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ABSTRACT
.
This thesis examines the concept of objectivity in North American journalism. It attempts to
make sense of the concept by searching its historical roots and by analyzing contemporary discourse

surrounding the concept.

The thesis argues that the concept of objectivity was hisfon'cally linked with the commercial press.
This press claimed to take the perspective of "evervbody" as it challenged the hegemony of the eliie
press of the pfe—18305 and established its own hegemony in the démain of sociallsignjﬁcar_ion. This
universal perspective, or this position of presenting news independent of particular interests, was what
the original ideal of objectivity meant in journalism. If not only gave the press economic advantages,
but also gave it the moral superiority that was esser;tial for its political legitimacy. The thesis identifies
journalistic conventions such as facmality, balance and impartiality as journalistic practices Lh‘at. have
been historically privileged as the dominant version of the objectivity ideai in the context of the

commercial media system.

The thesis further argues that, as the hegemonic ideology of the commercial news media,
objectivity is not onlv constanty being redefined by the press itself in facing émerging forms of
journalistic consciousness and practice, but also actively constituted by different forces in the society at

targe. It acts as a political instrument in the struggle over the power of social signification through the

media. For.this reason, the concept of-shjecuvity must be seen as fluid, dynamic, and multifaceted. It

is 2 concept that contains both inhgrent contrédictions and unlimited potentials.

The thesis is mainly based on a critique of contemporary literature on mainstream North
Amernican journalism. It disputes two simplistic versions of objectivity: the liberal pluralist version that
i¢nds 10 ke the current pracice of objectivity at face value and the radical critique of objectivity that

:ends o view the concept as a closad, monolithic ideology of the capitalist press.
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INTRODUCTION

The modern commercial press, almost smce its mcepuon in the eafly mne{eenth century, rras set
for itself a goal of prov1d1ng detached, 1mpamal and "objective” aceounts of the world This 1deal
however, was seen as problematic alrnost from the outset. Enuncrduon of the ideal of objectivity,
therefore, has accompanied conetant challenges to it throughout journalistic history. Thié cvhallenge
reached a crucial moment in the 1960s, during urhich the ided Llrat objectivity is a myth beeame widely
shared w1thm the nsmg critical culture. Since the 1970s, the radical critique on objectrvrty has been
| transformed mto a more systematic analysis of burlt—m bias in media representatlon Thls crmcal

analysis of journalistic objectivity, it may be seen, is a central component of a new paradigm in media

studies — critical media theory. -

This thesis is offered as yet another contribution to the critical analysis of objectivity in
journalism. It explores the problematic of jourrralistic objectiujty by searching the historical origins of
the concept and by .ertarnim'ng contemporary diséOursé' on rhe concept in the mainstream commercial
media. The purpose of the dresis is not to argue for or agaih‘St the ideal, but to provide a consistent and
comprehensrve account on how the ideal has ongmated developed and been perpetuated in both-
journalistic theories and practices. Furthermore, Lhe thesis will also look at how the ideal mediates the

-

relationships between the media and other social forces such as politicians, legislators and audiences in

the realm of social signification.

This thesis contains five chapters. thapter l‘is devoted to a.brief review of the debate on
objecdvity in journalism. At the erd of this chapter, a more detailed deseription of the thesis will be
provided. Chapter 2 and 3 focus on the historical origins of the objectivity concept in journalisnr.
Chapter 4 exar_mnes contemporary discourse on journalistic objectivity Lo drscover the endurance
flexibility and pervasweness of the concept Chapter 5 is designed as a case study Through an
examination of the recent debate on the Fairness Doctrine in the United States, this chapter analyzes

how the concept of objectivity mediates the relationships between different social forces in the struggle



for the power over social signification. The thesis concludes with a call for a historical,

multi-dimensional understanding of the concept of journalistic obje_ctj'vity.

To study Objécﬁvity is a‘risky, conflict-laden uﬁdenakihé. I hive vchosen such a f;)pic nc;t only
because of my belief d{at’l may add sorriething new to the Hterature, but because of my persbnal
experiénce with the éoncepr_ IAwas taught that in a society divided into antagonistic classes, there is no
such a thing as objective news presentation. If the conéept e‘xists at all, it is merely bourgeois hypocrisy.
I was also taught that 6nly a proletarian press can present a Lﬁll{ objective picﬁue 6f ’Lhe wo}ld because

“such a press has no other interests but that of the people. Such-a press obviously'ha,__s not emerged
today. China’s experienc‘é of the Cultural Revolutjoh suggesféd how the rhetoric of a "truly proletarién"

press can be used for the purpose of mass manipulation.

