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Objectivity and the Political
Authority Bias
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You may recal] from discussion in ( hapter 2 that the 1ssue of i
bias is contounded because most people view the world through
political biases and think that perspectives dey 1atin

g from !I}L‘TI VIEWS ar¢
unbalanced. Because there are so mans different views operating in the pyb|;
on almost any issue, the quest for news coverage thar strikes a majority as f
balanced, or objective appears to be an impossible dream The paradoy
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value-driven as POLITICS nto generic news does 1

keep people from demanding ir. As explained in Chaprer 2. it
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their reporting. In this chapter, we will
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look at how so many competing news organizations manage to converge on
such an unhelpful information format, Joan Didion describes the code of Wash

Ingron reportng:

The genuflection toward “fairness™ is a familiar newsroom piety. In prac
tice the excuse for a good deal of autopilot reporting and lazy thinking
but in theory a benign ideal. In Washington, however, a community in

which the management of the news has become the sing

e overriding pre-

occupation of the core industry, what “fairness” has often come to mean
is a scrupulous passivity, an agreement to cover the story not as it is
occurring but as it is presented, which is to say, as it 1s manufactured.®

hese simple reporting codes explain a great deal about the information

system that the American people live with. Cut into this system where you

will, each player—whether political actor, journalist, or citizen—has a differ

ent view of it. As noted in the last chapter, the system produced by this core

reporting code is competitive, adversarial, and fully captivating for those insid-

€rs 1]“‘]1“\.1.11]\ ‘In\l [M‘ press) w ho are caught up 1n 1t Yet the result 1s a

remarkably standardized information system that displays the clearly recog

nizable biases that we explored in Chapter 2. Perhaps equally important for

democracy, this system is held in substantial disapproval by majorities of the

I
public, who often see themselves as outsiders

JOURNALISTS AND THEIR PROFESSION

Some things have changed and other things have stayed much the same in the

ways journalists view their jobs. For example. the speed of communication has
increased greatly in the past quarter-century, and journalists correspondingly
sense the importance of getting the news out quickly. In the early 1970s, 56 per-

cent of journalists surveyed regarded getting information to the public quickly

as extremely important. By the 1990s, 69 percent felt that news speed was a

tOo1 MWLt darhat - [N
top priority. Perhaps due to the pressures to produce news quickly, the per

ceived need to provide

the news \;‘gupi\‘\i

X problems u
from 61 to 48 per

rcent. The avoidance of complex stories n in turn, account

tor a somewhat dimis

1 sense of the importance of investigating govern

11ms—Ilon

irk of journalism’s contribution to democracy.

ng dropped from 76 to 6/ per-

the 1990s.° Indeed, the latest edi-

ntury shows a

4 1st 1 the 21st (
- €T O jour , yet the same basic
= & Persist of this comes at a time when the amount of
: : t0 N passing as news through more communication channels
D spite the rapidly changing business and audience contexts, one feature
the profess t has remained nearly constant since the rise of a i""’f“
\. ace3 1920s to the present day is the overriding commitment to

Because journalists do not have a scientific
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that systematically favor the reporting of official perspec
ime, the postures of independence and objectivity creatt d by
practices give the impression that the resulting news
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h] ‘\"MIII‘ ‘,\TIWT'\'\.\M)

tation of reality. nal journalism
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DEFINING OBJECTIVITY: FAIRNESS,
BALANCE,AND TRUTH

[ournalists sometimes substitute terms,
be the prime

|
such as accuracy, fairness, balance, or

voal that guides their
v with so many crit

repe it

I 1o -
to descri

truth in place of objectivit
ng. Objectivity 15 a tough standard to achieve

that journalists today

, particular
do not even come
[hey seem to be

J:)\L' to

ics and citizens charging
achieving it. Accuracy, balance, and fairness are softer terms
of all the obstacles to objectivity:

more reasonable reporting goals in |

The values inherent in political events
-

[he deceptions of new smakers

.

[he difficulty of achieving a wholly

The impossibility of covering W11 the
short JL‘.I\H!’!L\

breaking information online and the

neutral point of view
. sides and gathering all the tacts

s o] \H.ll“h

['he rush to meet ut
”“" Ivl\\k”‘\”.‘ .1'%”‘11&‘\\\\\\{\‘
to come under fire N0 matter

press 1s surc
ournalists,

I'T‘.\.‘]‘!Ui‘\.f‘ik

Because of these dul
accuracy,

[o many embattled |
sible goals. One sign of the nmes 1
lists’ code of ethics dropped the word
as the core principle. How

l hard 1t t
how hard it tries to present the facts.
S

ance. or fairness sound like more defer

¢ o
that the Society of l’lnh‘\\hi[‘..\‘ il‘“T“J
|

featuring 1t
notes that objectit placed

yrepensive n

objectivity in 1996 atter many years of
ian David Mindich

.”:.ffr‘", accuracy, and comf
view. the decision to replace abiectivity with these sy
an embattle i

EVEr, Iull!‘H.!}\\l .IHL'_ i'&\‘u): ity was e
. £5s. In his
ignals that mamny

nmitted to

in the code with terms, such as
nonyms s

vet remairn cor

| of defending ] word _
‘ no matter which

sirit, 19 There 1s strong evidence that
be to an ‘\!'\',il

1alists subscrt
Research Center

1 3
theé Pew
rreed that

ts polled ag

journalists are firec
1ts meaning and gulding sf |
of objec

yame it goes by, the vast majority of

10L

4 national survey con

yr example, 1n

tuvity, |
journalis
.nd widely | upon

..quarters Of
U

for the l‘\"‘[“‘L‘ and
“rrue, accurate,

their ideal standard
be more laudable 1f thert

account of an event

Changing the names of h"pnr:m: ideals
. | | - T s T > int ‘IA”L: 1
were also changes in the actua! practices that cf yte the news 1N
howeVver, refer 1O 1€

