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Abstract:


One of hottest areas in news media markets is health news. This research suggests that news coverage of health issues is important not only with respect to the way it relates media, medicine, and capital (particularly through the influence of pharmaceutical corporations) but how it shapes social knowledge of health, disease, the body, citizenship, and the state. How might pragmatic perspectives inform our understanding of health news? 

Most research has been restricted to issues of content. This project, which is being conducted in Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico, the United States, and Venezuela, combines 1) quantitative and qualitative content analysis, 2) ethnographic research on press practices, health professionals’ contact with reporters, and public reception and 3) analysis of communicative ideologies that shape all participants’ understandings of health news. 


Television, newspaper, and radio coverage goes beyond “informing” readers regarding health issues to teach about what the author has termed biocommunicability—how health-related information is seen as being produced, circulated, and received. Projections of biocommunicability mix descriptive and prescriptive modalities, teaching audiences how health-related information is, should be, and should not be transmitted and received. Each article constitutes a mini-pedagogical project, constructing a complex map of hierarchically-ordered sites and subjectivities, how health information purportedly flows between them, and the observed or potential medical impact of these circuits. Although each cartography is unique, detailed research on pragmatic features of health news stories in the United States found three predominant types of ideological projections: doctor’s orders, patient-consumer, and public sphere.  They are associated respectively with long-standing models of biomedical authority, neoliberal understandings that project the primary responsibility for healthy bodies from the state and physicians onto individuals, and social movements. At the same time that the “doctor’s order” model of communicability was apparent in some form in all of these countries, competing varieties differed widely from country to country even as substantial stability was observed from print to radio to television. 

This paper argues that pragmatic research on the discursive, social, and political weight of the news media in contemporary society requires close attention to features of content, the practices used by “sources,” journalists, and audiences, and communicability—how ideological constructions of news production and reception shape (without determining) social identities and relations.