®

After China came oui of the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, enthusiastic youth turned to the

.3
Western idea of media objectivity and did not hesitate to express their view that the Western media are

more objective than the Chinese ones. D_un'n'g the student demonstration in Vthe Winter’of 1986,
students in Beijing b.urnved the official Beifing Daily forTits "biaséd" coverage of their activi_u'es,' While .
their fellows in Shanghai heroized U.S. reporters from the Voick of America. Even the official news
agencies are no longer so alien to the Westerﬁ techrﬁqués of news reporting. Jouma:listic‘ staff are sent
to Western schools of joumalism 1o receive intc;nsive UaiMng in reporting techniques. Western reporters

become instructors in the lecrure"halls of the official Xinhua News Agency, where they celebrate the

virtues of objective reporting and pass their expertise to a younger generation of Chinese journalists.

It is against this background that I read the whole body of critical literature on media objectmty
Accordmg 1o ths literature, objectivity either operates as-a conspiratorial dev1ce of a media system Lhat
functions to sustain capitalism and its structural inequalities, or at a more subtle level, it provides
ideological support for the existing social and political order. A number of quesu'oné disturb me: 'if Lh% |
Chinese media adopt Western techniques of objective reporting and yet still remain rparty—'controlled,

what will the results be? Does this mean that thq party’s ideological work will become more subtle and

vii



thus more effective? Or, will this lead to a more open,‘mo're democraﬁc media sy'sterﬂ;? What about the
banner of socialism on the one hand, and the use of reporting techniques sﬁitable for the capitalistic
préss‘? &What”kinii of }oumahs&c strategy should China, which strives to "build socxahsm with Chinese
characteristics”, fake? | |

These are not T..;sy questions. And the pursuit of these questions i; OBriodsl); beyond the scope". of
this thesis. ‘It is my uncéftainfty a;buut these questions, however,/ that partdy Eompels me to unéert;ike an- ‘:
analysis 6f media objectivity within the context of the mainstream North American press. With the
intention of provridjng an analysis of thev concept from a different perspective for those who are
interested in the subject, especially for those of my fellow students in Chinese czimpusés who have heard
about this powerful idea of objecdvi[y in the Wes;g:rn media but don’t have the oﬁportunity fo
appreciate its complexity, I present my analysis.  If -it' proves helpful in making the cc;ncept more

intelligible, if it can be a useful reference for those of my fellow country men and women who are

searching for a more open and more democratic media system in China, it will be worth my effort. _

~
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IS

. CHAPTER1
S THE DEBATE ON THE CONCEPT OF OBJECTIVITY IN JOURNALISM
The concept of ijectjv‘iAty lies at the centre of 'Westem intellectual thought. Accorciing to the
Oxford English Dictionary, the word "objective” was first given vbgue by poet and semanticist Samuel
Taylor Coleridge in 1812. Coleridge'qute: "The very words, ’objective, and subjective,-. of such constant
| recurrence in the schodis of yore, I have ventured to reintrodu;e because I could not so briefly or |
. convenienﬂy by aﬂy more familiar terms distinguish the percipere (the pefceiving) from the percipi”.-
(1884:274) By 1856, according to the dictiopary, Thomas DeQuiﬁcey observed that the word "objective”,

which was "so nearly unintelligible" in 1812, had become "too common to need any apology”.

i

-

exhibit the

One of the dictionary meanings of the word "objective” fs "treating a subject so as
actual facts, not colored by the feelings or opinions of the writer”. The Webstt;r’é dictionary éu ests
that the word "implies a look at something as aparL as disentangled from all personal feeling, prejuds
or opinion". This conc'eption evolved as Western civilization rﬁoved out of the age of Medieval and
began to look at the world in ligt;t of modérn science. As inquiries mpved from alchemy to chemistry.
from magic to physics, and from blood-letting to the psychosomatic medicine of rnoliern 'time, the
Western world bega}n 'the profound intellecuial movement towards scientific detachment and the
cultural-wide ipracticeof separating fact from value. The underlying assumption of such a conception of
objectivity is the belief the;t an obse}'ver can perceive an objéct complétély, precisel&, and accurately. ,
from what i't is without letting his or her own éxpeﬁence and frame of reference affect that perceptiori.

.

[t means that one can see a thing as "the way it is". .

As scholarly inquiries extended into the whole process of human understanding itself however, it
became clear that the whole concept of dbjectivity was fraught with problems. Gradually, words such as
commitment, bias, preconception, and value were inicrposed into discussion of observing and reporting.

As early as 1896, J. T. Merz, a specialist on European intellectual history, wrote: ,



A mind devoid of prepossessions is likely to be devoid of all mental furniture. And the
historian who. thinks that he can clean his mind as he would a slate with™ wet sponge, is
ignorant of the simple facts of mental life. 'The objectivity of which some of them pride
themselves’, remarks a caustic critic, "will be looked upon not as freedom from, but
unconsciousness on the part of, the preconceived notions which have govemed them’.