[he new terms, :
{ under the 101t} claim of objecty

n more

biases discussed in Chapter 2
1r Once ['\Al\\L'L : il
or balance may be eve misleading

tivity st inds

practices th
At least object

same journalistic
ity. Moreover, fairness,
as a dk'\\.l'i
reality of [

accuracy,
ontent .
L‘]T.]T”\|[|/LA\L ted, and

C
fragmente

than objectivity ption of news
u-r\.m.il!/u].

n \}Llﬂ\ contrast to the




196 | cHAPTER & e the Profe

authority-oriented whether normalized or chaotic) news. Fairness or
accuracy are tuzzier terms that invite ration. ilizing these inform; 1tion biases
as the best we can hope for given the limits within which well meaning jour
nalists operate,

Consider, for example, the case for the term fairness. One may say, isn’t
presenting the facts offered by both sides and giving them equal time about as

close to accuracy as w e can get? Im'! fair a better description of this approach

than objective? Consider the num ber of dubious assumptions on which
term fairness rests. First, there is the problem of limiting complex, multisided
Issues to two sides. Second, there is the question of which two sides to admir
through the news gate. The two sides that appear In most stories are anything
but a broad sam p’u of possible viewpoints. For ex imple, fairness in reporting
presidential addresses means that the opposition party will be given an oppor
tunity 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

| every

legitimate other sides in An nerican politics. This assumption is reinforcec

time journalists build a story u; pon it, yet the gradual weakening of ties to par-

ties by both voters and ¢ indidates in recent vears raises serious doubts about
this premis

A second hallmark of tairness is equal time (as in allowing both sides to
present their positions). Given equal time, t}

1€ information edge goes to the most
predictable,

stereotypical, official pronounceme nts in almost every case. New

,
Ideas take more time and ettort to communicate intelligibly than old, familiar

ideas I'he press could \ft‘\(wla' eéxtra time

to make new ideas acc essible to people,

ut that would seem untair to the dominant actors ind their supporters. It is
safer to stick with an easy idea of fairness that involves grantir 1g equal time to

the \i‘ll’n'mt‘l‘!\ﬂl [lM WO most voc; 11— and often most ste reotvpical sides

| th 11s raises the poOssi1 bility th: 1T seem [|~_;i\ \H"[‘u 1deas such as }‘.II.IIT»L
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3 T 1 - 14 |
-"“!Ml\“-‘lt 1ssue, \i-wl:uu bal 1NCE D¢ AL!W';\L'\Z In eévery news storv or over a
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VEery story, meaning that th

1 eV ou 1 report en ;*.‘11\5,«(\.”:(‘ point ot view
over another Howe V 1S noted earlje what 1t one point of view is seldom
heard, and it 1s more ¢ icated than the already established positions? Why

'L gIVE new perspectives more 1 me, without interruption from a perspective
hat 1s heard ey d % |
Wi peop ncounter deas le tamiliar ones. the psychological
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S are so tamiliag

and sensible thar they seem to

r rve ohvi nd ot 1
t2 serve obvious and laudable purposes. Indeed, it is dif

other tunction for ad

If'Jn'\ or documentary

versaria
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reporting or standards Of good taste than improving the quality ind objectiy
t the " w o ¢ T 11 |
) news. Yet, the following discussion suggests that the evolution of

ity or tne

nort 1 - ty, I I { ]
norms such as objectivity, tairness, and balance had more to do with the

somewhat haphazard course « Ve h tl
wphazard course of the developing news business than with the

rational or determined pursuit of truth. In short, practices were dictated more

cumstances than by rational

rical, or business Cir

by !‘_i\II!Il\_‘.l. ZL‘\.hiH!;
later became rationalized as
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Shift over the C( ! f the nine '
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SINESs HIHLI&'I‘: W‘Jnxi on Ihr \.lll' )1

escribes this transtorma

BL! 3 i T 1 |
by political parties to one supported by bu

advertising. Journalism historian Gerald Baldasty d
ron 1n Se ter i »

; R'WLNL terms: “In the early nineteenth century, editors defined news as a
volitical instrumen nten t {

I cal instrument intended to promote party INterests. Bv century’s end, ed

tors defined ne anthin 1
; ed news within a business context to ensure or Increase revenues.

I This commercialization, and its contin

Toirs bad ]
News had become commerc I.iii/\'\i.u'
\derstand to be sensible

ung ¢ 1 | 1
ling evolution to this day. resulted in what we now ur

ind proper " i i i
proper ways to report on the world we live in.

THE CURIOUS ORIGINS OF OBJECTIVE JOURNALISM

It is tempting t 1
npting to think that modern journalism practices derive logically from

1 1
there 1S -.HE!\ILiL‘l'J!‘!L‘ evidence

th
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first modern journal
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| \111\!1\\1\. various ~l‘[311"‘i'|l_!17\ ot
umstances.

a nonjour nalist, secretary

LiIT'L‘" g | y N
‘ ferent points in ime and often under odd CIrc
inverte . . 1 " : : g

erted pyramid” style may have originated with

1mpotl rant communigues .l}‘tiUE

) r i
of war Edwin Stanton, who wrote a series ol

the Civil War

Mindich claims that the foundations fof

all the pracutces that go Into

f the 1800s

OoDle v " ok : : :
Ok jective reporting were L'\l.l|*|h':-:\‘._ one at a time, by the end « e
] e : | ne yioht e
Jloweve . the 1dea it what many reporters Were 1‘“‘1\1\ doing n ieht b

turn of the century

called “objective journalism” did not appear until after the
ideal of objectivity can be viewed as both an
ism trade looking to become

le JJ\\ Nnews

middl

I 1 1 1
In many wavs, this retrospective
'L“‘"'~‘

journa

\.‘.‘_nm!wn‘_\\\ 1im on the 1‘12'1 of a
i
increasingly educated €

sion, and as a rhetorical appeal to an

ably to thost cla alism

profession

1ms 1bout I
anythi

audience who responded favor
In the early days of the American republic, the news was
funded by or

either

| '

objective. Most newspapers Were otherwise sympathetic to
I : :

or ideologies. Reporting involved the

particular }\l?iztlk.ll parties, interests,

li - or } ing what it

political interpretation of events. People bought a newspaper knowing whatits
events \\HIJH be filtered

and knowing that pnlm\.n\

[s, Ihi\ 1S a ser o '!H““*:‘"

1sible way

political perspective was
It 1S pe yssible

[n many respec
the } he to
1e news about politics. 1f one knows the
|

through that perspective.
biases of a l(‘_1‘c\!1: I
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control for them in mnterpreting the account of events. Moreover, if reporting g
explicitly politically oriented. different reporters can look at the same event

from different points of view. The idea was that people would encounter df-

ferent points of view and bring them INto face-to-face debates about w hat the

best course of action might be—an idea thar ume directly from some of the

nation’s tounders, such as Jefferson.

