” as people adopt it as fact.  So the cycle continues.


Unfortunately, due to this power of television imaging, there is a tendency for it to spread dominant ideologies existent or else the ideologies of the producers themselves, which is a reality to some but misrepresented in numbers.  Due to iconicity, frequently, these ideologies become adopted unknowingly and the affected audience in turn becomes a new source of the “reality” that the television will reflect and in turn construct.


Ironically, upon reflection, one would discover how “unreal” this medium is, despite its capability to construct reality.  Television is a medium that transcends the barriers of time and space, to project an image that is technically non-existent at that point of time or space.  Yet, this very capability of television to be unreal seems to be an irresistible draw as well, such that its simulation becomes our reality and perhaps it is this fantasy-like quality of the medium that draws us to it.  It seems to give us the power to exist outside of usual human bounds and to some perhaps it fulfils their supernatural fantasy. 


Hence, it is no wonder that television is one of the main sources of entertainment and news in the world today.  Even in news, this symbiotic relationship occurs and the viewers are still reliant on the television for their information about the world around them.  Indeed, news is constructed and reflected by the television images shown.  However, because of this many have criticised the validity of television news, and how it skews reality.  Personally, I feel that it is not possible to declare that this symbiosis is undesirable or not. In truth, the capability of the television to exist outside of time and space has helped paint a clearer picture on the news they are trying to bring across, and it helps to circumvent the problem of literacy as well.  Unfortunately, the real threat comes when television is turned into an entertaining medium and so is news.  


There is a danger that entertainment and news is increasingly being blurred.  The greatest danger lies in the fact that frequently the viewer is unaware that he or she is party to turning news into a form of entertainment on television.  Television is largely seen as an entertainment medium, and unknowingly, viewers reflect it in their ratings even when they watch news.  For example, when a crisis or issue is blown up in the media, the television ratings for news will soar, and those of more sensational footage would find greater ratings.  Many times in the past, cases such as Michael Faye and Flor Contemplacion have emerged, and the Singaporean audience is held in the grip of the television news media, yet all the while asking for more through their viewer ship ratings. 


To supply this demand, news gatherers are tempted to inject more entertainment in their news reports, to make them more engaging and attractive.  The trick however, is for them to maintain that element of reality, which provides the news in the first place.  Responsible news media have managed to balance these factors in their reports, but nevertheless it is unavoidable that human bias will always exist in television news due to the various stages that involve human judgement in producing the television news.  For indeed in television news, they are not simply reporting facts but embellishing them as well.  However, embellishments are not necessarily undesirable, rather the way they are employed and the agenda of the news gatherers determines the true value of the images shown to the people. 


Basically, television images in news can influence the reality we see in four main ways.  Firstly, through the hand of the photojournalist as he or she films the footage, secondly, through the use of an anchor in news reporting, thirdly, through the use of aesthetics in the construction of the news report itself, and finally, the use of editing techniques to construct the news.  The above factors are actually highly visible in the context of Singapore’s local news media as well, and for the purpose of my report, I chose to watch and analyse closely a half-hour news report screened on TCS 5 on the 6th Sept, 9.30 pm. 


As I had mentioned earlier, viewers tend to see television as a reflection of a reality that they have seen for themselves.  A study done by John E. Newhagen, University of Maryland showed that when viewing the images on television, the same emotional and psychological effects, as when viewing it in reality will be raised.  That in turn makes the images more believable and hence more memorable.  As a result, the more graphic images, such as those that raise anger, fear or disgust will figure highly in news reports, for the respective emotions raised in the audience in turn affects the understanding of the news reported. To top it off, point-of-view shots serve to enhance the emotionally laden images. Point-of-view shots though inevitable in television reporting, already reflect the emotions that the photojournalist is feeling at the moment, and hence in turn would serve to construct the reality that the viewers see.  In a news report that evening, the anchor was reporting on the court sentence of a woman for negligence, which resulted in the death of a passer-by. The footage chosen was that of the deceased child at the scene of the accident that took place almost half a year ago, likely because the footage was more shocking and raised more fear among viewers. 