(1896 Vol. 1, p.7).

With the twentieth century, the disirust of the concept of objectivity spread rapidly among
Students of natural sciences, social sciences as well as news reporting. In 1938; William H. George
wrote in The Scientist in Actibn Lhavt, since Einstein, it had become necessary to speak of Lhe;observer
or the method of observation as "disturbing" the phenomenon studied and therefore preventing the
"true” state of affairs from being examined. (1938:332, in Macrorie, 1955:148-149) At about the same
time, American historian Charles A. Beard was discussing the procéss of perception in much the same
terms. He suggested that the issues of poiicy and human affairs "cannot be grasped in their fulness by

any mere study of ’facts’ on the assumnption that no assumption has besn made”. (1936:40, in Macroric,

1955:149)

.In journalism, Walter Lippmann questioned the notion of value free "facts” as early as 1922. In
nis book Public Opinion, Lippmann observed the perceptive differences in journalism:

"That is why, with the best will in the world, the news policy of a journal tends to support

its editorial policy; why a capitalist sees one set of facts, and certain aspects of human

nature, literally sees them; his socialist opponent another set and other aspects, and they

each regards the other as unreasonable or perverse, while Lhe real difference between Lhem

is a difference of percepuon (1922:60)
In 193/,uafter_a detailed study of Washingion correspondents, Loe C. Reston concluded 'Lhét
“objectivity” in journalism was "no more possible than objectivity in dreams”. (1937:351) In the samc
vear, Morris Ernest, a representative of the American Newspaper Guild, testified before the United
States Supreme Court that the real queston was not whether the press should be objective or not, but
whose prejudices should color it. {in Schudson, 1978:156) Gerhart Weibe, former Vice-President of the
Columbia Broadcasting System, echoed the same idea in 1952:

Even the reporting of the pure physical f'mdings, o cite an extreme example, is not

unbiased. It is biased in favor of revealing the findings. In recent vears the practical

- Import and responsibility of such a bias has beerrfetrageply by atomic scientists. The
question is not whether a communication is biased. The question is: toward what value

[ ]



systemiis the communication biased". (Harterly and Harterly, 1952:179)

-

i With such an understanding, many leading thinkers became suspicious of the use of the term
“objectivity”. Sociologist Howard Becker suggested that the word objectivity had acquired so many
cdmradictory and epistemologically dubious meanings that it should never Ee used before i‘ts precise
meaning was specified. (1950:34n) John Dewey and Arthur F. Bentley warned the abuse of the term in
modern in.quir;' and suggested that "objective is used so freduemly o Eharacterize aspects of ’subject’ |

réther than "object’ that its own status with respect to subject and object should be carefully established

A Y

otore use”. (1949:298)

1.1 Objective Reporﬁmz as the Preferred Practice

Paradoxically, aJLhOugh [he{impossibility of objectivity had widely been acknowledged and the
word had increasingly become disreputable among many leading Lhinkérs, objective reporting was
generally celebrated as a virtue of American journalism by the news media themselves and liberal media
scholars in the 1950s. As part of the post~war celebration of the American way of life, the supposedly
value=free news story was seen as a distinct American contribution to journalism, while press history was
interpreted as the history of a gradual move towards objectivity. Herbert Brucker, a persistent apoloegist
for the ideal of journalistic objectivity, for example, wrote:

Without benefitof law or ah_v other compulsion, this exceedingly powerful tradition of

objective reporting now keeps the vast majority of American news reports free from bias,

and leads editors and publishers to segregate their opinion about news in clearly

identfiable editorials, columns, cartons and special articles. The tradition that the news

must be reported objectively is beyond question the most important development in

journalism since the Anglo-Saxon press became free from authority. (1952:74)

By contrasr.ing'the tradition of objectve reporting with the partisan journalism of the past — the
so-called "Dark Ages of American journalism”, (Mott, 1962:70) —— and modern partisan journalism
eisewhere in the world, Brucker claimed that the American journalism’s standard of objectivity "is so

incomparably superior” that it "constitutes a revolution in journalism". (1951:253)

L



At the centre of this tradition of objective reporting is the positivist belief that one can and should

separate facts from values. The operational principles of objective reporting are well summarized by

~

George E. Lardner, Jr.;

L The reporter may relate, on his own authority, only the observable facts of an overt
event, that is, what he can see and verify — immediate sense knowledge.

2. The reporter should relate what is controversial by stating the views of the parties
controverting one dnother. This usually represents an attempt to give the "why" of
an event while restricting the reporter to a narration of what is, for him, simply more
sense knowledge, that is, what he heard the parties say abovr the controversy.