I'he commitment to political analysis in news reporting began to fade 35
the nature of politics itself changed tfter the age of Jackson from the late

1830s on. As Baldasn notes, politicians became [ess dependent on party
Papers to communicate with voters as. imong other things, strict norms

against candidates campaigning directly in public began to change.?’ With

inancial support for papers b gan to dry up. The early

papers were modest operations with small, local readerships. These small and

increasingly impoverished newspapers could not compete for large audiences
! paj |

as the nation and irs communication system orew

these changes, party f

' ;
As the country grew, the economics of the news business changed. For

N to move to the cities, creating mass audiences
tor the news. Also. the expansion of the Ame

example, the population b

rican territory during the nine
} 1
teentn century creared a need for the
news. Breakthroughs in

made possible the production of

nd large-scale distribution of
|

nation; printing and communication technologies
cheap mass media ne ws that could be gathered

in the morning on the East Coast and distributed by eve ning on the West Coast.

I'hese and other patterns in the development of the nation produced dra

tic changes in the news. By 1848 , Eroup of newspapers made the first

y _‘..
lardized news by torming the Associated Press (AD).
Pooling reporters and selling

great step toward stanc

the same story to nundreds, 1d eventually thou-

sands, of subscy bing newspapers me antt

ws had become a profitable
mass-market commodity. Of ‘

V. course, marketability of the news
meant that it had to be stripped of its overt political messages so that it would
be appe: tO news organizations of 3 political persuasions. An early proto
type of CUve reporting was bori \Jur.u',m_ t need to send short mes

m was tollowed by the transmission of
S0 dictated a simplified, standard

when, and why of an event

‘ ; . s
nd reconstructed and embellished easily

nass media news grew, the demand for reporters grew

ereas w '6 a persuasive political essay required skill in

Ical analys 5, It was tar €asier to compose Stories,

whict € the basic media for commur lcating about everyday events. The use

OI stories also Uaranteed ?i\,!i the news would be :::[“,‘r-_"ri‘_‘r to the growing
mass-news |

1ner, the « lnanine SO
~b the overlapping effects Of communication technology, eco

» and social change 8ave rise to large-scale news-gathering

C develq pPment

nd news r:\_”L(‘_r‘-

: : o : Organizations. Along with these organizations came a
‘ standardized set of T€porting practices \s men

tioned previously, news services
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(ie the AP vl i A
ike the AP ushered in the documentary report. ['he use of wire transmission

with untrained reporters, promoted the shift to the
irst adversarial reporting.
and con

along story form. The dis
covery that drama sold newspapers promoted the f
Early I';‘pn‘r!cl\ were rather like provocateurs stirring up CONtroversy
flict in order [.“ generate dramatic material for their stories

As news bureaucracies grew 1n response to the p.]pu‘»‘ economIC Success,

editorial review pr es becam ;
¢ ew practices became expedient means of processing the huge flow

of news. \F"'.‘I" Is of i tast
andards of good taste guaranteed that

a news product would be

inoftensiv he 166 MAT )
fensive to the mass market. Much of today’s news format in the main-
he century with the growth

stream establishment press evolved at the turn ot t
10 \x‘.lll[cd SErious

f affluent consumers wi

ora
reporting and bought the household products th

the new :
news. There was initially stiff competition betw
as the }L'“(J\\ pl'cw‘ at the

ons of news

(T 2] |
arge, educated middle class o

at were advertised along w ith

een this highbrow press

and the t ! ; jal f
d the tabloids or “scandal sheets also known
turn of the twentieth cent
lf \I( ntieth century. 1 hese |1!.‘J.IWI\ \L'Il‘nl“()li-lll/t'd verslt
rketed ducate
eted to a less-educated, working-class population seeking escape as

much as informartion from the media.
solitics became dominated by an afflu

Bv the 192
the 1920s, urban life and local
le with formal education.

ent r ol

t middle class of business and IW[‘()'L'\\“.!]JI peop
| tasteful was an eftective
fer. for example, the

it to Print” and

'[(L';‘I;wn(im‘\ the news as objective, nonpartisan, anc
;"mrrkl.““: ploy geared to the lifestvle of this group. Lonsic
\;Il\ ‘\l\“u.k-”\ of the New York Times, “All the News That’s

t Will Not Soil the Breakfast ( loth.”?” This ]‘I'c)h'\xlnl].l' image
[his image also became a convenient means
and the sensationalistic

drt\wd

existng practices in a new \.[\I‘_‘

i

o k;.!\LFL' lit the 1 1
dit the muckrakers on the journalistic left

3 Y
candal sheets on the political right.=
among intellectuals following

F ;
5 ‘W.IH“\_ there was a growing expectarion
orld } ; ]
d War I that democracy was in trouble and could be saved by

sional pre o I
press dedicated to the mission of provi information to the

a pre tes

ling objective
1 movement for a _1‘|'\|h'~miillki|

}\tLL‘\'I‘L‘TI ‘IL\M

public.2? ‘ "1

I ¢.2? This noble purpose helped define

press and { s .
$ and a code of objective ‘ournalism. Led by persuasive s

Walt

descript L
cription of their existing work practices
protessions,

oard objective reporting as both a

and as a high mora
L!L'\t‘h?[‘ul a sc

r Lippmann,” journalists began to r¢
| imperative

t of busi

MO

In these wavs, journalism, like most

Jose practices Wi npressive |

th an ur

ndowed tl
to regard their

ness pr S |
pracuices tirst and then ¢
reporters began

senerations Of
higher status and

essional rationale. Successive £¢€
should demand

WOr . 1 1

ork as a skilled occupation that

srofessional status both enhanced the s
for higher wages by restricting the entry ©

lism ranks

better
oclal Image

wages. The move toward a |
the way

eant

of reporting and pave
Professionalism m

ne ‘

newcomers off the street into the journd

| be required for <kills that had been
journalism pr it
{ practices

formal training and screening coulc ‘
31 A a result, ygrams emerged ¢
rne the receivec
of this curious t

acquired formerly on the job.
as profes

nalize and re
psule summary
is |

universities and began to fort
ransiton

he best ca
a Pn;f(‘\\lutl

sional standards. Perhaps t S
ou Cannons observatior
=

2 business nto
became ¢

ot journalism from

that what began “as a technique 1 value.
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PROFESSIONAL JOURNALISM IN PRACTICE

