Question: Television images strive to reflect reality. Discuss.

Introduction

Operating on one of the assumptions in communication studies, that is, media images are carefully constructed so that they represent everyday reality. Media images are supposed created as a mirror to the real world. The media, particularly television, are the source of much we know about the world. This makes the images highly trustable and persuasive in their nature to reflect reality. To postulate further, television images brings us more than just simply information. However, the representation may not be accurate as there are many areas on television that differs greatly from the reality. This is due to stereotypes, misrepresentation and over/under representation. I would even go to the extent of saying that media images intend or try to create reality, shaping the way we perceive the outside world, the way we construct our social reality.

Persuasive media images

Like all images, media images create the appearance of people, places and situations. Though we all that the person playing a role, we can be persuaded due to a cognitive effect. The images portrayed can strike a chord in us. 

First and foremost, people can identify with the images is probably due to cognitive resonance. (Festinger, 1957)  What is portrayed is so familiar to the viewers and hence the persuasiveness. On the other hand, as television is taken to be a trusted medium, when viewers see what is portrayed on TV differing from their behaviour, cognitive dissonance occurs and they are again persuaded to change their beliefs to get rid of the discomfort.

Vividness effect comes into play, as there is greater persuasion power in images that has emotional appeal, concrete imagery and the capacity to touch us personally. Images, being not dependant on languages, transcend across cultures and the barrier of not being able to understand the message is no longer present. Television’s naturalism feeds our expectations of verisimilitude. Its mimetic visual form speaks more than a thousand words. 

Media images tend to be repetitive in nature, enabling viewers to structure their common symbolic environment and help form frames of reference. Also there is the tendency to pay attention to unusual objects, which makes an impression on us. This incongruity tend to lead the viewers to indulge in cognitive recycling, achieving self persuasion 
Representing reality?


In addition to creating something realistic, media images also try to give us invented worlds that are better (and worse) than something real. They create a simulation of the recognizable world, but one that is more miraculous and happier or more suspenseful or more dangerous or malevolent than anything we know from life. This is shown in varying degrees in the different genres of television programmes. Televison serials, dramas and sitcoms are clear demonstrations of this point. 

Images are usually distorted in a way to make things more accessible to the audience. Stereotyping, misrepresentation, over-representation and under-representation usually take place when media images are presented to the viewers.


Walter Lippmann (1922) defined a stereotype as an oversimplified pattern that helps us find meaning in the world. It occurs when the images amplify or selectively highlight certain characteristics. They are usually convenient categorizations and not really valid. We see all the time on television images of homosexuals as hairdressers and Japanese with ‘Hello Kitty’.


A prime example of tele-visual incorrect portrayal is the 80s popular sitcom “Mind Your Language” where there were a group of international students taking English language. The Italian guy is a suave ‘romeo’, an excellent lover and the blond woman, a “bimbo”. The Chinese lady in the sitcom is always rattling on about Mao’s red book.


Another example of the misrepresentation of Chinese in America is that they are almost always intrigue, sexy women in high-slit cheongsums, smugglers in Chinese junk-boats or super-mart clerks. 

Another misinterpretation is that there are far more television characters working in crime and law enforcement than do people in the real world. Criminals on television commit violent crime far more often than do their real-life counterparts. Crime victims and aggressors are also wrongly represented as to sex, race, age, and social class. There are over-representations of Americans Blacks as robbers and crimes committers. Even though studies show that in America, there is a lot of White males committing crimes, there is clearly an under-representation of these types of images. 

Looking also at locations of occurrence on television, there is this tendency for viewers to watch the same visual image over and over again, despite the change in content or context. This sense of déju vu is due to television stations recycling visual clips. Whenever a clip of certain phenomena or situation is required, e.g. a scene from the crowded street or a scene from the disco, the programmer simply goes to the station’s library of video clips and fishes out the clips tantamount to the context. This is after all a very practical thing to do. To the producers of the television programme, it is simply not economical and efficient to go and capture on-location footage every time. It is seemingly more intelligent to go to the archives and get a close replica to the real thing. This repeated display of the same place or location traps viewers to think that things always happen at those same few places. Even on news programmes, we would not know if the station had reused a clip of a heavy traffic situation from the archives while reporting congested traffic conditions. 