3. The reporter must be impartial in the gathering and writing of both the observable
facts and the opposing viewpoints. He must not let his own beliefs, principles, s
inclinatons or even his own knowledge color the raw, overt material or the
statements controlling it. (in Lou Cannon, 1974:44)

To put it in simplest term, the practice of objective reporting contains three central requirements:
factuality, balance, and impartiality. Adherence to these principles, it is believed, ultimate objectivity
will be secured.

h - ’

1.2 Objecuvity as Cause of Condemnation

Even before the practice of objective reporting was widely criticized in the 1960s h0'wev¢r,
sensitive reporters had already perceived the problems surrounding it. Writing while Senator Joseph
McCarthy was sull on his rampage, reporter Douglas Cater analyzéd in painful detail the limitations of
the "frozen pattern” of objective reporting which accompanied McCarth_\"s a;cusadons. "Faced with. a
phenomenon as complex as McCarthyism, the ’straight reporter’ has become a sort of strait-jacket
reporter,” Cater wrote in The’Reponérvof June 6, 1930, "his initative is hqgtied so that he cannot fulfil
his first duty, which is to bring clear understénding to His reader. The result is a distortion of reality".
Although sull speaking in Lhe language of the objectivity assumption, Cater’s comment testified that

objectve reporting had in fact resulted in the opposite of the intended ideal.

But it remained for a new generation of journalisis to launch the fiercest attack on journalistic
objectivity. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, after a decade of unprecedented popular protest against

e status quo, protests which inciuded civil rights marches, student revolts, protests by the urban poor,



and a large anti-war movgmém iﬁ Europe, the United Sfatés, as well as in Canada, "6bjecti.vity"
suddenly became a term of abuse. Objectivity, in the eyes of the so—called "New Jourhalists", who
themselves were part,o‘f the protesters, was no longer a desirable ideal, but a pretext Vfor not taking a
posmon for maintaining a hypocritical neutrality Lhat camouflaged complicity with those in power It
©was VICWCd as a "myth”, an insulating mechanism invented and nurtured by Lhe established media to

protect themselves as well as the existing social order which should be;tom down.

Jack Newfield, a leading "New Journalist”, expréssed this. strong sentiment rather effectively:
The men and women who control the technological giants of mass media are not neutral,
unbiased computers. They have a mind set. They have definite life styles and political
values, which are concealed under the rhetoric of objectivity. But those values are
originally institutionalized by the Times, by AP, by CBS ...'into their corporate
bureaucracies. Among these unspoken but organic values are beliefs in welfare capitalism,
God, the West, Puritanism, the Law, the family, property, the two—party system, and
perhaps more crucially, the notion that violence is only defensible when employed by the
State. I can’t think of any White House correspondent, or network television analyst, who
does not share these values. And at the same time, who doesn’t insist he is totally
objective. (1974:56)

With vivid examples Newfield spoke of ObjCCT.l‘le} bitterly: "Objectivity can be defined as ng way the
mass media reported Lhe historv of the Veitman War before the Pentazon Papers the way racism in the
North was covered before Watts; the way auto safety was reported before Ralph Nader .- Objectivity is
printing a dozem stories abott minor welfare frauds, but not a word about Myvlai massacfe untl Seymour

Hersh. Objecuvity is not shouting “liar” in a crowded country”. (1972:45)

Objectivity, in this view, was a journalistic sin which took fact at face-value and passively
transmitted what reporters wer'e told. It was a form which excused its own deficiencies by an appeal to
* an undefined body of outside information known as "the facts”. ‘Instead of a preferred practice, it
- became the object of scourge, and was increasingly seen as the very mechanism that pefpe[uated the

most damaging bias of American foumnalism; that is, the belief that "bias can be excluded ‘from ﬁews

TepOTS wrilten by human beings™. {Cannon, 1977:45)

-
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1.3 Journalistic Objectivity as Subject of Academic Jnquiry

As the above brief review of the literature has demonstrated. the debate on objectivity in
journalism has been focusing on two issues: first, whether it was possible 10 be objective; and second,
whether objectivity was a virtue or a flaw. In academic studies, those who endorsed the ideal took the
concept for grantea and engaged themselves in empi}ical studies which aimed at measuring the
performance of the news media against ceriain pre-defined or undefined standard of "objectivity".
They usually turned out quantitative findings suggesting the media as either "biased” or "unbiased”
toward a particuiar political line in their overall news presentation or on the coverage of a pam'cdlar

- issue. A new school of media scholars, who have been characterized as the critical school, however, took
up the intuitive and,spomaneous challenges of the "New Journalists” to the concept of objectivity in the
1960s and 1970s and subjected -the concept itself to serious examination. Dan Schiller’s suggestion was
illustrative of this new approach:

