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Chapter 6

Inside the Profession: Objectivity
and Political Authority

“Objectivity” demanded more discipline of reporters and editors be-
cause it expected every item to be attributed to some authority. No
traffic accident could be reported without quoting a police sergeant.
No wartime incident was recounted without confirmation from gov-
ernment officials.

“Objectivity” placed overwhelming emphasis on established, official
voices and tended to leave unreported large areas of genuine rele-
vance that authorities chose not to talk about. . . . It widened the
chasm that is a constant threat to democracy—the difference between
the redlities of private power and the illusions of public imagery.

Ben Bagdikian

Ca.n the news be objective? Should it be? If you ask most people what’s wrong with
the press, the common answer is that journalists fail in their obligation to be fair or ob-
jective. (Recall the discussion in Chapter 1.) The bias question is confounded by the
fact that most people view the world through their own political biases and think that
perspectives deviating from their views are unbalanced. Because there are so many
different views operating in the public on almost any issue, the quest for news cover-
age that strikes a majority as fair, balanced, or objective appears to be an impossible
dream. However, the paradox of converting something as value-driven as politics into
generic news does not stop people from demanding this of journalists. As explained in
Chapter 1, it is commonly assumed that the problem of news bias involves journalists
abandoning their professional norms and practices to insert their personal prejudices
into their reporting. In this chapter, we will consider the disturbing possibility that the
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most serious biases in the news occur not when journalists abandon their professional
standards, but when they cling most responsibly to them.

JOURNALISTS AND THEIR PROFESSION

Some things have changed and other things have stayed much the same in the ways
joumalists view their jobs. For example, the speed of communication has increased
greatly in the past quarter century, and journalists correspondingly sense the impor-
tance of getting the news out quickly. In the early 1970s, 56 percent of journalists sur-
veyed regarded getting information to the public quickly as extremely important. By
the 1990s, 69 percent felt that news speed was a top priority. Perhaps due to the pres-
sures to produce news quickly, the perceived need to provide analysis of complex
problems in the news dropped from 61 percent to 48 percent. The avoidance of com-
plex stories may, in turn, account for a somewhat diminished sense of the importance
of investigating government claims—Ilong the hallmark of journalism’s contribution
to democracy. The perceived importance of investigative reporting dropped from
76 percent to 67 percent from the 1970s to the beginning of the 1990s.! Perhaps the
soul searching of the profession in recent years accounts for a bit of a rebound to over
70 percent in a 2002 survey.?

Yet for all the change, one feature of the profession that has remained nearly con-
stant since the rise of a professional press in the 1920s to the present day is the over-
riding commitment to objectivity—the idea that there is some essential reality that can
be reported and that it should be reported through the words and facts offered by au-
thoritative sources.? The irony is that this notion of objectivity is not easy to defend:
officials are known to have biases, facts are easily disputed, and the news can never in-
clude all the viewpoints that may be important to understanding events. As charges of
press bias have become more intense in recent years, many journalists backed away
from the term objectivity and used words such as balance and fairness. Whatever its
name, there is a broad, exceptionally American, cultural ideal to cast politics in broad
public-interest terms and essential procedures that are free of, well, “politics.” Jour-
nalists are both the carriers of this ideal and its major casualties.

Some observers have claimed that journalists are not so much committed to ob-
jectivity as they are to a scientific approach to reporting the world as a defense mech-
anism that protects them against criticism in a nearly impossible job. Sociologist Gaye
Tuchman called objectivity a “strategic ritual” that offers a defense against career-
threatening moments in which a risky report might receive the brunt of official or
other public condemnation.* The curious result of seeking a common reality is per-
haps the most standardized reporting system in the free world—a system that blurs the
lines between objectivity and political authority, and between fact and political spin.

THE PARADOX OF OBJECTIVE REPORTING

“If only the press would be more objective. . . .” Every embattled politician since
George Washington has accused the press of adversarial coverage, and most members
of the public seem convinced that the news, at worst, has a liberal, rather than an
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establishment, slant.> Nowhere in this popular view is there much room for the ide,
that the news follows the lead of powerful elites and well-organized interest groups,
while underreporting the interests of large numbers of silent Americans.

This chapter confronts the paradox of objective journalism by showing that the
news is biased not in spite of, but precisely because of, the professional journalisy
standards intended to prevent bias. The central idea is that the professional practiceg
embodying journalism norms of independence and objectivity also create conditiong
that systematically favor the reporting of official perspectives. At the same time, the
postures of independence and objectivity created by the use of these professiona]
practices give the impression that the resulting news is the best available representa.
tion of reality. In short, professional journalism standards introduce a distorted politi-
cal perspective into the news yet legitimize that perspective as broad and realistic.

DEFINING OBJECTIVITY: FAIRNESS, BALANCE, AND TRUTH

Journalists sometimes substitute terms such as accuracy, fairness, balance, or truth in
place of objectivity to describe the prime goal that guides their reporting. Objectivity
is a tough standard to achieve, particularly with so many critics and citizens charging
that journalists today do not even come close to achieving it. Accuracy, balance, and
fairness are softer. They seem to be more reasonable reporting goals in light of all the
obstacles to objectivity:

e The values inherent in political events

* The deceptions of newsmakers

* The difficulty of achieving a wholly neutral point of view

* The impossibility of covering all the sides and gathering all the facts
* The rush to meet unreasonably short deadlines

Because of these difficulties, the press is sure to come under fire no matter how
hard it tries to present the facts. To many embattled journalists, accuracy, balance, or
fairness sound like more defensible goals. One sign of the times is that the Society of
Professional Journalists’ code of ethics dropped the word objectivity in 1996 after
many years of featuring it as the core principle. However, journalist and historian
David Mindich notes that objectivity was replaced in the code with terms such as
truth, accuracy, and comprehensiveness. In his view, the decision to replace
objectivity with these synonyms signals that many journalists are tired of defending an
embattled word, yet remain committed to its meaning and guiding spirit.6 There is
strong evidence that no matter which name it goes by, the vast majority of journalists
subscribe to an ideal of objectivity. For example, in a 1999 national survey conducted
by the Pew Center, three-quarters of journalists polled agreed that their ideal standard
1S to report the “‘true, accurate, and widely agreed upon account of an event.”””

Changing the names of reporting ideals might be more laudable if there were
also changes in the actual practices that create the news information biases discussed
in Chapter 2. The new terms, however, refer to much the same journalistic practices

that once passed under the lofty claim of objectivity. Moreover, fairness, accuracy, or

Defining Objectivity: Fairness, Balance, and Truth 183

palance may be even more misleading than objectivity as a description of news con-
jent. At least objectivity stands in sharp contrast to the reality of personalized, dra-
matized, fragmented, and authority-oriented (whether normalized or chaotic) ﬁeWs.
Fairness or accuracy are fuzzier terms that invite rationalizing these information
bias as the best we can hope for given the limits within which well-meaning journal-
ists operate.

Consider, for example, the case for the term fairness. One may say, isn’t present-
ing the facts offered by both sides and giving them equal time about as close to accu-
racy as we can get? Isn’t fair a better description of this approach than objective?
Consider the number of dubious assumptions on which the term fairness rests. First,
there is the problem of limiting complex, multisided issues to two sides. Then there is
the question of which two sides to admit through the news gate. The two sides that ap-
pear in most stories are anything but a broad sample of possible viewpoints. For ex-
ample. fairmess in reporting presidential addresses means that the opposition party
will be given an opportunity to reply. Fair enough, right? But this definition is based
on the poorly examined, commonsense notion that the two political parties are the two
most legitimate other sides in American politics. This assumption is reinforced every
time journalists build a story upon it, yet the gradual weakening of ties to parties by
both voters and candidates in recent years raises serious doubts about this premise.