Another point to consider is that what we see on the television is merely through the lenses of the camera crew of the programme. In other words, we see what the television programmers allow us to see. The reality may not be that objective since our perceptions are being subjugated by the camera. An example is in the coverage of accidents. We cannot have the macro perspective of what exactly happen. We can only have a one-sided perspective of the occurrence. 

In actual fact, before a programme is actually filmed down, it has already been pre-determined by the producers what type of values they want to convey. The direction of the reaction by the viewers is in a way manipulated through the words, camera angles and music used in the particular programme. In a documentary done not so long ago on television about the aged, the producers had already intended to evoke empathy and sympathy from the viewers, hence the choice of music and visuals. We cannot know for sure if this is the reality as the purpose of the televisuals are fixed by the stations, if we based our perception of the real world from what we see on television.  

All these incorrect or “manipulated” portrayal on television refutes the stand that the media images are constructed to reflect reality. All the images have create a false reality for the audience.

Media Construction


George Gerbner(1980) stated with his Cultivation Theory that for heavy viewers of television, the effect of all this exposure to the same message produces cultivation, or the teaching of a common worldview, common roles, and common values.


Also, there is the possibility of the state trying to maintain the hegemony of ideology. By ‘educating the public’ via the media images, an impression of the pseudo-reality is created to dominate. An example is during the World War II, Frank Capra’s “Why We Fight” series was produced to put the Nazi soldiers in a very bad light. The Germans were depicted as non-intellectual beings, brainwashed by Hitler. This was done in a bid to motivate the American soldiers to fight the Germans. 

Looking also at NY news media, one of the country's largest, and argued that crime waves are frequently media constructions. Although you can't be mugged by a crime wave (but, only by a real criminal), a crime wave can certainly increase citizens' fears. It can also directly lead to increased efforts at law enforcement, the enactment of new laws and penalties, and impact the correctional system as well.

Case Study: Women’s Portrayal

The most unjustified media images are mostly related to women. The media images have led women to think that what is portrayed is the norm or the ideal.


On the surface, to sort through the weight debate, tele-visuals have a prejudice against being heavier than thin. Though we are always told that you don’t have to be runway thin to be healthy, but media workers stop short of picturing anyone with a little extra flab. On television, for the most part, fat women are as invisible as in fashion magazines. When fat women show up on TV, they are usually not serious people, but are either comics (the jolly fat person) or pathetic talk show creatures whose lives are miserable because they cannot lose weight. They are “circus freaks” to evoke a good laugh. 

Breasts enlargement is another social issue for young girls. Not all women are well endowed naturally but the media images make it such that you are subnormal if you do not have bosoms like that of the televised characters. 

These images lead to social construction for both female and male viewers. Females want to look like models, and males want the females around them to look like models. All these have lead to the proliferating of dieting methods, eating disorder and plastic surgery. Women must literally starve themselves to death to look socially acceptable. However, less than 1% of the women in the real world look like models

Television’s images of women also reflect cultural stereotypes that depart markedly from reality. Women are portrayed as significantly younger and thinner than women in the population on the whole. Even in news shows, female broadcasters are expected to be younger, more physically attractive, and less outspoken than males. I have yet to see plus-sized woman reporting news. If I am not of this world, I would indeed think that plus-sized women are a rarity on earth. 

A perennial theme on television is that women are caregivers, homemakers and sexually desirable objects. Although there are times when women on television have titles such as lawyers and doctors, they are still predominantly shown in their roles as homemakers, mothers, nurses and wives. Women are portrayed otherwise as decorative objects, who must attract a man to be valuable. We all know how James Bond is surrounded by the bevy of gorgeous sidekicks, in very little cloth and plenty of flesh. While man are seldom pictured nude or even partially unclothed, women habitually are.

Conclusion


The images on the media would be highly successful if it is an accurate depiction. We are persuaded due to cognitive reasons. However, that is just not so as there are obvious incorrect portrayals. For the discerning audience, with credibility flaws, the images are no longer persuasive. 


It is disheartening to see the inaccurate images having an effect on the society. I am not suggesting that all this effects are planned and intentional. The programmers may not be that conniving and devious, as I had put them out to be. However, I am examining the issue from the viewers’ point of reference. Whether is there an intention to construct or not, the effects are there and undeniable.   When we take the images in as per se, we fall into the trap of the pseudo-reality and perpetuate that effect, leading to social construction. This becomes a vicious cycle as the media workers then takes their inference from the interpolated society, reflecting that on the media and affecting more people.
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