We may ... substitute a different basic assumption about the nature of news objectivity: lack

of bias or news objectivity has been attributed to newspapers in American culture so often

as to become, de facto, the accepted gauge of their performance. [t is not the presence or

absence of a reified bias that is vital, but rather the cultural configuration that permits

readers to indulge their belief that bias indeed is present or absent. The critical analytical - -

question may also be recastto agree with this assumption”. (1981:7, emphasis original)

Thus, instead of taking objectivity for granted, critical media scholars broke the concept into pieces and

made the concept itself problematical. Hackett (1984) provides an intensive review of recent

epistemological and sociological challenges to the concepL

This shift in the debate on journalistic objectivity reflects a’?arger paradigmz{tic shift in
communication studies. [t is also in accordance with contemporary reconceptualizado;l olf natural science
and social scierfce in generalt In natwral science, Thomas Kuhn challenges the fact/value dichotomy of
positvism and adx'Ances a conventonalist view of science. Facts, according to this view, are not
statements “reflecting” the worid in a mechanical way, but rather Lhmry—saiulaied observations. The

world that the "facts™ help 1o illuminate is made visible only by certain prior assumptions about what

e

constitutes reality, including evaiuations about what is interesting and important In social science,



Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) "social consiruction of reality” approach, Goffman’s (1974) frame
analysis, as well as the work of er.hnomkthodolqgists on strategies involved in the understanding of
everyday situation, contributed significantly to undermine the transparency of "facts”. Saussurean
linguistics, the structural anthropology of Levi-Strauss, the éemiou’cs of Roland Barthes, along with new
intemreédom of Marxism, all inform new critical understanding of news represemation_v And although
the c‘onceptﬁal toois advanced by these theories differ, all of them make the assumption that there are
“no social facts without frameworks of some kind. Many accept the epistemological premise that
khowledge is situationaily determined. The century-honored concept of objectivity is therefore

;heoretic_ally depn'ved of its authority. Its status as a transcendental standard for the revelation of

ulimate reality is diminished.

Informed by all these theories, numerous sfudies of news have been generated. These studies in
g:eneral claim that nev'vs is neither neutral, impartial, unbiased nor balariced. Instead, news presents
reality in a way that serves the interest of powerful ‘groups,and as such acts as an agent of the status
quo.- The concept of objectivity, no longer a ‘ranscendental ideal, has also been redefined and analyzed
in many different wa}'s. Gener}ﬂiy, critical media scholars confirm the suspicion of the "New
Journalists™ that objecd»'e'repbmng is in itseif a fprrﬁ of "bias" and maintain that objecd;ity is.a
cultural form which ulumately contributes to the "structural bias” of news presentation. (Cohen and

Young, 1973; Epstein, 19'-, Tuchman, 1978; Gans 1979; Golding and Elliott, 1979; Fishman 1980;

Connell, 1950.)
{.3.1 Objeczm‘ty as Strategic Ritual

Based on her eihnomemodoiogicakmdy of news organizations, Gaye Tuchman characterizes
Objecuvily as “strategic ritual”. Tuchman’s work is based on participant observation on journalistic sites

and interviews with journalists. She argues that news does not reflect reality in a positivist way, but

For a deuwiled review of this critical literature, see Jovanka Matic: News and [dedogy: an -
Evaluation of "Critical Studies” of News, unpublished M.A. thesis, Depamnent of
Communicadon, Simon Fraser University, December, 1984.



actively: constructs reality in a way wl‘)i-ch'favors establishedl political authority. She contends that news
"frames” reality by transforming "occurrence” into "news". Such a transformau'bn is done through
conventions of reporting which combine a set of story telling devices with a set of organizational rituals.
Objef.itivity,vin this context, is not so much an ideal as a routine procedure which joumalists use to
protect themselves from the risk of their trade. Tuchman writes: "Attacked for a controversial
présentation of "fact’, newsmen invoke their objectivity almost the way a Méd_itenanean peasant fnight

wear a clove of garlic around his neck to ward off evil spirits”. (1972:660)
| | (
According to Tuchman, reporters are essentiall)"engaged in describing the activities of news
source to an audience which is not present at these activities. She notes that an average reporier has

very littde ume to gather his data and analyze his findings, little space or airtime to report them, and

13

unless he is a "beat"” reporter, very litle prior knowledge about the activities and sources about which

£

h)e is';r‘epom'ng. Consequently, reporters need a quick and easily applied set of methods toAdetermine
;"ﬁat daia are to be gathered. They comple;e this, in pan: by limiting themselves to empirically
observable descriptive "facts”™ about what"nés happened, when, where, and structure them in an
appropriate sequence. Further, Tuchman points out, because reporters lack the time to investigate
motves, causes, or even the social process of which the activity is a part, they use quotation marks to
remove themselves from participation in the story, and make sure to present conflicting views and other:

evidence which support a truth ciaim.