Because the ideas Of accuracy, balance, truth, and
what was originally called obje,
use the term obje, ity

rness have thej; roots in

we reporting, the following discussion will

to preserve historical continuity, If ¢}

¢ .’\'.I\il'\‘ preters
in mind, though, thar the
underlying pracrices remain much the
lism texts by I)‘\ul Min
Spectives and practices that report

the alternate terms, feel free to subst titute them: beg
words may chang , bur

€ Same
A review of jourr

dich '|mi\ 1 common set of pe

ers are taughr and ¢

their d: 1ily work. These defining ingre dients of objecriy

it bring objectiviry nto

v include deta hment,

nonpartisanship, relignce oz facts,” balance, and the

e, a
mid writing style (which

use of the ;

puts the most Important facts
paragraph),’3 The following discussion

h } i
SNOWS how thy
embedded in these and other ilnllmm

.]:"u' of Hi‘ft'&f'\l[\ 1S

Journalistic methods; it thus remains
general workings of news Or¢
from the revi iew by Mindich

that embody oh

key to unde rstanding the

lzations. Drawing
and other sources. th and practices
Jective Jjournalism in

clude the fol owing

1. The protessional Journalist assumes the role of 4 1

/ neutral adver
sary, critically examin; ng both sides of ap 1ssue and ensuring

Impartial coverag Journalists see adversarialism a5 an important coun
ft‘I'l‘flIIl[ to i\uu;muu

B too close to thej; >ources, ensuring detachment and
balance in their report

rung. As discussed in the last chaprer, the adversarial
role has been corrupted by

many journalists and sch ol
2. The

side of the news hy :;.”f\:‘r;

‘gotcha” journ lism in recent vears, but
ars continue to think of this as adversarialism.

lournalist resists the temptation to discyss the s

amy, sensationalistic

18 pPret
taste \‘\l.lf‘(!\h b YUT

|

as of decency and
§00d taste. Standards of daries as a story makes irs
way toward becoming |

g “objectified ™ Like 1dvers
also i‘(U'HH Strainec the Increase of sey SC abloid cover
IN the mainstre 1M press, Many CrItiCcs w de 1zations

1I'e \'\ SII thelr con t to stick; T ¢ '_1\4"\1‘H]‘_'_
rumor and OSsIp

!

3. Tl Futhtulness and 1ality [ EWS IS g inteed by the use of
i tmentary repoy Ing practices nat pern Z‘;;“Ii!\l\le“.iH\'i]H’l””“
Publig ISC the facts™ ¢ tcan be ohg ved or supported with credible

",\‘ i 112 | faorm y|
1Pl CNecKs or ews
who, what, when

plausible account
mmon means of every

lic to judge the

in the story format.

tan mverted pyramid

L UHIC Most Important (‘:«\HIL']][\ of the
*Ar 1N th !
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Because thev share the methods just listed, news organizations often
favor the idea that reporters should be generalists, not specialists. The use
of standardized reporting formats enables any reporter to cover any kind

of story, further separating reporters from personal bias vis-a-vis the sub

ject matter of the news | he practice of tratmng reporters as g reralists,

as opposed to specialists, also helps minimize undesirable interpretive

lencies in news reporting.”® In recent vears,

appeared in areas such as the environment, health, science, and tech
rn

nology, bt key areas such as business and [u,[g(u\ still favor

generalists,
6. Practices 1 through 5 are regulated and enforced by the important prac
view, which is a check against violations of the prac-

tice of editor

tices and norms of the profession.

Each of the defining elements of objective journalism just listed makes a

direct contrit

ution to news bias by creating or reinforcing conditions favor-

» of news filtered by Washington officialdom. This should

not be st irprising in light of the previous \.JI’\II|L' h]\“”-} of the news profes-

able to the reporti

sion. The basic practices that later became known as professional journalism
were developed to sell mainstream social and political values to a mass audi-
rspectives gradually disappear red from the news or

ence. As diverse political

became discredited as not objective, it became easier to convince people that

nained was somehow objective. T'he
all others,

the officiated nolit

tical perspective

I ;
logic of such a claim is simple: As one reality comes to dominate

lity begins to seem objective. The absence of credible compe

fl‘“:!\\ Ing L!L\l_“\\ll'” a!]u\\\ I](:\\

1t domir

on supports the illusion of objectivity. The
promotes Narrow political mes

1 element of objective journalism actively

sages in the

news

The Adversarial Role of the Press

If the ”\\ 1a were alwavs adversarial in their dealings with politicians, they
would face ews could end up d screditing the institu
lons and .nds for credibility. To a remarkable degree,
then. m e ; AR n the general
€N, maintaining the illusion ot news objectivity depends on the §

elian 3 £ yOItS as rul"' Ai‘t!
cliance on a f official views to certify reports as ¢

nd icceprance ol

valid. As socrologist Gaye Tuchman put it

ball 1 1i o cenpralized information dis
hallenging the legitimacy of othices holding centraliZec

If all of officialdom 1s corrupt,
and alleged occurrences.

mantl . all its facts and
manties the news net
k'}.:(‘ij tacts
ind air time of

1n alternative al nd ecor
yle as news

Occurrence se viewed as all
ces must be viewed S

A y to fill the ne 1MNS &
ccordingly, to fill the news colum e tal

news organizarions would have to ne

.nd constituent facts acceptal

nethod of locating occurrences cimated, t

of everyday life
riage Licenses W
, whether Robert

. are deleg!

