
I 

PHOTOGRAPHIC DEPICTION OF 
RACE AND ETHNICITY IN NEWSDAY 
AND THE NEW YORK TIMES LONG 
ISLAND SUNDAY SUPPLEMENT 
By Arthur B. Dobrin 

If a newspaper means to furnish a chronicle of a community, then the 
editors must intend that the photos they choose will accurately reflect the 
life of that community. However, no matter how objective they are meant 
to be, photographs tend to reflect the explicit and implicit philosophy of 
the photographer and the editor who chooses to print them. lust as words 
intended to be impartial may reflect their author's implicit and often 
unconscious view ofthe world, photos can reveal as much as they conceal. 
As a happening becomes news because an editor deems it so, so an image 
becomes worth printing because it meets the criteria set by one or more 
individuals. 

As with any selection process, editing means that some pictures are 
printed and some are not. Published pictures go through the filtering screen 
of the photo editor, and, perhaps, the editorial board. In addition, what 
photographs appear reflect the philosophy of the photo editor. Claudia 
Mills quotes the philospher.ludith Lichtenberg, as saying, "What's news... 
is what's new, different, out .of the ordinary." Defining what is new, 
different, and out of the ordinary,is often in the eyes of those making such 
judgments. According to this interpretation, what photographs appear and 
what appears in the photographs are not necessarily true pictures but 
pictures that the photographer and editor choose to present as true. The 
criteria for deciding what pictures to print depends on the social climate, 
which varies considerably over the years. This point is illustrated by a 
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change has taken place in public perception of race. Newspapers pride 
themselves on giving minorities and their problems the open-handed 
attention denied in the past, with no hesitation concerning the race of 
individuals photographed. However, coverage tends to be random, 
dependent on the news value of stories. Newspapers lean over backwards 
to be neutral and objective, yet the defmition of what is newsworthy 
depends on the people making such choices. The purpose ofthis article is 
to determine the extent to which two leading Long Island papers, Newsday 
and the Sunday Long Island Supplement of the New York Times, actually 
practice objectivity in the photographs they decide to print. 

Rather than examining all the photos in these two papers, the article 
focuses on particular parts of each paper that are similar in purpose, the 
portrayal of local stories not of major importance. It considers stories in 
Newsday devoted to soft rather than hard news, but does not look at either 
the sports pages or Part Two, where most entertainment stories are found. 
TheNew York Times photos are from the weekly Long Island section. Like 
Newsday's local news section, the Sunday supplement is a vehicle for 

. parochially slanted feature stories. Hard news about Long Island appears 
on a daily basis in the Times's Metro Section, while the Sunday supple
ment tends toward the more glamorous stories, especially during the 
summer months when it emphasizes goings on in the celebrity saturated 
Hamptons. Examination of only these parts of each paper provides 
significant insight concerning the editors' perception of the people who 
live, work, and play on Long Island, what readers are interested in seeing, 
and what is most newsworthy about whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Others. 
How do these two major papers portray race and ethnicity, and what social 
reality have they helped to create? 

Photos examined appeared inNewsdays local news sections, variously 
tided "Long Island," "Around Long Island," "Long IslandlNassau, " "Long 
IslandlRegion," "Around Long Island/Community Life," and "Crime and 
Courts," Nassau edition, from 16 October 1998 until 20 March 1999, and 
IheNew York Times Sunday Long Island supplement between 18 October 
1998 and 16 May 1999. Photographs considered reflect the decisions made 
by editors on a regular basis. For example, those taken by the papers for 
restaurant reviews and concerts are included, but advertising and publicity 
shots are excluded, along with the pictures ofcolumnists which accompany 

of the stories. 
Several years ago Newsday published a story about a crackdown on 

deadlbeat dads which sheds light on the mind set of photo editors. While the 
reported arrests of many men, it focused on one individual and was 
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written in a way that made the reader assume he was white. However, the 
photograph accompanying the story showed three men being arrested. Two 
were clearly black, and the third man's race was unclear. The photo seemed 
to have been selected more to fill the need for a striking image than to 
convey a commitment to literal accuracy.2 