°

Presentaton of "facts;, the use of quotation marks, presentz&ion of conflicting views and
supporung ey'iclence, the cgnsmxction of information in an appropriate sequénce, as well as the
distinction between "straight objective news”, analvsis, editorials, constitute the "strategic rituals” by
which journalists identfy themselves with objecm'vity. Tuchman supports her thesis by citing similar.
phenormena in social sciences in which the notion of objectivity is ’séen as technical routinization which

"rests on the codification of research methods that are emploved”. (1972:667)



The notion of objgc‘:u'v-iAty as "strategic ritual” has been accepted as a classic one in the study of
news. Approaching news study from a differeﬁt perspective, Golding and Elliott likewise Vreach a similar |
concepfualizatibn of objectivity. According to them,l objectivity should be understood as nothing more
thém "labels applied by journalists to the rules which govern their working routines”. (i9_79:208) Such a
conceptualization of objectivity, however, only reveals what journalists do in ‘l‘order to claim the
obj;activity of their Work. It is only an operational def‘mition of the concept. It does not tell what the
" concept means theoretically and connotatively. HNor does it‘remo‘ve the epistemological confusions
surrounding the concept. Is objectivify identical to a set of journalistic procedureé? If 50, why? ?If nd»t,
what is the relation between the two? What are the social forces behind the concept? Neither
Tuchman, nor Golding and Elliot; address these questions. Tuchman’s analysis, in ;arﬁcular,

sophisticated and penetrating as it is, remains at the phenomenological level.

The limitations of the "strategic ritual” thesis is more obvious when it is understood that
objectivity, in other contexts, might have nothing to do with a particular set of journalistic conventions.
A managing editor of the Soviet news agency Tass, for example, was quoted bx American journalist

Douglas Cater as saying that

"Unlike the bourgeois press, we are interested only in facts. The Tass reporter must follow
the struggle of classes, but he must do it gbjectively. (in Cater, 1959:181, my emphasis)

Tom Wolfe, one of the "New Journalists” who believes that "novels and non-fiction should be written
in the same way", was recently reported as saying that "all good jour‘nalismbis objecti\-/e, and that minAe is
objective”, (The Gloé)e and Mail, December-5, 1987) In‘ either case, the term "objective” has nothing to
do with journalistic conventions familiar with mainstream American journalism, And although these
usages may sound obscure to sorﬁe people, they ne?ertheless suggest that ther( are other possible ways
of using the term. These examples indicate the concept of objectivity is not always identical to a
particular set of jburnalistic conventons. This situation confirms Hall’s (1982:80) observation that
although ideo%ogiea} terms do not belong 0 a particular class, different classes do have diﬁéent
aruculations of a particular term. Hall further points out that a certain articulation of a term tends to be

effectively secured over long historical period and becomes the "dominant” definition. He therefore



suggests to approach this kind of term by aiki,ng under what circumstances and through what

* mechanisms certain class arﬁcdan’ons of ideology might be actively secured. For an adequate
understanding of journalistic objectivity, therefore, it becomes an impérative to ask: under what =
circumstances and through vghafmec’hanisms does the ideal come to be identified with a particular sét of
joumalistic conventions? This crucial quesn'oh, however, has been neglected in the "strategic ritual”

thesis. ; v _

1.3.2 Objectivity as Occupationai Idedlogy
In his bobk Reporters and Officials (1973), Sigal likewise defines objectivity as part of a set of

conventions in what makes news. But his concept of objectivity is slightly different. Rather than
identify this set of conventions as "strategic ritual” as Tuchman does, Sigal attributes it as part of the
journalistic occupational ideology. According to Sigal, every bccupation has an ideology thch consists
of values widely shared within occupational groups. Borrowfng from anthropologist Maliﬁowski’s
account of the function of myths which primitive m‘beé use to "sanction moral authority to justify an
otherwise anomalous status in society or to reduce anxiety over an event”, Si;gal defines ideolo'gy as a
"patterned reéction to the patterned strains of a social role'f. (p. 90) He poinis to the conflict between
natural inclinations of journalists to side with one point‘ of view or another in controversial issues and
" the constraints set by their working condiu'ons as examples of the anxieties and strains journalists
eﬁtounter in their work. The conv.gntion of objecdvity, which fequires journalists to provide more
“straight news"” and a minimum of explicit interpretation, is therefore for Sibgal a pl.ll'el_\* psychological
and functional phenomenon. It exists only as a "myth" to help resclve j,oﬁmalisrs’ psychological and
functional problems in doing their job. The resuit of this adherence to the conventions of O_Bjectivity,
~according to Sigal, is an uncritical transmission of the official point of view and Lh¢ vulnerability of news

reporiers to manipulation,

Such a conception of objectivity, in essence, is not fundamentally different from the "strategic

rirual” thesis. Like Tuchman, the causal connection between a particular role strain and a particular
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ideological tenet and the larger social forces behind the ideological tenets are unclear. The beliefs are

just there: conventions in the news community are "just the ways things are done around the -