For example, if the institutions S rdibe \mpm ”m

tacts tendered by the Bureau of Marr
e bureau to leart

Jones and Fay

could no longer call th
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Smith had married. In sum. amassing mutually self validating facts simul

taneously accomplishes the doing of newswork and reconstitutes the

everyday world of offices and tactories, of politics and bureaucrats, of

bus schedules and class rosters as historically given 3¢

It is equally true, of course. that the news would also lose its image of

objectiviry if reporters openly catered to the propaganda interests of public

otficials and government institutions. It neither extreme adve rsarialism nor is

polar opposite support the illusion of news objectivity, th

en there is an obvious
implication: most adversaria| heh Wwior

on the part of the press should reveal

itself as ritualistic, and in keeping within the cox 'Perative interests of reporters

and officials. A ritualistic posture of antagonism between press and govern

ment creates the appearance of mutual independence while keeping most news

content to political perspectives certified by
ing dramatizes the myths of a free press and an open government that have
long defined American democracy.

v authorities. Such rirualistic postur

It is the nature of rituals ro evoke such
myths and beliefs w ithout challenging them

Adversarialism as Ritual If the ads ersarial r;?.alm:!m\;w 1s a ritual thar both
mystities and legitimizes the reporting

Tn“n\\m.u characteristics should be observed: (a the incidence of criticism and
controntation shoy

uld occur regularly, as a matter of everyday reporting ori-
vosed to Just w |M'H [hl"’l 15

of narrow political messages, then the

€ntation, as opf 1 serious political issue at stake:
b) challenges and charges will aim to provoke personal mistakes or political
controntations between | ‘

oliticians rather than deeper investigations of issues:
IBCS against officials wi]] b

restricted to the m personally and generally
separated from thei institutions and offices: and finally, (d ) these characteris-
tics should pertain equally to routine news voverage (e.g., reporters’ beats) and
nonroutine :

CON C-8. Crises and scandals
\s illustr Of these points, consider C. Jack Orr's study of earlier
sresidential me ( 2 A
presiaentia Press conferences \r vzing data from a H.“”Iw“, of Kennedy.
Johnson, and N XON Dress confar

und thart the proportion of hos

0ss presidents, conterences,

did the incidence of con

it nearly all hostile questions
|

it those personal questions also si

titutior Moreover

g \"1::,!?"L‘\£ 13;“: n

.l\.ul

» questions that could have

an i1ss

fivitations to the president ro redefine
r dist f Y {ad
>SUC Or dismiss the chitire question, li]\;'\].ug}jh[-\; patterns, Orr concluded

- adversanal postures of Press and president create 2 dramatic image of
) HIStIC aggressiveness while tommunicating a subtle message of 1nstitu
mal deterence
In an age in which . |
I € 1IN which personal Image and }"t.‘i‘!h '”\'P“"“ii are kev elements
political power, politiciane .. .
political power, p ItiCians Increasingly avoid even ritualistic skirmishes
. with the press na nk ' }
! u‘\\ pack. As result, fewer Press conferences have been held n
B A recen - 1di vt} :
T At decades, indicating that Presidents prefer o deliver their messages to the
Sagdly.
-
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on the most personal and dr N]]::I? | I[h- _”““ o e e
: - amatic aspects of politicians lives, stepping 1n front

can prove challenging to a president. For example, George H. W. Bush
leader to announce the results of impor-
only to be asked about whether he had

public in more controlled settin

of the pac
stepped to the podium with a worl
tant talks (part of the politician’s ritual
had a love affair a few years r.n'lwri
(ll:mr[ Innmn‘;vu Ruth Bader Ginsberg to the press, she tolc
apo < § t .

ut her difficulties as a woman n a male-dominated world. After her state-

sress pack challenged the president’s
hat he lectured

When Bill Clinton introduced Supreme
{ a moving story

mclnl. the opening question from the j

political motives for her

the journal ives for her appointment and so angered linton ¢
journalists on Thl'li' common da'u‘lh\

Hr()ld rity
é 1ali Jeme

ualistic elements have also been observed in the reporting of
s—to the extent that a number

becoming routine

NEws events, co
, complete i .
plete with standard reporting formulas.3 For example,

‘\|Ih"1dt‘
€ and Snow .d

showed how a scandal involving an aide to Jimmy Carter
porting formula that emphasized politi-
he importance

fL‘\\ rout * eve
: } utine events \lhh as ‘-\..Hlxl‘ﬂ\ ‘HMI Crise
0 oDSe
SErvers IW.l\l' .ll".‘ll'l I . nd :
rued that Criscs and '\LJ”LI..“'\ arc

was cast quickly into a standard re
hile offering little measure of t
hrough the Whitewater scandal
e subjected to guilt by assoct-
Despite saturation cover-
members of the
as about. Yet these scandals and
as illustrated by Barack
‘bout his birth and reli-

cal damage to the president w
of the issue itself.*! Similar patterns ran t
1::[\[1)»]“!1@4 Bill and Hillarv Clinton, as they wer
age T:n\wkli;l\wl;:i_]t{lllll’m_” ol “‘h'hi\ real estate dealings.
public ever 1?11 { *\"““"!"I'F\ of serious wrongdoing, few
et i ,k erstood what the scandal w
Ul\um':ll(\: :(“\IJIH": of image damage and doubt,
oton Bl L ntinuous engagement with questions
eliets

news Interview and talk

of virtually every
stage serrngs

lays, from the
he tag-team ques-

able person-

Tag-

g-Team Journalism The format
adversarial disp
rontational poses o't
address. {
are examples of

program
A I I[L 1s designed to promote
at place
place press and politicians 1n cont
and terms of

tion-a |
nd-answer formats to tone of voice
or Keith Olberman

‘:::IL:\‘_ I”Lh as Glen Beck, Bill O'Reilly,
ied adversarialism. The journalists
soliticians, b
have limits,
jucling-pundit
a I‘a'J[ news
who were
ker Carlson resem-