A second hallmark of fairness is equal time (as in allowing both sides to present
their positions). Given equal time, the information edge goes to the most predictable,
stereotypical, official pronouncements in almost every case. New ideas take more time
and effort to communicate intelligibly than old, familiar ideas. The press could devote
extra time to make new ideas accessible to people, but that would seem unfair to the
dominant actors and their supporters. It is safer to stick with an easy idea of fairness
that involves granting equal time to the statements of the two most vocal—and often
most stereotypical—sides.

All this raises the possibility that seemingly simple ideas such as balance and
equal time are not as simple as they may appear. To raise just one more troublesome is-
sue, should balance be achieved in every news story or over a period of time? That is
easy, you say. Indeed, most people look for balance in every story, meaning that they
cry foul if a report emphasizes one point of view over another. However, as noted
above, what if one point of view is seldom heard, and it is more complicated than the
already established positions? Why not give new perspectives more time, without inter-
ruption from a perspective that is heard every day? Recall the example from Chapter 1
in which CNN’s reports of civilian casualties in the war in Afghanistan had to be bal-
anced with constant reminders of American deaths in the terror attacks of 9/11.

When people encounter new ideas alongside familiar ones, the psychological ten-
dency is to discount the new and to embrace the old. When we look at fairness this
way, the attempt to achieve balance within every story between new ideas and familiar
political formulas hardly seems fair at all. If the goal of the news is to present infor-
mation so that new perspectives can be grasped along with the old, then a new con-
ception of information balance over time might replace the currently popular assump-
tion that balance within each story is the ideal.
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THE ORIGINS OF PROFESSIONAL JOURNALISM STANDARDS

Because the ideas of accuracy, balance, truth, and fairness have their roots in what wag
originally called objective reporting, the following discussion will use the tery
objectivity to preserve historical continuity. If the reader prefers the alternate termg,
feel free to substitute them, but bear in mind that the words may change, but the up.
derlying practices remain much the same.

A review of journalism texts by David Mindich finds a common set of perspec-
tives and practices that reporters are taught and that bring objectivity into their daily
work. These defining ingredients of objectivity include: detachment, nonpartisanship,
reliance on “facts,” balance, and the use of the inverted pyramid writing style (which
puts the most important facts in the lead paragraph).® The following discussion shows
how the ideal of objectivity is embedded in these defining journalistic methods, and
thus remains a key to understanding the general workings of news organizations. The
standards and practices that embody objective journalism include the following:®

1. The professional journalist assumes the role of a politically neutral adver.
sary, critically examining both sides of an issue and thereby assuring impar-
tial coverage. Journalists see adversarialism as an important counterpoint to
becoming too close to their sources, assuring detachment and balance in their
reporting. As discussed in the last chapter, the adversarial role has been cor-
rupted by “gotcha” journalism in recent years, but many journalists and
scholars continue to think of this as adversarialism.

The journalist resists the temptation to discuss the seamy sensationalistic side
of the news by observing prevailing social standards of decency and good
taste. Standards of taste establish boundaries as a story makes its way toward
becoming “objectified.” Like adversarialism, this norm has also become
strained with the increase of sex scandals and tabloid coverage in the main-
stream press. Many critics wonder if news organizations are losing their com-
mitment to sticking to important issues and avoiding rumor and gossip.

The truthfulness and factuality of the news is guaranteed by the use of docu-
mentary reporting practices that permit reporters to transmit to the public
“just the facts” that can be observed or supported with credible sources.
News objectivity is also established by the use of a standardized format for re-
porting the news: the story. Stories serve as implicit checks on news content
by requiring reporters to gather all the facts (who, what, when, where, how,
etc.) needed to construct a consistent and plausible account of an incident. Be-
cause stories are also the most common means of everyday communication
about events, they enable the public to judge the consistency and plausibility
of news accounts. Within the story format, journalists use other conventions,
such as writing in an inverted pyramid style, meaning, as noted earlier, that the
most important elements of the story appear in the lead paragraph.

Because they share the above methods, news organizations often favor the idea
that reporters should be generalists, not specialists. The use of standardized re-
porting formats enables any reporter to cover any kind of story, further separat-
ing reporters from personal bias vis-a-vis the subject matter of the news. The
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practice of training reporters as generalists, as opposed to specialists, also
helps to minimize undesirable interpretive tendencies in news reporting. 10 In
recent years, specialization has appeared in areas such as the environment,
health, science, and technology, but many key areas such as business and poli-
tics still favor generalists.

The above practices are regulated and enforced by the important practice of
editorial review, which is a check against violations of the practices and
norms of the profession.

These reporting standards are so familiar and sensible that they seem to have
been put there to serve obvious and laudable purposes. Indeed, it is difficult to imag-
ine any other function for adversarial roles or documentary reporting or standards of
good taste than improving the quality and objectivity of the news. Yet the accompany-
ing case study suggests that the evolution of norms such as objectivity, fairness, and
balance had more to do with the somewhat haphazard course of the developing news
business than with the rational or determined pursuit of truth. In short, practices were
dictated more by historical, technological, or business circumstances than by rational
human design. The resulting reporting practices later became rationalized as good and
even noble things.

The historical story of these modern reporting standards involves a radical shift
over the course of the nineteenth century from a press supported largely by political
parties to one supported by business models based on the sale of advertising. Journal-
ism historian Gerald Baldasty describes this transformation in these terms: “In the
early nineteenth century, editors defined news as a political instrument intended to
promote party interests. By century’s end, editors defined news within a business con-
text to ensure or increase revenues. News had become commercialized ! From this
commercialization and its continuing evolution to this day, come what we now under-
stand to be sensible and proper ways to report on the world we live in.

Case Study: The Curious Orrgrns of Objectrve Iournalrsm

It is tempting to think that modemn journalism: practrces derive loglcally from the-
norm of objective journalism. However, there is considerable evrdence that the prac-
tices preceded the norm. The first modern’ jeurnalism-practices: -can be traced to.
mid- nrneteenth-century economic-and socral _conditions surroundrng the Tise -of
mass-market news.!? According to David: Mindich’s hrstoncai analysrs various com-
ponents of objective joumalism’ emerged at’ very different points in'time-and often. -
under odd circumstances. For example, the ‘inverted’ pyramrd" style may have origi-
nated with a nonjournalist, Secretary of War- Edwrn Stanton who wrote. a series of
important communiqués about the Civil War.'s o : '
Mindich claims that the foundatrons for all the: practrces that go into objectrve re-
porting were established, one at a time, by the end of the' 1800s.14 However, the
idea that what many reporters were already- doing mrght be’ called- ”objectrve
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journalism” did not appear until after the turn of the century. in many ways, this ret-
rospective ideal of objectivity can be viewed as both an ennobling claim on the part
of a journalism trade looking to become a profession, and as a rhetorical appeal to
an increasingly educated middle-class news audience who responded favorably to
those claims about professionalism.

In the early days of the American republic, the news was anything but objective.
Most newspapers were either funded by, or otherwise sympathetic to, particular po-
litical parties, interests, or ideologies. Reporting involved the political interpretation
of events. People bought a newspaper knowing what its political perspective was
and knowing that political events would be filtered through that perspective. In
many respects, this is a sensible way to approach the news about politics. If one
knows the biases of a reporter, it is possible to control for them in interpreting the
account of events. Moreover, if reporting is explicitly politically oriented, different re-
porters can look at the same event from different points of view. The idea was that
people would encounter different points of view and bring them into face-to-face
debates about what the best course of action might be—an idea that came directly
from some of the nation’s founders such as Jefferson.