[news]}room”. | (1973:3)
1.3.3 Objectivity and Media Audience

Mdny other studies of news hévve also come out with similar conceptions of objectivity as those of
Tuchman’s and Sigai’s. A common understanding is! that objecdvity is a "myth” sustained and
reinforced by jnufnaliss’ needs to protect their professional "credibility”. (Roscho, 1975; Schudson,
1978; Gans, 1979) As fo: the impliéau’ons, according to these scholars, objectivity is the instrurnent

through which news takes on its ideological character. (Knight, 1982)

In his analysis of American potitical news, potitical scientist Lance Bennett carries the thesis of the
mythic function of dbjecu’vity further to include not only jbumalists but politicians and the public as
we}l. According to'B.e‘:nnett, not only joumalisré need the concept to maintain their crc;dibility, politicians
also need to endorse the "myth” of objectivity. This is because the American public will never tolerate_
a leader who does not keep up the Sum'ard a;zpearance‘ of commitment to democratic idiais. (1983:143)
As for the public, Bennett claims, to call up the ."m:vth“ of objectivity is a choice made between escaping
into the satisfying ideals of democracy and facing the unpleasant realities of politics. According to him,
the real life of American politics shows that the public are locked into a wéa.k power podiu'on with their
choice structured for them and their efforts to respond filtered through the distpning lens of media_
formulas. And such a plight will naturally leave most people helpless and vulnerable to "pdlitical
fantasy”. Thus, fro_m‘ this point of view, the endorsement of the concept of obj&dviw by politicians:and

the public i1s nothing more than a poiliLical deception or self-deception.

Bennett’'s analysis however, is perhaps too simplistic. One could ask: is there something more
substantal that both politicians and the public can gain by theif endorsement of the concept? This
-gquesuon cannot be easily dismissad. - Bennert's analvsis nevertheless addresses an importent issue that

nas generally been neglected by studies of journalistic objectivity. That is, the stakes both politicians
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and the public have in the concept. - Indeed, it is almost too common to be aware of the fact that iﬁ Lhé‘»
domain of public d‘iscourse,Anot only polit}dans often criticize the media for lack of objectivit_y,'/lhe
majority of the public also base their judgment of media performance on whether the media are
obje;ctive or not. Numerous complaints of perceived media "bias” have beeﬁ filed 10 both Lhermkedia
themselves and go-vemmencal Or non—governmental agengies that are desigriéd to oversee the media, not’
to-mention_special‘ interest groups which act as "watchdogs of the watchdog”. How then, does
"objectivity” function as an evaluative criterion (in contrast wiLﬁ a set of journalistic conventions .

practiced by journalists)? What are the implications of this dimension of the concept w0 the media

system as a whole?

Working within the framework of hggemonyf Richard Pinet has’made :a worthwhile contribution
in this regard through his investigation of Lhé ‘:bi'as call” in media. Drawing Vfrom Morley’s (1980) study
of media audience, Pinet demonstrates mat those audience who iniﬁat¢ "bias calls” — defined as
"claims made by individuals and/or groups who disagree with the media’s represemgtion of pa;d,cular
and/or overall issues and/or events” (1987:59) — through channels such as letters—to—the‘-edit(;r and
complaints to the press council en;ef a negotiated relationship with the media. In entering this
relationship, Pinet argues, these people accept the assumptio.ns, stfuctures and éuidélineé of the dominant
institutions, 'They therefore paradoxically reinforce the p;evailing media practices apd-legiu‘mizé the
hegemonic power of the media. Pine;’é study, l'lowever, did r;ot explain what is in the concepi o-f

objectivity itself that makes it possible for the audience to cha’ilenge media representations while at the

same ume reinforces the dominant media practices. Nor does he reach a conceptualization of objectivity

“The concept of hegemony was generally seen as derived from Antonio Gramsci, an ltalian
Marxist intellectual, political activist and member of Parliament who died as a political
prisoner during the Mussolini regime. Gramsci used the concept of hegemony to describe a-
process by which a powerblock in society, through its leading intellectuals whom he referred
10 as “organic”, actvely create a cohesive ideology and legitimated practices out of a set of
inconsistent themes and premises that were accepted as "given” at certain point in history. As
Stuart Hall (1982:83) notes, the concept “implies the dominance of certain “formations was
secured, not by ideological compulsion, but by cultural leadership”; that is,. the winning of
the active consent of those classes and groups who were subordinated to thé dominant class
or class alliance within the hegemonic order. The concept has recenty been used widely as a
framework in media analvsis,
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which is both a set of journalistic conventions and an evaluative criterion of the news consumers.