Jlld other guests on
jelight in being rude

hyy Jon Srewart’s

IEI&'H‘ shows not

yut they seem Lo €
as illustrated |
program Crossfire.
program rather

0
nly ‘I“E‘Ll\ little respect for |
toe I

each other as well. Yet, the rituals
e on CNN’s former ¢

ey didn’t become
pinmeisters

f

famous 2004 appearan
St , aranc
vart asked the hosts whv th

tha
n an entertainment theater
e from conservat

a cafeteria tooc
1 was later

[nternet audienc

rulning

for puil[uﬂl s
ive host Tuc

 fight. ¢ arls
cance
¢ than the pro

on soon left the

Americas
erican politics. The respons
led—perhaps

ble :

ed the talk-show equivalent of
-

program under fire, and the whole progran

|‘t' S
cause this revealing moment reached a larger

antagonism ritual by

h attacks frequently
€55, un\l‘l'IIHIL‘I'

gram ever attracted on cabler
politicians cont
liberal,
| occupy the ag

he enduring
]{)Nfl]t‘. Suc
Jas of busin

ribute to €
biased, or I
enc

For their part,
routinely attacking the press as
appear in elite publications an¢
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and journalism symposia,*? Occasionally, such charges are dramatized through
tormal political attacks, such as the ones during the McCarthy era and the
Nixon administration. One analvst found the Nixon-Agnew attacks on the press
so ritualized that he interpreted them in terms of ethol. gical concepts of animal
aggression and territorial defense, 44

None of this means that politicians or the press take their often-antagonis
tic relations lightly. Indeed, the mark of a good ritual is that those involved are
deeply moved by it. For example, Bill Clinton raged in a Rolling Stone inter-
view with William Greider that he was the most poorly treated and misrepre-
sented of presidents.* Clinton was hardls alone. The list of presidents claim-
ing this distinction is 2 long one, dating from George Washington and Thomas
Jefferson to [ yndon Johnson and Richard Nixon. Few have taken their press
treatment as personally as Nixon. who kept a personal enemies list, which
included a good number of Journalists who were singled out for wiretaps, IRS
audits, and other special punishments.*® Although the press ritual can be quite
JI]IIHJ(('Li JTIL[ cIlgl‘uwlIl;',. lm{h tor :'htlw W hn ;\I.l\ It _HILQ tor Ihr Jlld[t’]l\.k'\
who watch it, this should not distract us from unde rstanding whart this ritual
accomplishes: narrowing the focus of human attention to convincingly exclude

idl'}ic' categories of experience tfrom |‘1:Mh lihuull\t.

The Uneasy Partnership Between Reporters and Officials For all of the struc-
ture and routine that define the news, there are still tumes when the press pro-
vides a fairly wide range of critical information to the American people. As
explained in ( hapter 1, some information diversity enters the news through
Journalistic routines such as indexin

lexing 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 busi-
ness, and journalists have considerable choice over how to build up and how
to end these stories lhis means that pPress—government rituals still have an
edge to them. Indeed. both sides have enough to gain and lose to make the dis-
Plavs ot aeg

pldy 1EEression génuine

¥ 3 s ,‘ 3 | v 3 - 1 - ra
I'he ritual works 1s long as neither side undermines its credibility by rais

INg questions about

ut the system that legitimizes their roles. Even Warergate,

€ model of modern Investigative reporting, stopped short of

1
ONng rega

challenging 1¢ authority Of government or pu\h]m‘_ too far into institutional
"a!‘J:! &S, such as flaws in the secrecy and espionage systems that may have con
tributed to presidential abuses of power. Foy the most part, the press pack set-
tled for the limits established by congressional investigations. The press ulti-
mately pronounced the normalizing conclusion that “the s stem worked.”

Despite the rich possibilities for a story that might go well beyond the per
president, the press avoided them all in favor of
reporting the steadsy stream of leaks from » fabl

sonal failings of one flawed

D Il ed inside source nicknamed
een - *F reve | > | !

eer nroat (later revealed to be the second in command at the FBI), "hm'u
us congressional Investigations at work on the case.
ative reporting
problems or abnormalities

with the activities ot varic

T'his brand of Investig

ignored questions about institutional
in favor of dmm.!rmng the personal culpability of
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the most pub ; ; ] 8
¢ most publicly visible actors involved.*® Whereas all the institutional paths

ions of change and
irama held out the promise
dividuals were accused, charged,
when Nixon

dent Roger

reform (questions the press chose

tor the story led to quest
largely to avoid), the personal ¢ of returning th
fre ng the

system to normal as soon as the
True to the chosen normalizing plot,

eat of impeachment, NBC corresport

“The System \\.El['kl‘l_““

political
in

and removed from ofhce
resigned from oftice under thr
Mudd led the nation in the cheer
The me
e melodramartic resolution—a tearful Nixon sayin
g of f.:ucul news for the system—

White House staff and an upbeat ending

In retrospect, however, 1t Seems that the
the institutional weaknesses that per
Even at the level of
g. Atfter all,
t of the

¢ goodbye to the

seemed to make sense at the time

news exonerated a system containing
mitted the . . .

e abuses of power to occur in the first place.
11C l'l]\'ll

a, “The System Works” seems an 1rof
||)h'ht sentences 1O mos

| media celebriries 10

P&‘T\un.ﬂ mn‘}\ ul:.lm

'

the system par i

t} stem pardoned the worst offender, gave

omne T : |

hers. and turned many crimir Is 11 [

criminals 1nto millionaires anc

by the Bush

1f1Ive story

EI]L' Process
of domestic spy1Ing
broke the nvestg:
r over ayear afte
ces define 11s m

e of independent

A 2005-2006) coverage

admi r b

altl m\[{”‘l”” follows a similar path. T'he press

although the Neu : .