The commitment to political anaIysrs in news reporting began to fade as the na-
ture of politics itself changed after the age-of Jackson from the late 1830s on. As
Baldasty notes, politicians became less dependent on party papers to communi-
cate with voters as, among other things, strict norms against candidates campaign-
ing directly in public began to change.'> With these changes, party financial sup-
port for papers began to dry up. The earIy papers. were-modest operations with
small local readerships. These small and mcreasmgly impoverished newspapers

could not compete for large audiences as the natron and its communication sys- -

tem grew.
As the country grew the economics. of the news ‘business changed For example,
the population began to move to the crtles creatmg mass audiences for the news.

Also, the expansion of the American terrltory during the nineteenth century created.
a need for the rapid and large-scale distribution of natlonal ‘news. Breakthroughs in i
printing and communication technologles made pOSSIbIe the production of cheap-

mass media news that could:be gathered in the mornmg on the East Coast and dlS-
tributed. by evenmg on the West Coast :

These and.other patterns in the development of the natron produced dramatlc‘ '
changes in the news. By 1848, a group of newspapers made the first great step to-

ward standardlzed news by forming the Associated Press. (AP).’s Pooling reporters
and- selling the same story to hundreds and eventuaily thousands, of subscribing
newspapers meant that the news had become a. profltable mass-market commodity.
Of course, the broad marketabllrty of the news meant that it had to be stripped of its
overt political messages so that it would be. appeallng to news organizations of all
political persuasions. An early prototype ‘of ob;ectlve reporting was born.-Moreover,
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the need to send short messages through an overloaded mail system was followed
by the transmission of national news over telegraph wires that also dictated a simpli-
fied, standardized reporting format. The who, what, where, when, and why of an
event could be transmitted economically and reconstructed and embellished easily
on the other end.

As the market for mass media news grew, the demand for reporters grew along with
it. Whereas writing a persuasive political essay required skilf in argumentation and polit-
ical analysis, it was far easier to compose stories, which are the basic media for com-
municating about everyday events. The use of stories also guaranteed that the news
would be intelligible to the growing mass news audience.

In this manner, the overlapping effects of communication technology, economic
development, and social change gave rise to large-scale news-gathering and news-
marketing organizations. Along with these organizations came a standardized set of
reporting practices. As mentioned previously, news services like the AP ushered in
the documentary report. The use of wire transmission, along with- untrained re--
porters, promoted the shift to. the story form. The discovery that drama sold news-
papers promoted the first adversarial reporting. Early reporters were rather like
agents provocateurs, stlrrlng up controversy and conflict in order to generate dra-
matic material for their stories.

As news bureaucracies grew in response to the papers’ economic success, editor-
ial review practices became expedient means of processing the huge flow of news.
Standards of good taste guaranteed that a news product would be inoffensive to
the mass market. Much of today's news format in the mainstream establishment.
press evolved at the turn of the century with the growth of a large educated middle.
class of affluent consumers who-wanted serious reporting and bought the house-
hold products that were advertised along with the' news. There was initially stiff
competition between this highbrow press and the tabloids or “scandal sheets” (also
known as the yellow press) at the turn of the twentieth century. These highly sensa-
tionalized versions of news were marketed to a less-educated workmg—class popula- o
tion seeking escape as much as information from.the media. -

By the 1920s, urban life and local politics became domlnated by an affluent mld— o
dle class of business and: professronal people with formal educations. Representing

the news as objective, nonpartisan, and tasteful was an-effective marketing pIdy

geared to the lifestyle of this group. Consider, for example, the early slogans of the. -
New: York Times, “All the News That's Fit to. Print” and “It Will not Soil the Breakfast '
Cloth™?7 This professional image dressed existing practices in a new style. This image -
also became a convenient means to discredit the muckrakers on the ]ournallstlc left
and the sensationalistic scandal sheets on the political right.'s - e
Finally, there was a growing expectation among intellectuals following World
War | that democracy was in trouble and could be saved by a professional press
dedicated to the mission of providing objective information to the public.!® This
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noble purpose helped define a movement for a professional press and a code of ob-
jective journafism. Led by persuasive spokesmen like Walter Lippmann,® journalists
began to regard objective reporting as both a description of their existing work prac-
tices and as a high moral imperative.

In these ways, journalism, like most professions, developed a set of business prac-
tices first, and then endowed those practices with an impressive professional ratio-
nale. Successive generations of reporters began to regard their work as a skilled occu-
pation that should demand higher status and better wages. The move toward a
professional status both enhanced the social image of reporting and paved the way
for higher wages by restricting the entry of newcomers off the street into the journal-
ism ranks. Professionalism meant that formal training and sCreening ‘could be re-
quired for skills that had been acquired formerly on the job.2! As a result, journalism
programs emerged at universities and: began to formalize and refme the received
practices as professional standards. , , ~ B

Perhaps the best capsule summary of this curious transition of Journallsm from a
business into a profession is Lou Cannon’s observation that what began as a tech-
nique became a value.??

PROFESSIONAL PRACTICES AND NEWS BIAS

Each of the defining elements of objective journalism makes a direct contribution to
news bias. Each component of news objectivity creates conditions favorable to the re-
porting of news filtered by Washington officialdom. This should not be surprising in
light of the previous capsule history of the news profession. The basic practices that
later became known as professional journalism were developed to sell mainstream so-
cial and political values to a mass audience. As diverse political perspectives gradu-
ally disappeared from the news or became discredited as not objective, it became eas-
ier to convince people that the officiated political perspective that remained was
somehow objective. The logic of such a claim is simple: As one reality comes to dom-
inate all others, that dominant reality begins to seem objective. The absence of credi-
ble competition supports the illusion of objectivity. The following discussion shows
how each element of objective journalism actively promotes narrow political mes-
sages in the news.

THE ADVERSARIAL ROLE OF THE PRESS

If the media were truly adversarial in their dealings with politicians, they would face a
serious dilemma: The news could end up discrediting the institutions and values on
which it depends for credibility. To a remarkable degree, then, maintaining the illusion
of news objectivity depends on the heavy reliance on official views to certify reports
as credible and valid. As sociologist Gaye Tuchman put it:
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Challenging the legitimacy of offices holding centralized information disman-
tles the news net. If all of officialdom is corrupt, all its facts and occurrences
must be viewed as alleged facts and alleged occurrences. Accordingly, to fill the
news columns and air time of the news product, news organizations would have
to find an alternative and economical method of locating occurrences and con-
stituent facts acceptable as news. For example, if the institutions of everyday life
are delegitimated, the facts tendered by the Bureau of Marriage Licenses would

- be suspect. One could no longer call the bureau to learn whether Robert Jones
and Fay Smith had married. In sum, amassing mutually self-validating facts si-
multaneously accomplishes the doing of newswork and reconstitutes the every-
day world of offices and factories, of politics and bureaucrats, of bus schedules
and class rosters as historically given.23

It is equally true, of course, that the news would also lose its image of objectivity
if reporters openly catered to the propaganda interests of public officials and govern-
ment institutions. If neither extreme adversarialism nor or its polar opposite support
the illusion of news objectivity, then there is an obvious implication: most adversarial
behavior on the part of the press should reveal itself as ritualistic, and in keeping
within the cooperative interests of reporters and officials. A ritualistic posture of an-
tagonism between press and government creates the appearance of mutual indepen-
dence while keeping most news content to political perspectives certified by authori-
ties. Such ritualistic posturing dramatizes the myths of a free press and an open
government that have long defined American democracy. It is the nature of rituals to
evoke such myths and beliefs without challenging themn.2

Adversarialism as Ritual

If the adversarial relationship is a ritual that both mystifies and legitimizes the report-
ing of narrow political messages, then the following characteristics should be ob-
served: (1) The incidence of criticism and confrontation should occur regularly, as a
matter of everyday reporting orientation, as opposed to just when there is a serious po-
litical issue at stake; (2) challenges and charges will aim to provoke personal mistakes
or political confrontations between politicians rather than deeper investigations of is-
sues, (3) charges against officials will be restricted to them personally and generally
separated from their institutions and offices, and finally, (4) these characteristics
should pertain equally to routine news coverage (e.g., reporters’ beats) and nonroutine
coverage (e.g., crises and scandals).