This policy is shared by a good many photo editors ofsoft news stories 
in national magazines, who, unlike hard news photo editors, are more 
concerned with the power of the image than with an accurate reflection of 
the story. Photographic images are a subtle form ofcommunication that is 
not always recognized as such. While the adage claims that pictures do not 
lie, most newspaper photos present only a portion of the possible truth of 
a situation. The photographs, selected for readers to view, represent the 
truth as the editor understands it. Different photographs present different 
points of view and, therefore, different stories, selected to present 
particular versions of social reality. Walter Lippmann had this in mind 
when he observed that, "The only feeling that anyone can have about an 
event he does not experience is the feeling aroused by his mental image of 
that event."3 

By Lippmann's time, the mental images Americans carried with them 
were no longer the stories formerly passed from generation to generation 
through the telling of tales. The sources of images had shifted from the 
home and neighborhood to a mass culture in which are embedded racial and 
ethnic stereotypes. The reflection of these images back to the viewer not 
only reinforces social prejudices, but validates them by presenting the 
images as accurate reflections ofsocial reality. Today's mass media offer 
Americans the information they need about the society in which they live, 
and, in the process, shape social perceptions and political attitudes. 
According to Martin Oilens, "Media distortions of social conditions are 
therefore likely to result in public misperceptions that reinforce existing 
biases and stereotypes." Photographs, especially those found in newspa
pers, are part of this process. Oral societies teach people the nature 
social reality mainly through the spoken word. With the rise of literacy, tho 
spoken word was largely replaced by the written word and social 
was learned through texts. However, since the advent of movies 
especially television, people increasingly learn about themselves LW\IUlUl 

visual representations.4 

Conversely, real-life situations fmd their meanings in the visual 
Unlike the past, in which literature may have served as the main referellCt 
point, today meaning is more likely to come originally from 
Moreover, photographs are more than images; they are texts and, as 
are to be read, not merely observed. Understanding photographs as 
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goes back to the very beginning of photography. as suggested in the 1830s 
by William Henry Fox Talbot, the first person to utilize negative/positive 
photographic processes. when he called photography "words oflight!'! 

Photos have become major parts of newspaper stories. The Vietnam 
War may have lost its support because of the broadcast ofbloody images 
into American households. Other influential visual influences were print 
media photos. such as that of horror-stricken children in Hung Cong Ut's 
photograph, "Accidental Napalm Attack," called by some a "seminal 
image from the Vietnam War. Tom Buckley, an American journalist in 
Vietnam, believes that the tide of public opinion turned against the war 
with the publication of the photograph of the execution of a Vietcong 
prisoner by Nguyen Ngoc Loan, the South Vietnamese national police 
commander. Whether such images makes an indictment against war, as 
hoped for by photographer Eugene Smith, or-as William James 
thought-does not have any effect because horror only makes for 
fascination, remains an open question.6 

TheNew York Times, by conceding to print color photographs. even 
on the front page, acknowledged the continuing importance of the 
photograph in printjournalism. No longer was it sufficient to publish"All 
the News That's Fit to Print." Now. even the gray lady of journalism 
needed a photogenic facetift in order to compete in an environment in 
which television news programs have replaced newsprint as the public's 
major source of news. Photographs had to be elevated in the papers, by 
becoming more eye-catching in order to compete with a medium of images. 

Raee in News Photographs 

Race, as a social classification, is defined by Jefferson Fish as a 
culturally based system ofcategories. What we know about race is through 
someone else's representation, mainly, the narratives to which we are 
exposed. Newspapers provide one such narrative. Indeed, it is through such 
.......·ati•.l ... sources that we largely form our ideas of social reality, and in 

~'''I11."... ,u... , our beliefs regarding particular categories ofpeople.7 

The purpose of a newspaper does not require portraying racial and 
groups in proportion to their percentages of the population. 