lhbiad i ew York Times withheld ;‘lll‘li\.ltl(!l\ to
ed by the government), and then le

tance and ou

ce and outcomes. Rather than rely on't

dvance one side of th

a battle

The more recent
r being
¢ government sour e
able volum
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coverage of the Clinton-Lew insky affair
During that scandal, audiences Jear
dential semen stains on a blue dress

suggests a tabloid trend in the press
ned of oral sex in the Oval Office, presi-
» and graphic sexual accounts published in
the report of special prosecutor Kenneth Starr. Suc

h 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 disapproval. Even as they drag up sean

1y details, journalists are also
quick to pronounce mor

alistic judgments. It would have been useful during the

Lewinsky affair to do a count of the number of raised evebrows on the Sunday

morning news shows or the numbers of shocked and
uttered by the cast of journalists turned sl
generation of journalistic mo
rial in the first place,

disdainful expressions
wuting pundits. Whereas an earlier
rality police may not have published such mate-
a later generation driven to sensationalism will publish
first and then decry jts 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, pro-
tane language, erotic art, or depictions of the human anatomy seldom appear
in the news. Even a5 standards of news taste

strain of middle-Americ

adopted as part of jrs

evolve, there remains a curious
an morality that the mainstream press long ago
protessional code.
carries the moral message of family values and the enduring obligation of
d them. As tor the

Even coverage of scandals generally

politicians to uphol collection of things regarded as too

tasteless, ottensive, or obscene to include in

the news, excluding them legit-
imizes the middle-class valyes that may often be at odds with the actual events
[h.ll‘ reporters witness. |

O put it bluntly, reporters and editors may censor their
coverage to bring news Images in line with social values and sensitivities. The
standards of good taste creates two paradoxes for
- otandards of taste have a bias in
quo values that the bulk of political Propaganda promotes.*’ Moreover, the
‘1\n|\|\llh_t orf ottensive ideas remoy
but true aspects of th

Practical application of
NEWs content

tavor of l‘l't'LI\L‘J} those status

€S Irom public awareness many undesirable
¢ real world. As a result,
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Promotes the work
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ch widely dive
tor dominance and leg
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i:‘!]\\ passively Of propagandists, as mentioned prc\'lt)tl?‘]"
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standards of ¢
news events,

and issues at stake in many situations. In this
aste may

thereby making jour
tons of politica] Sttuations. Should
1ty police? ( onsider the following

lead to overy censorship of some aspects of
nalists active agents in shaping the defini-
Journalists join forces with society’s moral-
cases and decide for yourself.
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retired colleague Strom [hurmond at a birthday celebration tor his crusading
presidential campaign in 1948, The campaign was based on a hl.lrl.mzlx rLI
platform. Reporters on the scene reported the grand celebration, but not th
remarks. Soon, however. the Internet was ablaze as bloggers (led by Republ
cans who did not want their party assoctated with such reactionary ideas) soo
brought the remarks to public attention and facilitated the leap of the story into
the headlines. YouTube videos have led to the downfall of political candidates,
The age of crowdsourced reporting has added pressures to cony entional jour-
mlmﬁ standards, vet most mainstream news organizations continue to trv to
hold the line on those standards.

Sex, Death, and Censorship  The decency code is so entrenched that it T“\‘f"
applies to coverage of important health and biological issues. For examp ‘
took more than rwo vears for the mainstream media to explain that one wayin
which the dreaded disease AIDS (acquired immune deficiency syndrome) is
spread is through anal Intercourse.,

he threat posed by a large-scale, life-
threatening AIDS epidemic w

ould seem to call tor rapid delivery of as much
explicit information as possible to the public. Yer in the early, panicky """!_rw'f
the disease, the decency code governed information content about AIDS. Early
stories suggested that the disease was transmitted “not through casual _L.'”,]'
tact,” and through the “exchange of bodily fluids.” As one editor pur - “":
would make the reader 8uess what was going on rather than use the term ‘anal
intercourse’ . . . We wouldn’s spell it our.”

" A television reporter recalls receiving
Pressure from her producer ¢,

— *SDONSE
» refrain from using explicit language in respt
to a tew phone calls from morally o

SUSs to emerge in the

ttended viewers. It took years for consen-
1 . 1 . (§ was
media that Informing the public abour health risks

1N censoring otten

1 : 52
more Important th; nsive l.m;u.n;v from the news.
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ple may not w

g at peo-
he Press to communicate information tha !
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t to hear, read. of see? Imagine, for a moment. that ol I
! "he United

4 NeWs organization covering the Gulf War in 1991, The Un
States just routed the Iraqgi army

been attacked by

an editor for

from Kuwait City. and the fleeing army ’h.‘:\
\merican Arpower, creating a scene that was widely
highway of death.’
ot the Americap pilots i

described as “the " The carnage was so distressing that some
wolved asked the uvltw‘;n.lmf;-r\ to stop It. Behind the
‘}\Ht Was ra
that it would pr

1 1 > wal,
scenes, a high-leve] ging about whether to go on with the
knowing

' 5 > army,
oduce a massacre of the enemy’s disorganized !

+ v - , 1[\
or whether to Stop 1t and leave the enemy with a substantial portion of
tighting force Intact for the future

niL.lT‘f: Ji'z\j O« »L,
alive with 4

A plm:n;uurmiax: visited the hl'uh“.lnl ”lr
Picture of the remains of an Iraqi soldier burnec
hideous expressior
Position in which he died
Was an image right out of 5 horror moy Ie.

Would yoy ryp the picture:
worse than an Image thae

More to the pc

a territying

. ~abre
1 on his face, his arms raised in the ﬂl“\! I
while trying to climb out of his flaming vehicle.

Why not run 4 picture in the news thar 1s ”(.)
millions of people might pay money to see ina hf’r'
Int, why not rup 4 photo that appeared in hxldm‘;,
¢ grounds that it brought home the fact

ror movie?