As illustration of these points, consider C. Jack Orr’s study of earlier presidential
press conferences.?s Analyzing data from a sample of Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon
press conferences, Orr found that the proportion of hostile or critical questions was
virtually constant across presidents, conferences, issue categories, and political con-
texts.?6 Not only did the incidence of confrontational questions fall into a routine pat-
tern, but nearly all hostile questions were personal in nature. Many of those personal
questions signaled clear deference to office and institution. Moreover, questions that
could have been phrased as strong issue concerns often contained open invitations to
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the president to redefine the issue or dismiss the entire question. Based on these pat-
terns, Orr concluded that the adversarial postures of press and president create a drg.
matic image of journalistic aggressiveness while communicating a subtle message of
institutional deference.

In an age in which personal image and public approval are key elements of poljt.
ical power, politicians increasingly avoid even ritualistic skirmishes with the pregg
pack. As aresult, fewer press conferences have been held in recent decades, indicating
that presidents prefer to deliver their messages to the public in more controlled set.
tings. With news organizations increasingly keying on the most personal and dramatic
aspects of politicians’ lives, stepping in front of the pack can prove challenging to 4
president. For example, George H. W. Bush stepped to the podium with a world leader
to announce the results of important talks (part of the politician’s ritual) only to be
asked about whether he had had a love affair a few years earlier. When Bill Clinton in-
troduced Supreme Court nominee Ruth Bader Ginsberg to the press, she told a mov-
ing story about her difficulties as a woman in a male-dominated world. After her state-
ment, the opening question from the press pack challenged the president’s political
motives for her appointment and so angered Clinton that he lectured the journalists on
their common decency.

Broad ritualistic elements have also been observed in the reporting of less rou-
tine events such as scandals and crises—to the extent that a number of observers have
argued that crises and scandals are becoming routine news events, complete with
standard reporting formulas.?’” For example, Altheide and Snow showed how a scan-
dal involving an aide to Jimmy Carter was cast quickly into a standard reporting for-
mula that emphasized political damage to the president while offering little measure
of the importance of the issue itself.28 Similar patterns ran through the Whitewater
scandal involving Bill and Hillary Clinton, as they were subjected to guilt by associa-
tion with a number of shady dealings. Despite saturation coverage implying the pos-
sibility of serious wrongdoing, few members of the public ever understood what the
scandal was about.

Tag Team Journalism

The format of virtually every news interview and talk program is designed to promote
adversarial displays, from the stage settings that place press and politicians in con-
frontational poses, to the tag team question-and-answer formats, to tone of voice and
terms of address. Programs such as Hardball with Chris Matthews (MSNBC) are ex-
amples of frenzied adversarialism. The journalists on these TV shows not only display
little respect for politicians, but they seem to delight in being rude to each other as well.

For their part, politicians contribute to the enduring antagonism by routinely at-
tacking the press as liberal, biased, or hostile. Such attacks frequently appear in elite
publications and occupy the agendas of business, government, and journalism sym-
posia.?9 Occasionally, such charges are dramatized through formal political attacks,
such as the ones during the McCarthy era and the Nixon administration. One analyst
found the Nixon-Agnew attacks on the press so ritualized that he interpreted them in
terms of ethological concepts of animal aggression and territorial defense.0
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None of this means that politicians or the press take their often antagonistic rela-
tions lightly. Indeed, the mark of a good ritual is that those involved are déeply moved
by it. For example, Bill Clinton raged in a Rolling Stone interview with William Grei-
der that he was the most poorly treated and misrepresented of presidents.3* Clinton
was hardly alone. The list of presidents claiming this distinction is a long one dating
from George Washington and Thomas Jefferson to Lyndon Johnson and Richard
Nixon. Few have taken their press treatment as personally as Nixon, who kept a per-
sonal enemies list, which included a good number of journalists who were singled out
for wiretaps, IRS audits, and other special punishments.3? Although the press ritual
can be quite animated and engrossing, both for those who play it and for the audiences
who watch it, this should not distract us from understanding what this ritual accom-
plishes: narrowing the focus of human attention to convincingly exclude large cate-
gories of experience from public discourse.

The Uneasy Partnership Between Reporters and Officials

For all of the structure and routine that define the news, there are still times when the
press provides a fairly wide range of critical information to the American people. As
explained in Chapter 1, some information diversity enters the news through journalis-
tic routines such as indexing content to the degree of conflict among actors whom
journalists regard as having potential impact on the course of a story. All the same,
narrating the state of society and politics is a delicate business, and journalists have
considerable choice over how to build up and how to end these stories. This means
that press-government rituals still have an edge to them. Indeed, both sides have
enough to gain and lose to make the displays of aggression genuine.33

The ritual works as long as neither side undermines its credibility by raising
questions about the system that legitimizes their roles. Even Watergate, long regarded
as the model of modern investigative reporting, stopped short of challenging the au-
thority of government or pushing too far into institutional failings, such as flaws in the
secrecy and espionage systems that may have contributed to presidential abuses of
power. For the most part, the press pack settled for the limits established by congres-
sional investigations. The press ultimately pronounced the normalizing conclusion
that “the system worked.”

Watergate: The System Worked!

The Watergate scandal is a classic example of a watchdog press in action. Watergate
mvolved nearly two years of intensive press scrutiny of President Richard Nixon and
his aides. The core issues at stake were whether the White House illegally spied on the
Democratic Party during the 1972 election campaign and whether the president knew
abour it and subsequently tried to cover it up (another illegal activity). Although the
situation contained major questions about the potential for official misuse of the huge
national security system that has evolved since World War 1, the press deflected these
issues in favor of asking whether Nixon had personally remained pure and uncorrupt
in his use of the state security apparatus. Curiously absent from the barrage of cover-
age was the simple question of whether anyone should be expected to remain pure
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when given the chance to wield such great power with so little public accountabiljry,
In short, little attention was paid to the institutional flaws that might tempt a Presiden;
to use CIA personnel to spy on his domestic opposition and then obstruct subsequep;
FBI investigations of those illegal activities. When, over a dozen years later, evep
more shocking institutional angles were opened up, the press was uninterested in pyy.
suing them. Evidence from mysteriously sealed FBI files pointed to the Possibility
that the CIA may have abused its own institutional cover of legal secrecy by running 5
double-agent operation, spying on both the Republicans and the Democrats{34 Thj
important lead raised the additional possibility that the mysterious leaks from the
anonymous informant Deep Throat (who fed investigative reporters Woodward apg
Bernstein key information) were the result of this CIA operation. This, in turn, signalg
the important possibility of institutional power struggles between the CIA and the
president—power struggles that would never be revealed to the American people iy
the absence of media scrutiny.

Despite these rich possibilities for a story that might go well beyond the per-
sonal failings of one flawed president, the press avoided them all in favor of reporting
the steady stream of leaks from Deep Throat along with the activities of various con-
gressional investigations at work on the case. This brand of investigative reporting ig-
nored questions about institutional problems or abnormalities in favor of dramatizing
the personal culpability of the most publicly visible actors involved.3s Whereas all in-
stitutional paths led to questions of change and reform (questions the press chose
largely to avoid), the personal drama held out the promise of returning the political
system to normal as soon as the individuals were accused, charged, and removed
from office. True to the chosen normalizing plot, when Nixon resigned from office
under threat of impeachment, NBC correspondent Roger Mudd led the nation in the
cheer “The System Worked!”