NevertJlelc:ss, most newspapers accede to the critique that they should try 
10 represent all elements of the community fairly, and that even the most 
IIlf-manQC~Q person is subject to unconscious bias. The papers accept the 

that the way in which news is defined is prejudiced, to some extent, 
both by reporters and editors. In recent years, many newspapers have made 
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cDncerted efforts to address bias by diversifying their staffs. Newsday is 
one such paper. From its origin in 1940, it has become the country's eighth 
largest paper, Long Island's only daily, the publisher DfLong Island: Our 
Story and other bDOks, and the winner of several Pulitzer Prizes. At fust 
the staffwas almost exclusively white, but after self-examination a number 
of years ago, the paper adDpted a pDlicy Df diversification. Today, 
according to its chief editor, the paper has 448 newsrDDm professionals, a 
number that includes editors/supervisDrs, repDrters/writers, copyllayout 
editors, and photographers/artists. Nearly 81 percent of these are white, 
and 19 percent are minorities, an almDst exact match Df Long Island'i 
racial and ethnic make-up. Black executives include a member of the 
editorial bDard, the overseer Dfthe natiDnal, foreign, state, Queens CDunty, 
and science desks, the national editor, and three columnists.' 

Race and Ethnicity 

The prime categDries in this study are white, black, and Hispanic, the 
Census Bureau's three major demographic designations for LDng Island, 
with the remainder classified as Other. When the phDtD, caption, or context 
is tDD indistinct to. identify color Dr ethnicity, the people invDlved are not 
counted. This applies to phDtographs ofcrowds in which people appear in 
the distance Dr with their backs to the cameras. HDwever, when gender or 
oolDr/ethnicity are nDt distinct, the persDn appears in the over-all CDunt but 
nDt in the totals related to' race Dr ethnicity. This methDd of cDunting leads 
to' minDr discrepancies in the analysis of the data. It ShDUld also. be noted 
that the categDrizing fDllows a commDn view Df race and ethnicity, 
classifying peDple largely accDrding to' appearance, a notDriDusly inaccu
rate measure. Nevertheless, since newspaper readers seldDm knDw more 
about peDple in phDtDs other than appearance and occasiDnal other 
infDrmatiDn, the study is a fairly accurate reflection of widespread 
assumptiDns regarding racial classificatiDn. 

The phDtographs are placed in the twelve brDad categDries Df human
interest, politics, crime, educatiDn, accidents, entertainment, wDrk, drugs, 
environment, hDusing-protest, pDverty, and political prDtest. MDst fit into 
Dne Df the categories, while others are mDre ambiguous. "Where Crime 
Reigned, Self-Esteem NDW Rules," fDr example, can fall under crime, 
human-interest, Dr educatiDn, and "GrDUP Revives Trou~led Area" might 
be placed under crime Dr poverty. In each case, hDwever, the phDtD is 
classified by one categDry only, based on the cDntent Dfthe StDry. 
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Nassau and Suffolk County Demographics 

Population estimates for Long Island as of 1 July 1997 were as 
follows: Total, 2,666,302; white, 2,156,470 (81 percent); black, 224,958 
(8.4 percent); Hispanic, 210,465 (7.9 percent); and Other, 98,080 (3.7 
weent). Arrest records for Nassau and Suffolk counties are: white, 39,892 
(69 percent); black, 16,721 (29 percent); and Other, 806 (about 1 percent). 
Figures for Hispanics, who are counted only relatively to non-Hispanics, 
are 9,431Hispanic (16 percent) and 47,998 non-Hispanic (84 percent). 
Since race and ethnicity are separate categories, some people are double
counted. Therefore, the percentages ofwhite, black, Hispanic and other add 
up to 115 percent. Latest estimates of persons below the poverty line on 
Long Island are white, 78,896 (4 percent); black, 22,453 (12 percent); 
Hispanic, 15,703 (10 percent); and Other, 3,004 (1.9 percent).' 