English ang French ney Spapers on t}
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and people should be forced to

Heatar |e ‘ ‘
that at least 100,000 Iraqis died in the war
y g0 O war? However, the

consider the human consequences of decisions ¢
America never even had the chance tO
ce that had the

The picture
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Spitzer (who quickly resigned), suggest that the standards for reporting on the
private lives of public higures are changing. Yer mam other areas of morg|
standard-bearing are still protected by mainstream Jjournalism. As with other
reporting codes and practices discussed in this chapter, filtering the real world
through the value lenses of middle Ame rica lends the news a familiar, safe

quality. This morality filter contributes to the illusion of abjectivity not
because the resulting news content mirrors the diversity of the social world,

but because it reflects the values of the news audience,

Documentary Reporting Practices

Objective feporting assumes that journalists do not embe Ilish their stories,
advocate particular interpretations of ambiguous events. or otherwise make
up the news. These principles define the practice of documentars reporting
Reporters trained in the documentary method report only the information that
they have witnessed and only the tacts that credible sources have confirmed.
Although the goals of documentary reporting are hard to fault, in practice the
method creates a trap tor journalists confronted with staged political perform-
ances. Only in rare cases when performances are flaw ed or when behind-the-
Scenes staging is revealed can reporters document in good professional 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, 1s that manufacrured news events, or pseudo-events. contain their own
self supportng and self-fulfillin :
method high]

g documentation. Thus the documentary

lights the very aspects of events th it were designed to be reported,

blurring the underlying realit

of Iih situation. [he [\‘”"'ﬂin\ of the docu-
mentary method is clear: the more perfectly an event is staged, the more docu-
mentable and hence rep

reabie it become S.

In response ro this d

nma, news organizations have begun to expose

— 'w 3 1 ‘ 1 2
SOME O these Planned medig events H”“‘ ver, the PEOPORLSR, O SHOREE
exXposing media events s minuscule in relation to those based on media events
This imhal eh ; ‘ nts |
his imbalance betwe n reported and actual occurrences of staged events has
{;I'\IU!:!I\‘_LL!H'L'\."

I to adversarialism, | lowever, by ¢ Xposing even a frac-

A +] v 1 g .
tion ot the polit upulation in the news, journalists may reassure the

they are monitoring such manipulation and alerting the public

tommon practice reflecting the “new cynicism” that seems to

- e press in recent times js to frame political situations as games
jiimi.l:an actors. This tendency has been described by various
» Including Kathleen Jamieson and I'homas Parterson, as noted in
r 1. The focus on political

scholars

motves and maneuvers may or may not cap
of contemporary pol
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1€ essence ]
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see the pre

.~ Press as part of the game, A a result, the documentary method has
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subject. “You scare me with your information: I think we’ll put you on
another beat.”” Gans also noted that many specialists shared a general anx-
ety that they were becoming too knowledgeable for the tastes of their audi-
ences 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, thev are seldom qualified to ask
critical questions.”S As a result. reporters may have to ask news sources for
guidelines about appropriate questions. 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.”® Because generalists are more dependent on their sources
than are specialists, the odds are even greater that they will report 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 genera

1StS:

Not knowing their sources well enough to discount self-serving infor-
mation, they may report an opmnion or a hopeful guess—for example,
the size of an organization’s membership—as a statistical fact. In this
way, enterprising politicians sometimes get inflated estimates of their

support into the news. . . . Occasionally. general reporters may cover
only one side of a story w ithout ever knowing that there are other
sides.

This generalization about generalism applies even to areas in which we
might expect more perspective and sophistication. For example, business
reporting retlects news 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 reports of mergers and profit analyses,
.I|~lll_u\ltic i‘(‘t\tll‘uilﬁ\ ;"ruf!h*x or Corporate LL'iL‘}‘rITH'\ aLILh as [)I)E].]ld Trump

or Bill Gates. As noted by Diana Henriques of the New York Times, one of the
relatively few mmvestigative

business reporters in the mainstream news busi-

> ven busine > } >
ness, even business editors at prestigious news organizations often have little

itiee oF B da
sense of big business as a social or political force. Indeed. because these editors

often parachute inro the business desks as generalists with little understanding
OI economics or the inner \\.:)rk;ng\ of corporations. their news assignments

and decisions about what to run reinforce the tendency to report a shallow

Mix of protit and loss and profiles of companies and executives. Lacking much
depth or perspective, sucl

1 business news implicitly promotes the myths of
business virtue and t}

¢ 1€ superior rationality of free markets.”$

When the giant Enron ( Oorporation went Iw.mkrupr in 2001 and the unbe-
lievable story of its shady pyramid schemes and corrupt accounting practices
came to light, there wags little in the business press to prepare the public for the
spectacle. Even The Wiy Street Journal Investigation of Enron the year before
stopped short of blowing the whistle on the company because the journalist
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news of such motives; yet, somehow. the resulting product does seem to dis-
play a particular slant:

The press isn’t “racist.” though as the skins of the participants become
darker, the |L‘ll;.:[h\ 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 interests.” though it makes sure Mobil’s or Senator
Scott’s denials appear right along with the charges. The paranoids are
wrong: there 1s 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 understanding, from doing the
difficult and/or hidden stories.$!

In short, the editorial review standards pointed to as the fail-safe mecha-
nism tor preventing 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
MEWS 18, It 1s not a spontaneous and objective mirror of the world. Neverthe-
less, it would be a mistake to leap from this to the conclusion that both the
ideal of objectivity and protessional reportng practices do not matter. Profes-
stonal standards still work in several ways that are worth noting. For example,
high-minded norms such as objectivity. even if thev are not clear themselves.
hide the connection between the news and its economic, organizational, and
political contexts. Above all, the objectivin norm gives the press the look of an
independent social institution. Moreover, even though actual reporting prac-
tices distort the political content of the news, they can be rationalized and
defended conveniently under the objectivity code., thereby obscuring their
political effects. In this tashion, journalistic norms and reporting practices
Operate together to create the atorementioned information biases in the
news—biases that are wel] hidden behind the tacade of independent journal-
Ism deu‘d. the cluster of practices with objectivity or fairness at their center
May have the ironic result of often replacing the pursuit of truth with the best
available political SPIN, as discussed in the follow Ing case study.

\s explained earlier, claims abouyt “objective” (or even fair and balanced)
reporting rest on shaky toundations. For every source included, another is
excluded. With each tightening of the plot line,
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