The melodramatic resolution—a tearful Nixon saying goodbye to the White
House staff and an upbeat ending of good news for the system—seemed to make
sense at the time. In retrospect, however, it seems that the news exonerated a system
containing the institutional weaknesses that permitted the abuses of power to occur in
the first place. Even at the level of personal melodrama, “The System Works” seems
an ironic ending. After all, the system pardoned the worst offender, gave light sen-
tences to most of the others, and turmed many criminals into millionaires and media
celebrities in the process.

In the more than quarter century since Watergate, a kind of balance between def-
erence to authority and adversarialism still exists, but it has been thrown off by a loss
of perspective on how to strike that balance. With the increase in “gotcha” journalism,
authorities are routinely challenged on personal grounds involving their morality, their
gamesmanship, or their credibility. Whether this is more a cause or a consequence of
lowered public trust in government is a good question. What is clear is that news audi-
ences see journalists as less objective than at any point since polling has tracked this
issue. Popular objections to journalists advancing stories with sensationalism and neg-
ativity also challenge another tenet of the modern-day journalism profession: the com-
mitment to standards of decency and good taste.
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sTANDARDS OF DECENCY AND GOOD TASTE

standards of decency and taste seem designed to keep the focus of news on important
issues and away from the seamy, sensationalistic aspects of political life. These stan-
dards have clearly changed in recent years. The sex-drenched coverage of the Clinton-
Lewinsky affair suggests a tabloid trend in the press. During that scandal, audiences
jearned of oral sex in the Oval Office, presidential semen stains on a blue dress, and
graphic sexual accounts published in the report of special prosecutor Kenneth Starr.
Such a media spectacle would be hard to imagine even ten years earlier.

While an earlier era of media morality would have avoided such things, current
moral standards seem to involve publicizing them with expressions of shock and dis-
approval. Even as they drag up seamy details, journalists are also quick to pronounce
moralistic judgments. It would have been useful during the Lewinsky affair to do a
count of the number of raised eyebrows on the Sunday moming news shows or the
numbers of shocked and disdainful expressions uttered by Sam, Cokie, and George.
Whereas an earlier generation of journalistic morality police may not have published
such material in the first place, a later generation driven to sensationalism will publish
first and then decry its sorry content.

Although the media seem to have become obsessed with the private lives of
politicians and other public figures, there are other areas that are avoided with great
consistency. For example, graphic images of gruesome death, profane language, erotic
art, or depictions of the human anatomy seldom appear in the news. (And when they
do, they often cause a stir, as illustrated by the live coverage of the freeway chase-
suicide described earlier in the book.) When such material is publicized, it is generally
preceded by disclaimers such as, “The following video contains images that may be
disturbing to some viewers. Viewer discretion is advised.”

Even as it evolves, there remains a curious strain of middle American morality
and taste that the mainstream press long ago adopted as part of its professional code.
Even coverage of scandals generally carries the moral message of family values and
the enduring obligation of politicians to uphold them. As for the collection of things
regarded as too tasteless, offensive, or obscene to include in the news, excluding them
legitimizes the middle-class values that may often be at odds with the actual events
that reporters witness. To put it bluntly, reporters and editors may censor their cover-
age to bring news images in line with social values and sensitivities. The practical ap-
plication of standards of good taste creates two paradoxes for news content. First,
standards of taste have a bias in favor of precisely those status quo values that the bulk
of political propaganda promotes.3® Moreover, the avoidance of offensive ideas re-
moves from public awareness many undesirable but true aspects of the real world. As
a result, the definitions of and the solutions for the problems represented in the news,
however artificial, may appeal to the ideals of the middle-class, church-going public.

The Morality Police

Censoring news according to standards of taste runs counter to a key feature of poli-
tics. Politics is the primary social activity through which widely divergent values and
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morals come together in struggles for dominance and legitimacy. The selective attey,.
tion to preferred morals not only passively promotes the work of propagandists, 5
mentioned previously, but it actively distorts the values and issues at stake in many sit.
uations. In this latter role, standards of taste may lead to overt censorship of some aq.
pects of news events, thereby making journalists active agents in shaping the defip;.
tions of political situations. Should journalists join forces with society’s morality
police? Consider the following cases and decide for yourself.

A classic example of how standards of taste can affect the definition of politica|
events is illustrated by the news coverage of a statement made by Agriculture Secre.
tary Earl Butz during the 1976 presidential campaign. While flying between campaign
appearances, Butz made a blatantly racist remark to a group of reporters. This remark
was not only significant on its own merits due to its appalling racist content, but it wag
also pertinent to the campaign because it was offered in response to a question about
Republican election strategies. Although the statement contains offensive language of
the sort not often found in scholarly writing (not to mention news stories), its politica]
magnitude can be conveyed only by quoting it directly. When asked about the efforts
of the Republican party to mobilize the black vote, Butz remarked that it was pointless
to worry about the black vote because blacks were unconcerned about politics. He
then summarized his view of the concerns of blacks as follows: “I'll tell you what col-
oreds want. It’s three things: first, a tight pussy; second, loose shoes; and third, a
warm place to shit.”37

It is arguably in the public interest to publicize a racist remark uttered by a U.S.
cabinet officer while campaigning for the president who appointed him. However, the
professional press regarded Butz’s offense to good taste as a higher consideration than
his offense to political sensibilities. The pervasive commitment to the decency code
was reflected in a simple fact: Not one major news outlet ran the Butz remark at the
time it was made. Only when the statement was quoted later at the end of a rambling
article on the campaign in the (then) underground magazine Rolling Stone did the re-
spectable press have to acknowledge that the incident had in fact happened. Even
when major press and broadcast outlets ran the story, only one major daily paper (the
Madison, Wisconsin, Capitol Times) used the verbatim language. In defense of their
use of inoffensive euphemisms in place of the real language, editors and news produc-
ers pronounced the litany of the decency code. An editor at the New York Times put it
this way: . . . we recognized that if we used this series of filthy obscenities then
we’ll probably use the next.” The editor of the Des Moines Register said he found the
remark so offensive and so atrocious that “I couldn’t bring myself to give it to people
with their breakfast.” The editor of the Washington Post produced a tortured chain of
logic leading to the conclusion that only if the president himself had uttered the re-
marks would he have printed them, but lesser officials did not merit such a violation of
the journalism code.38

The impact of the statement was lost when euphemisms were substituted for the ac-
tual language. As a result, the Ford campaign was spared the painful embarrassment of
this rare lapse from its agenda of carefully staged and scripted performances. When the
national press finally acknowledged the incident, Ford had little choice but to fire Butz.
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However, one suspects that Butz’s desire to exit the situation gracefully and Ford’s wish
to minimize his political losses could not have been satisfied any better than through the
delicate treatment accorded to the episode by the journalistic community.

sex, Death, and Censorship

The decency code is so entrenched that it even applies to coverage of important health
and biological issues. For example, it took over two years for the mainstream media to
explain that one way in which the dreaded disease AIDS (acquired immune deficiency
syndrome) is spread is through anal intercourse. The threat posed by a large-scale, life-
threatening AIDS epidemic would seem to call for rapid delivery of as much explicit
information as possible to the public. Yet in the early, panicky years of the disease, the
decency code governed information content about AIDS. Early stories suggested that
the disease was transmitted “not through casual contact,” and through the “exchange of
bodily fluids.” As one editor put it, “We would make the reader guess what was going
on rather than use the term ‘anal intercourse’ . . . We wouldn’t spell it out.” A televi-
sion reporter recalls receiving pressure from her producer to refrain from using explicit
language in response to a few phone calls from morally offended viewers. It took years
for consensus to emerge in the media that informing the public about health risks was
more important than censoring offensive language from the news.?