Readers of Newsday's local news sections get a fair view of Long 
Island demographics, since whites, who represent 80 percent of the 
population, are 77 percent of the individuals in the photographs examined, 
astatistically insignificant difference. However, both whites and Hispanics 
are under represented in terms of the total number of photos, while blacks 
and Others are over represented. More significant, however, are the 
distortions between various groups as depicted in the nature of the stories 
in which they appear. Here is found a picture of Long Island in which 
different racial and ethnic groups appear to lead different life styles, have 
different interests, and stand in a different relationship to the power 
authorities. 

A typical day as presented in photographs shows mainly whites in 
benign settings, with blacks, Hispanics, and Others absent. A larger 
percentage of whites and Others is found in human-interest stories than 
that ofblacks and Hispanics, who, on the other hand, are more likely to be 
depicted in photos illustrating a social problem. When crime, problems in 
education, accidents. and poverty are examined, blacks and Hispanics 
appear in disproportionate numbers. Here are found 35 percent of all 
pictures of blacks and 30 percent of Hispanics, but only 12 percent of 
whites and 14 percent of Others. It is about three times more likely that 
blacks or Hispanics, compared with whites or Others, will be shown in 
photos involving problems. 

There is a serious disparity between social and depicted reality in the 
area of poverty. Blacks and Hispanics constitute 75 percent of all 
photographs depicting poverty, in stark contrast to the incidence of poverty 
011 Long Island. In fact, 66 percent ofNassau and Suffolk's poor are white, 
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nearly the reverse of what the photographs show. Moreover, blacks 
constitute 19 percent of the poor and Hispanics 13 percent. To be fair, the 
latest available figures regarding poverty are from 1989. While the social 
reality of poverty has changed in the intervening eleven years, which 
witnessed an ex.pansion ofan already substantial minority middle class, it 
is questionable that it has changed as dramatically as depicted in 
Newsday.l0 

Crime photos often show inconsistent distortions pertaining to all the 
groups concerned. White people constitute 60 percent ofphotographs of 
criminals, but 69 percent ofthose arrested, and blacks represent 26 percent 
of the photos of criminals, but 29 percent of those arrested. Conversely, 
Hispanics receive kinder treatment: while accounting for 16 percent of 
arrests, they are represented in only 5 percent of photos of criminals. The 
most glaring discrepancy concerns Others, who account for less than 2 
percent of arrests, but appear in 9 percent of the crime photos. 

As might be ex.pected in an area with a predominately white popula
tion, white people are shown in a preponderance of the photos of law 
enforcers and government officials. Some 79 percent of all police, lawyers, 
and judges depicted are white, as are 96 percent of photos involving 
politicians. Similarly, every firefighter shown is white, which probably is 
indicative of continuing discrimination. 

New York Times 

The Long Island section of the New York Times shows a population 
slightly whiter than it truly is, while blacks, Hispanics and Others are 
under represented. However, as with Newsday, the discrepancies are minor.. 
Greater distortions appear in the stories in which the groups appear. More 
than half of all whites photographed are in human-interest stories. Less 
than halfof that percentage applies to blacks, and even less to Hispanics. 
At the same time, almost half the photographs of Others are in this 
category. Statistics involving restaurants show that whites and Others are 
twice as likely as blacks to be shown, and seven times more likely thaD 
Hispanics. 