To add to the brevity of the situation, the anchor’s voice lowered to a severe tone to emphasise the atmosphere and when the following report was about a lighter topic, the inflection in his voice followed.  Hence, the body language and expression of the anchor influences the news report as well.  In fact, the anchor plays a significant role in constructing the news they wish the audience to understand.  In the first place, people chosen as anchors are frequently photogenic, articulate and respectable looking.  The anchor that night was Brendan Wong, who began the news segment with a bright “Good evening” and an endearing smile.  The anchor maintains eye contact almost at all times with the camera, seemingly looking and talking to each individual viewer.  He barely looks down at his notes, due to the aid of a teleprompter and the continual eye contact draws the audience to believe they have his personal attention.  Also, he is filmed throughout in a medium-wide shot, such that he is not too far to seem distant and detached, but neither too close as to appear imposing or incredible.  The anchor does not move around much during the whole news segment, but neither does he stay rigidly in his position.  Basically, occasionally shifts in his upper body indicate a humane side, but an upright position is maintained to indicate authority and credibility.  All this factor into influencing the audience into believing the words of the anchor and the reality which he is trying to put across.



Even so, the anchor alone is insufficient to fill the screen effectively when no footage is shown.  Hence the need for aesthetics arises.  The background of the screen is usually filled with a non-distracting image that is aesthetically pleasing.  In the case of the local news, the background showed a night scene of Singapore and at the top left hand corner, a TCS 5 logo. Apparently, the producers still could not resist doing that bit of advertising.  However, other graphics are used as well which frequently serve to provide a better picture of the news report.  It is such examples that show how embellishments can in turn help to enhance the reality shown.  Frequently featured are computer graphics of statistics and added subtitles on the image shown, which would not be possible if it were not the television news.  A particularly useful format was the addition of a line at the base of the screen for any interviewee, showing the interviewee’s name and vocation.  This allowed for easier identification and greater belief in the authority of what the interviewee was saying.  Also, the format in which the news reports were arranged also affects what audience consider as more important news and what is less. For example, by showing footage of local news or local personalities first, there is an emphasis on local news.  Perhaps an unintentional but interesting fact to note was that the first news report of that night was that of SM Lee Kuan Yew, and almost immediately after the scene of him ended, it was closely followed by BG Lee Hsien Long in a similar setting.


Perhaps this is an example of how clever editing can create a different idea.  In the above footage of BG Lee Hsien Long, they footage ended immediately after a particularly stirring statement that he said, creating a more impacting news report.  Besides enhancing the message of the footage shown, editing also allows for an even greater leap in time and space.  Old footage can be extracted to fit in new ones to create the story that they intend to show. However, particularly at this stage, human influence is a significant factor that affects the reality that is painted for the audience.  Clever editing can make a report more serious than it is, or more impacting, as illustrated earlier.  Also, it can reflect heavy bias.  In the report mentioned earlier about the woman’s sentence, there was little interesting footage for the woman’s sentence, but the addition of the past footage of the deceased girl seemed to raise the appropriate emotions in the viewer, and perhaps reflects the editor’s emotions as well.  With uninteresting footage, the editor seemed to have chosen to add this previous footage, rather than none at all, probably for greater impact and influence on the reality being constructed to the audience.


With all these techniques, television news media can actually construct a new reality for their viewers, a more memorable and influential image of the news.  Whether this is desirable or not is difficult to say, but what I have observed is that there is an increasing reliance on the use of images, that sometimes if relevant footage or images are absent, the news gatherers seem at a loss.  For example, at a point in the news segment, Brendan paused very long, expecting an insert of footage but when it failed, he quickly continued, but his surprise was obvious.  Another odd footage was the filming of a newspaper showing the headline of what they were reporting about, which I felt was quite ridiculous and almost totally redundant. Perhaps at such times, no footage is better than an irrelevant one.  So far, much attention is paid to how the use of television images can actually affect the reality of the audience, but from what I observed it seems that the use of such images have affected the television news media as well.  The latter is now so reliant on the images, they base their reality and even their job on it, and perhaps this can be an interesting new point of contention.


Nevertheless, in conclusion, television images and reality indeed have a symbiotic relationship with each other, for each one feeds on the other.  As a result of this unique relationship, it seems both audience and the television media have begun to guide their lives and reality by it, and are likely to continue doing so.
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