What is the obligation of the press to communicate information that people may
not want to hear, read, or see? Imagine, for a moment, that you were an editor for a
news organization covering the Gulf War in 1991. The United States just routed the
Traqi army from Kuwait City, and the fleeing army has been attacked by American air-
power, creating a scene that was widely described as “the highway of death.” The car-
nage was so distressing that some of the American pilots involved asked the comman-
ders to stop it. Behind the scenes, a high-level debate was raging about whether to go
on with the war, knowing that it would produce a massacre of the enemy’s disorga-
nized army, or whether to stop it and leave the enemy with a substantial portion of its
fighting force intact for the future. A photojournalist visited the highway of death and
took a terrifying picture of the remains of an Iraqi soldier burned alive with a hideous
expression on his face, his arms raised in the macabre position in which he died while
trying to climb out of his flaming vehicle. It was an image right out of a horror movie.

Would you run the picture? Why not run a picture in the news that is no worse
than an image that millions of people might pay money to see in a horror movie?
More to the point, why not run a photo that appeared in leading English and French
newspapers on the grounds that it brought home the fact that at least 100,000 Iraqgis
died in the war, and people should be forced to consider the human consequences of
decisions to go to war? However, the newspaper and magazine editors of America
never even had the chance to struggle with these issues because the leading photo wire
service that had the option to buy and distribute the picture censored it at the source.
The picture never even went out over the wires.

The AP editor explained that he did not buy and distribute the photo because he
already knew what the reaction of newspaper editors would be: “Newspapers will tell
us, ‘“We can’t present pictures like that for people to look at over breakfast.” ”#0 The
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picture editor at Time magazine later said this about the picture: “It’s dramatic, It’s
horrific. It says it all about war.” However, he admitted that even if he had seen it ip
time, 7ime probably would not have printed it because, “Whenever we run a Picture
like that, we're heavily criticized. We get a lot of reader mail.”*!

Should such images be part of the news? Are they worse than images commop]
shown in movies? How should the news limit its representations of reality? The Case
of the photo of the Iragi soldier and many similar episodes from the Gulf War raise the
troublesome question of whether people in a country at war should see comforting im.
ages of war as they prefer to think about it, or whether they should be stimulated, even
shocked, into thinking about the consequences of the political decision to 20 10 war

Notice that the decisions of both the wire service editor and the picture editor g
Time magazine hint at the economic costs of running the photo. The wire editor in ef.
fect said that nobody would buy it anyway, so there was no point in wasting the
money to acquire and distribute it. The Time editor noted that subscribers would ob-
Ject to it. Their reasoning suggests that, as with the grand principle of objectivity, the
moralism of the press also has economic roots. As explained in the case study, a key
part of the market strategy of the turn-of-the-nineteenth-century press was to appeal to
the moral sensibilities of the most affluent, rapidly growing, and untapped mass news
market: the middle class. Since that time, the news has continued to present a re-
stricted picture of American society in two ways: First, by representing the world
through middle-class values, the news became an implicit model for social propriety;
second, by introducing selective moral perspectives into news coverage, the press tac-
itly became the legitimator of the same values it helped to promote.

The strength of middle-class moralism in the news business is formidable. For
example, even a tabloid paper like the New York Daily News did not print the word
syphilis until 1931, long after it had become a major social problem. Similarly, the
prototype of the highbrow family newspaper, the New York Times, refused to review
Kinsey’s landmark study of sexual behavior until years later when it had been certified
by the academic community as a serious scholarly work. One also suspects that hu-
man sexual behavior was a significant and widely practiced phenomenon long before
the Times endorsed it as a subject worthy of discussion.#

As the frenzied coverage of the Clinton-Lewinsky sexual activities indicate, the
standards for reporting on the private lives of public figures are clearly changing. Yet
many other areas of moral standard-bearing are still protected by mainstream journal-

ism. As with other reporting codes and practices discussed in this chapter, filtering the
real world through the value lenses of middle America lends the news a familiar, safe
quality. This morality filter contributes to the illusion of objectivity not because the re-
sulting news content mirrors the diversity of the social world, but because it reflects
the values of the news audience.

DOCUMENTARY REPORTING PRACTICES

Objective reporting assumes that journalists do not embellish their stories, advocate
particular interpretations of ambiguous events, or otherwise make up the news. These
principles define the practice of documentary reporting. Reporters trained in the docu-
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mentary method report only the information that they have witnessed and only the
facts that credible sources have confirmed. Although the goals of documentary report-
ing are hard to fault, in practice the methpd creates a trap for journalists confronted
with staged political performances. Only in rare cases when performances are flawed
or when behind-the-scenes staging is revealed, can reporters document in good pro-
fessional fashion what they know otherwise to be the case: The news event in question
was staged for propaganda purposes. The problem, as Daniel Boorstin has pointed
out,-is that manufactured news events, or pseudo-events, contain their own self-
supporting and self-fulfilling documentation. Thus the documentz.iry method higl.l]jghts
the very aspects of events that were designed to be reported, blumng the underlying re-
ality of the situation.*? The paradox of the documentary method is clear': The more per-
fectly an event is staged, the more documentable and hence reportable it becomes.

In response to this dilemma, news organizations have begug to exposAe some of
these planned media events.** However, the proportion of stories exposing media
events 1s minuscule in relation to those based on media events. This imbalance be-
tween reported and actual occurrences of staged events has a distorting effect similar
to adversarialism. However, by exposing even a fraction of the political manipulation
in the news, journalists may reassure the public that they are monitoring such manipu-
lation and alerting the public when it occurs.

A more common practice reflecting the “new cynicism™ that seems to character-
ize the press in recent times is to frame political situations as games between manipu-
lative actors. This tendency has been described by various scholars, including Kath-
leen Jamieson and Thomas Patterson, as noted in Chapter 1. The focus on political
motives and maneuvers may or may not capture the essence of contemporary politics,
but it conveys an essence of politics that seems both to ring true for many disillu-
sioned citizens, who, perhaps correctly, see the press as part of the game. As a result,
the documentary method has bent in ways that reflect the odd changes that have re-

-sulted in “gotcha” adversarialism and steamy moralism. Reporting the political game,

rather than the institutional safeguards or social values at stake in it, may continue to
look like objective reporting to journalists, but it may undermine the sense of news au-
thority on the part of audiences.

THE USE OF STORIES AS STANDARDIZED NEWS FORMATS

Although adopting the story as the basic news unit also had econonﬂg roots, stories
quickly became justified under the norm of objective journalism. Stories can be d§—
fended as standardized and mechamical means of communicating information. This
representation gives journalists a claim to a universal methodology of .ol.)jective re-
porting. The problem with this definition is that it is a very selective rendltlog of wbat
storytelling is all about. Telling a story requires choices about what information to in-
clude, what words to assign to the included information, and how to tie together all the
chosen symbols into a coherent whole. These choices in turn depend on assessing the
audience: deciding what point to make to that audience, and choosing what plot tech-
niques (flashbacks, sequencing, character development, climax, etc.) will best make
that point. In short, stories are not mirrors of events.*
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A well-constructed story may be plausible, but plausibility and truth in the worlg
of storytelling have little necessary connection.*¢ An obvious implication of these fea.
tures of storytelling is that they give reporters room to emphasize dramatic and nayry,
tive aspects of events.+7 Epstein suggests that the use of artistic (i.e., literary and dpg.
matic) forms in news construction is encouraged by editors, one of whom even issyeq
a memo containing formal instructions about how to incorporate dramatic structyre
into stories.*® Gans notes the frequency with which reporters “restage” aspects of st
ries to heighten their dramatic qualities.*?