Blacks are three times as likely as whites to be depicted as criminals, 
with the percentage of Hispanics closer to that of whites. There is also I 
clear distinction when it comes to stories dealing with problems 
education. Blacks are seventeen times as likely as whites to be found 
Hispanics thirty-nine times as likely. In fact, more than 70 percent of 
photographs showing problems in education depict blacks and nl:~DlII[JJ"" 
Other minority groups are not shown in this category. 
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Similar disparities surface in stories involving poverty, with blacks 
twelve times more likely than whites to be depicted. In fact, half of all 
photos of poverty involve blacks. Ninety percent of all photographs of 
whites are found in stories of human-interest, politics, positive stories 
about education, entertainment, sports and restaurants. while 57 percent of 
the photos of blacks and 13 percent of Hispanics are in these categories. 
All photos of Others are in this sub-group. Conversely, 15 percent of 
whites are found in the problem areas of criminals, difficulties in educa
tion, and poverty. Thirty-eigbt percent of all blacks are in this category, as 
are 46 percent of all Hispanics. Not one Other is found here. 

Conclusion 

This study indicates that some distortions in racial representation 
continue to show up in photographs in two ofLong Island major newspa
pers. While the photos come close to accurately reflecting the racial and 
ethnic composition of Long Island's population, the types of stories in 
which people are depicted do not present a true picture of social reality in 
Nassau and Suffolk counties. Instead, photographic selection tends to 
reinforce stereotypes ofblacks and Hispanics relative to crime and poverty. 

White people are shown mainly in human-interest stories or in socially 
positive roles, such as politicians, teachers, or firefighters. On the other 
hand, blacks appear to a greater extent as criminals, poor people, or in need 
of remedial education. Blacks, Hispanics, and Others are defined by 
Newsday' s photo selections as "new, different, and out of the ordinary," 
but they are so selected for quite different reasons. Blacks and Hispanics 
arc "out of the ordinary" in terms of crime, poverty, and problems in 
education. Those classified as Others are "out of the ordinary" simply 
because they are a distinct but growing minority on Long Island. In fact, 
Others appear only in stories about human-interest, crime, and education. 
Whites, on the other hand, are newsworthy as makers of legislation and 
fighters of crime and fires. Nearly one-fourth of all whites appear in just 

three categories. 
The New York Times draws a similar picture. All but 10 percent of 

are shown in human-interest, political, and other socially positive 
Conversely, only 40 percent of blacks are found here. It is worse 

Hispanics: a little more than 10 percent of their photographs are in 
categories. 

Readers ofNewsday's local news sections and the Times's Long Island 
Supplement can easily draw the conclusion that whites play the 
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roles of maintainers of the status quo on Long Island and Others enjoy a 
life of leisure, enjoyment, and a good education, while blacks and 
Hispanics are the primary sources of crime, poverty, and other social 
problems. While the former premise may be close to reality, the latter is 
not. Whites may indeed enjoy more leisure than other groups on Long 
Island, but in absolute numbers as opposed to proportion of the population, 
they constitute the largest number of those arrested and the largest number 
ofpeople in poverty. 

When the photographs are reduced to five major categories-human
interest, crime, poverty, educational problems, and other-the distortions 
in representation become clearer. This conclusion is similar to that of 
Gilens. who found that, "Network TV news and weekly news magazines 
portray the poor as substantial more black than is really the case."l1 

In 1978, the black caucus at Newsday accused the paper ofportraying 
blacks in a dehumanizing way. It pointed out that the obituary of a black 
reporter contained details ofhis suicide and the fact that he had beaten his 
wife, while obituaries ofwhites who committed suicide tended not to report 
personal and unflattering information about the deceased. The reporter 
who wrote the obituary did not think she was racist, but on "this great 
mission of truth-telling."11 

While these two newspapers do not deliberately portray groups in 
particular ways, either in print or inphotographs, they nevertheless present 
images of the community that reflect a reality rooted in white America's 
dominant viewpoint, one that links race and ethnicity with poverty and 
crime. In other words, Long Island's two major newspapers, like other 
segments of the media, sometimes distort the relationship between race, 
poverty, and crime that continues to reinforce a perception ofsocial reality 
rooted in the history of racism. Photographs selected by the two papers 
should avoid presenting a picture ofLong Island viewed through the prism 
ofrace. 
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