The dramatic license in storytelling creates a tension: The wholesale invention of
news plots would place enormous strains on the norm of objective reporting. This tep.
sion between the value of dramatic news and the commitment to documentary reporting
helps explain the receptivity of news organizations to events that are staged dramatically
by news sources. Staged events are designed to be documented, and their dramatic feg-
tures are built in. So important is the dramatic element in political performances that
they are often judged for newsworthiness on this criterion. Gans observed that

an exciting story boosts morale; and when there is a long drought of exciting
stories, they [reporters] become restless. . . . Some magazine writers, left
“crabby” by a drought of dramatic domestic news, joked about their readiness to
be more critical of the President and other public officials for their failure to
supply news that would “make adrenalin flow.”50

The Limited Stock of News Plots

The use of stories further constrains news content by promoting the use of standard-
ized plots in news reporting. Any communication network based on stories will be-
conie biased toward particular themes. For example, criminal trials are dominated by
such familiar plots as mistaken identity, victim of circumstances, and others relevant
to the legal judgment of cases.>! The national obsession with the O. J. Simpson mur-
der case in 1994 and 1995 can be explained in part by the rich set of plots and subplots
that ran through the developing story: murder, circumstantial evidence, allegations of
framing, the fallen hero, the abusive relationship, sex, and celebrity. Add to these dra-
matic ingredients the element of race, and an already big human-interest story became
even richer with political plot possibilities. One newspaper headline even proclaimed:
“Modern Shakespearean Tragedy Rivets Nation.”s?

When a unique event engages familiar dramatic themes, the stage is set for an in-
teresting story. This principle of communication holds true whether in a conversation
between friends or in a journalistic account about lofty national issues. Storytelling
between friends frequently centers on recurring themes that define the relationship
and express the identities that the individuals have created in it. In politics, consensus
and legitimacy can be promoted through the frequent use of dominant values, beliefs,
and myths of the political culture.’® Gans has noted the news is dominated by a re-
markably small number of recurring themes. These plot devices include ethnocen-
trism (America first, America-the-generous, America-the-embattled, etc.), altruistic
democracy, responsible capitalism, and individualism, among others.5
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Political performances scripted around routine themes legitimize the status quo at
the price of severely limiting the range of political discourse.>> The formula-story syn-
drome enables reporters to use plots to screen and organize facts so that few details
are left dangling, and the resulting story can be viewed as an exhaustive representation
of reality. This naive approach to objectivity gives news writing a mystical quality de-
scribed by Robert Damton:

Big stories develop in special patterns and have an archaic flavor, as if they were
metamorphoses or Ur-stories that have been lost in the depths of time. . . .
News writing is heavily influenced by stereotypes and by preconceptions of
what “the story” should be. Without preestablished categories of what consti-
tutes “news,” it is impossible to sort out experience.>¢

Just as stories lock in the narrow political messages of routine news events,
they can introduce distortions into investigative reporting. Stories, by definition, en-
capsulate events, making them seem self-contained and independent of external
forces. Yet the tips provided by inside sources to investigative reporters are often
(one suspects, usually) motivated by the source’s own political considerations.
These motives are seldom included in the stories fashioned by reporters. Recall, for
example, the earlier discussion that the Watergate story based on the investigative
reporting of Woodward and Bernstein may have been only part of a much larger po-
Jitical scandal (see Chapter 2). The source of the inside information necessary to
keep the story unfolding seemed to provide only information that would turn the
story toward the Oval Office. Epstein noted that there might have been other politi-
cal actors, perhaps inside the CIA, who could have been caught up in the Watergate
scandal had the reporters not encapsulated the issues in a story centered on the pres-
ident and his men.57

We will probably never know who provided the information that trapped Nixon
within the damaging Watergate story. It is ironic that the reporting practices involved
prevent our finding out who did it or why. The obvious need to protect the confiden-
tiality of sources is not the only, or even, the most important reason why the political
contexts of news stories are seldom disclosed. The elevation of the story form to a pro-
fessional practice places an even more subtle prohibition on revealing the politics be-
hind political news. It would be devastating to the simple view of news reality to show
that behind every story lies another story that comes much closer to revealing the true
politics of the situation. As Epstein explained, the story-behind-the-story approach to
news reporting would blow the cover off the normative claim that objective reality can
be encapsulated somehow in stories.

REPORTERS AS GENERALISTS

Stories play another role in journalism as a universal reporting methodology em-
ployed by all reporters whether of politics, sports, or business. Reporters are trained as
generalists who are able to write stories on any subject. Although a small percentage
end up reporting in a specialized area such as science or fashion, the majority change
beats periodically and pride themselves on their ability to cover any news story.>
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The emphasis in the profession on training reporters as generalists has obvioyg
origins and payoffs. As Gans noted,

. . .the news is still gathered mostly by generalists. One reason is econoniic,
for general reporters earn less and are more productive. Beat reporters can rarely
produce more than one story per television program or magazine issue, while
general reporters can be asked, when necessary, to complete two or more assign-
ments within the same period.®

Despite these obvious economic advantages, generalism is justified almost excly-
sively in normative terms. A key element of the journalism code is informing the aver-
age citizen. The use of generalists who tell simple stories is justified as the best means
of presenting comprehensible information to the average person.

Keeping It Simple

If a reporter has any special expertise on a topic, he or she may run the risk of compli-
cating a story or violating the story form altogether by lapsing into technical analysis.
Editors and news producers seem to widely believe that the general public cannot fol-
low news produced by specialized reporters. For example, Epstein reported this re-
sponse by an NBC News executive to a Justice Department suggestion that the TV
networks use correspondents with special knowledge of ghetto problems to cover ur-
ban riots: “Any good journalist should be able to cover a riot in an unfamiliar setting.
. . . A veneer of knowledgeability in a situation like this could be less than useless. ¢
In another case, Gans reported a comment by an executive producer to his economics
reporter following a good story on a complicated subject. “You scare me with your in-
formation; I think we’ll put you on another beat.’é! Gans also noted that many special-
ists shared a general anxiety that they were becoming too knowledgeable for the tastes
of their audiences or their superiors.

Although generalism is justified normatively as a necessary concession to a mass
audience, the audience may pay a high political price in exchange for the alleged
gains in news comprehension. Generalist reporters are often at the mercy of the news
source. In technical areas, they are seldom qualified to ask critical questions.5? As a re-
sult, reporters may have to ask news sources for guidelines about appropriate ques-
tions. Even when generalists are assigned to fairly straightforward political stories,
they may have to fashion their stories almost entirely from official pronouncements
and the story angles pursued by other reporters.53 Because generalists are more depen-
dent on their sources than are specialists, the odds are even greater that they will re-
port fabricated events. Moreover, generalists may be less likely than specialists to spot
flaws in performances that would make it possible to expose the contrived nature of an
event. For example, Gans noted of generalists:

Not knowing their sources well enough to discount self-serving information,
they may report an opinion or a hopeful guess-—for example, the size of an orga-
nization’s membership—as a statistical fact. In this way, enterprising politicians
sometimes get inflated estimates of their support into the news. . . . Occasion-
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ally, general reporters may cover only one side of a story without ever knowine
that there are other sides.®*

This generalization about generalism applies even to areas in which we might ex-
pect more perspective and sophistication. For example, business reporting reflects
pews values that seriously neglect the political or social impacts (or the inner politics)
of corporations in modern life. Instead, business news tends to be a mix of shallow re-
ports of mergers and profit analyses, alongside personality profiles of corporate
celebrities such as Donald Trump or Bill Gates. As noted by Diana Henriques of the
New York Times, one of the relatively few investigative business reporters in the main-
stream news business, even business editors at prestige news organizations, often have
little sense of big business as a social or political force. Indeed, because these editors
often parachute into the business desks as generalists with little understanding of eco-
normics or the inner workings of corporations, their news assignments and decisions
about what to run reinforce the tendency to report a shallow mix of profit and loss and
profiles of companies and executives. Lacking much depth or perspective, such busi-
ness news implicitly promotes the myths of business virtue and the superior rational-
ity of free markets.5

When the giant Enron Corporation went bankrupt in 2001 and the unbelievable
story of its shady pyramid schemes and corrupt accounting practices came to light,
there was little in the business press to prepare the public for the spectacle. Even the
Wall Street Journal investigation of Enron the year before stopped short of blowing
the whistle on the company because the journalist assigned to the story could not un-
derstand how the company actually worked. Similarly, the political story of Enron’s
involvement in shaping Bush administration energy policy was not even hinted at un-
til after the collapse of the company in a cloud of deception and corruption.

THE PRACTICE OF EDITORIAL REVIEW

It is hard to imagine that the practice of editors’ reviewing, checking, and approving
reporters’ preliminary accounts of events could be cniticized. The review policies of
most news organizations are represented as ensuring that the professional practices
discussed earlier will be used in reporting the news. In a sense, editorial review does
serve this function, thereby also ensuring the news distortion produced by these jour-
nalistic practices. Editorial review exerts its own influence on the political content of
the news as well. Editors are not just the overseers of news production; they are ac-
countable to management for the competitive position of their news product in the
marketplace. As a result, editors and owners {or managers) typically develop guide-
lines that their reporters must follow in order to be successful and professionally re-
spectable in their eyes. Studies of the internal workings of news organizations make it
clear that these often subtle editorial pressures are major influences on reporters and
on the political content of news.%

These editorial pressures would not be so worrisome if they were idiosyncratic,
giving each news organization its own perspective and encouraging reporters to be
different. However, the safest editorial course is often to cover the same stories in the
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same ways as other organizations but to package them differently, using concerneq
anchors, catchy theme music, or bold headlines to attract the audience. It is no secrey
that most editors take their leads from the wire services and the prestige papers sycp
as the New York Times, the Washington Post, and, increasingly, the Wall Street Jourg
The reliance on the wire services and the prestige papers as implicit standardizing
mechanisms applies to both print and broadcast media.’ In addition, editors tend tq
standardize their product further by comparing it to the competition. It is easier for
them to justify similarities in the coverage of stories than to account for differenceg
between organizations. To put it simply, the transparency of the objectivity or fairnesg
claim becomes most evident when the coverage of one organization differs from the
others and, as a result, journalists must defend it against queries by publishers, politi-
cians, and the public. The best defense of objectivity is contained in the implicit stap-
dardization of editorial review practices.

The obvious political consequence of standardized editorial policies was cap-
tured nicely by Edwin Diamond, who noted that editorial practices reinforce the worst
tendency in the news business to stereotype stories. News stereotypes conform to the
major plot outlines of fabricated news performances and give the news its obvious sta-
tus quo bias. As Diamond notes, none of this bias can be attributed directly to political
motives on the part of reporters. To the contrary, the professional standards of journal-
ists cleanse the news of such motives; yet, somehow, the resulting product does seem
to display a particular slant:

The press isn’t “racist,” though as the skins of the participants become darker,
the lengths of the stories shrink. The press isn't “pro-Israeli,” though it is very
sensitive to Jewish-American feelings. The press isn’t afraid of the “vested inter-
ests,” though it makes sure Mobil’s or Senator Scott’s denials appear right along
with the charges. The paranoids are wrong: there is no news conspiracy. Instead
there are a lot of editors and executives making decisions about what is “the
news” while constrained by lack of time, space, money, talent, and understand-
ing, from doing the difficult and/or hidden stories.58

In short, the editorial review standards pointed to as the fail-safe mechanism for pre-
venting news distortion are, paradoxically, the very things that guarantee it.

OBJECTIVITY RECONSIDERED

A number of observers (including many journalists when they are not being pressured
by critical academics) have argued persuasively that whatever the news is, it is not a
spontaneous and objective mirror of the world. Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to

leap from this to the conclusion that neither the ideal of objectivity nor professional-

reporting practices matters. Professional standards still work in several ways that are
worth noting. For example, high-minded norms such as objectivity, even if they are
not clear themselves, hide the connection between the news and its economic, organi-
zational, and political contexts. Above all, the objectivity norm gives the press the
look of an independent social institution. Moreover, even though actual reporting
practices distort the political content of the news, they can be rationalized and de-
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fended conveniently under the objectivity code, thereby obscuring their political ef-
fects. In this fashion, journalistic norms and reporting practices operate together to
create the aforementioned information biases in the news—biases that are well hidden
behind the facade of independent journalism.

As explained earlier, claims about “objective” reporting rest on very shaky foun-
dations. For every source included, another is excluded. With each tightening of the
plot line, meaningful connections to other issues and events become weakened. Every
familiar theme or metaphor used in writing about an event obscures a potentially
unique feature of the event. Even though it is impossible for the news to be objective,
it is important that it seem objective or, in the terms of the trade, “believable.” Perhaps
most important of all, the practices and perspectives that go into it, the appearance of
objectivity or believability depends heavily on striking the right balance between ad-
versarialism and deference toward official sources. It is this balance that seems most
in danger of tipping in ways that damage the credibility of news.

How the “New News” May Undermine the Credibility
of Journalism Itself

The interesting question is, Why has the news focus shifted in recent times from gener-
ally authority-affirming accounts that paint a picture of a normal, orderly world, to
more often authority-challenging accounts that describe a world plagued with disorder,
intrigue, and mayhem? As explained i Chapter 2, even though representations of au-
thority and social order appear to have tipped toward the negative in recent years, the
reason may have little to do with whether officials are really more venal, government is
more corrupt, or levels of social disorder are objectively higher. Instead, the increas-
ingly negative images of public authorities and social disorder can be traced at least
partly to commercial news pressures for more sensationalism, emotion, and drama and
to generate new story developments to feed the twenty-four-hour news cycle.

Recall the argument by sociologist Gaye Tuchman from earlier in this chapter:
The illusion of news objectivity depends on journalists treating the world of official-
dom as authoritative. If this is true, then “gotcha” journalism may have the effect of un-
dermining the very essence of news objectivity. No matter how much journalists dedi-
cate themselves to the ideal (by whatever name it goes), the legitimacy of the news may
suffer under the burden of “gotcha” adversarialism. This is not to imply that achieving
credibility by blindly reporting the pronouncements of officials is a good idea either. It
is simply to say that the ideal of objectivity may be flawed, no matter how journalists
try to pursue it in a given era. What matters is not debunking objectivity but under-
standing that the endless debate about it may keep people from seeing that the underly-
ing biases in the news are created by the very efforts of journalists to achieve it.

It is also important to understand that just as the basic practices that define objec-
tivity evolved over the course of the nineteenth century, and just as the idea of objec-
tivity became a solid foundation of American journalism in the twentieth century, the
pace of change in the news business will surely continue to affect both the ideal and
the practice of objective journalism in the twenty-first century. Changes such as the
twenty-four-hour news cycle or the introduction of marketing people into the editorial
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offices of news organizations are characteristic of kinds of changes that have Spurreq
the historical evolution of reporting practices and news values discussed thIOughom
this chapter. In short, what accounts for any particular change in the news may be 4
combination of economic, technological, and social conditions. The results of such
change may appear far from rational or coherent. Yet journalism, as much as any pro-
fession, continues to try to make sense of its practices and even glorify them with such
sobriquets as objective reporting.

When journalists and their audiences grow as far apart in their perceptions of
whether a defining concept like objectivity is really being practiced properly, we
know that serious tensions exist among the different elements of the news system
Those who produce news and those who consume it appear to have different under.
standings of what they are doing. In the process, they may have lost an important
measure of respect and understanding for each other. Is objectivity possible, or even
desirable? That is a question for the reader now to decide. One thing, however, ig
sure: We live in a time where there is little consensus on just what good reporting
might be.
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