1.4 The Present Project

While the above review of the literature does not prgtend to cover all the issues, it is offered as a

ed practice to a denounced one, and

guide to the long—s@ndﬁg debate on the subjéct. Fro
finally, to é subject of inquiry, the com;qlexity of jogrnalistic objécu'vity has been fully demdnstrated. A
And-although critical media scholars have offered -many insights for f.he understanding of the concept, as
it has been pointed out, there are still inadequacies. The central problem appears, in identifying
objectivity with a set of conventions governing journalistic pfactice, critics seem to have often overlooked
the social forces which structure these rules and make objectivity, but nothing else, necessary and
efFec‘tive. for the sustaining of media credibility. TLe crucial question this l’thesis will ask is, then, how
has objectivity assumed .such a strategic importance and why does it wo‘rk iﬂn this way? Of, how does
modem irllrc,iusm‘al capitalist ébdedes'require a media system which wraps itself in the idealv of

objectivity? If the concept is not to be taken for granted, how does it originate and perpetuate in the

media?

In addressing the above quéstion, this thesis will pay special attémion to the relation between E
objectivity and the particular mode of news production, that is, vr‘.he commercial news relatio'ns‘in which
the news media engaged in the business of "selling” audiences to advertisers. Ho:.veQer, thé thesis will
g0 beyond a mere economic reductionalist explanation of the concept. The economic logic of journalistic
objectivity, that is, the media’s need to cater to people of different political persuasions" for the
maximization of profits h.as become a‘ 'corrimon wisdom and is here taken for granted. What is

emphasized in this thesis is the social, political, as well as the epistemological implications of the

concepl.

-

The thesis also recognizes that, in practice, there are connections between a set of journalistic

conventons and the concept of objectivity. What is challenged is the contention that objectivity is
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simply a set of journalistic conventions. THe thesis will look at objectivity as more Lhah'just a set of

journalistic conventions and try to uncover the reasons for this particular linkage..

What is aIgued in ths thesis then, is that journalistic obJectmty originated in the 18305 thh the

. Tise of the commercial press. This press which embodied a new mode of news production, claimed to

take the perspecnve of everybody in order to teach the mass audlence it wanted to "sell” to the .

advemsers This universal perspective, or thls position of pxesemmg news mdependent of parm:ular e
interests, was what the original 1deal of objectivity meant in journalism. It Rot only gave the press

ec\onorruc advantages, but gave it the moral superiority that was essenual for the press to establish itself

as a suecessful capltallsdc_ institution; that is, as a social institution that is seen as central and

I

- indispensable to Western democracy.

Over time, certain journalistic practices have been historically secu}ed as the legitimate .practjces

of objectivity. The ideal was first operationalized in the media’s commjtmem to present only the
universally recognizable "facts”. After thebel‘ief“in the transparency of the "facts" was challenged along °
with positivism, the medie reconstructed the ideal throuéh the elaboration of a set of journalistici B
conventions which seemed to assure that themedia will not only exclude their own particular point of
view but will also avoiding presenting a sidgle parr.iculer interest among the audience. While the
_problems Wieh this version of objectivity have been and are still being exposed, the media is searcﬁing

for new ways to Teconstitute the ideal and keep it alive. For it is this very ideal ehat 1egitirdates the

commercial media politically and soctally. *

These arguments will be preeentedfin Chapter 2, 3, and4. These chapters roughly follow ‘a
-chronologi.cal order; Chapter' 2 v/{fll examine the establishment of the pennyf press in the 1830s and. the
_triurnph of the commercial pr-ess“at the end of the nineteenth century to discover the ideals and practices
of the press. Chapter 3 will egéunine three different accounts on the origins of journalistic objectivity
and try to offer an éltemaﬁve ﬁexplanation. Chapter 4 will examine some of the more recent issues that

are associated with the concept. These issues are: the relation between journalistic objectivity and the
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concept of the freedom of the press, the incorporation of "interpretive reporting” into the domain of
journalistic objectivity, objectivity and the media profession, and finally, objectivity and the concept of

fairness.

In the final chapter, the Lhésis will look. at jourria_listic objecu‘vﬁy beyond-_the sphere of news
‘ .production. It is a:rgued that because of the universalising intention that is implicit inthe ideal itself,
oEjchvity, oﬂce a self-proclaimed goal of the media, has been taken over by other groups and social
forces as a political weapon in‘Lhe struggle for the power of representation. 'A casé study on the |

controversy generated by the FCC’s repeal of the "Fairness Doctrine” is designed to demonstrate the

‘ struggle over the power to claim "objectivity” in news, and beyond that, the power of representation in

society.

The Ehesis will conclude that as a hegemdnic principle, objectivity is both open and closed. If is
closed in the vsense that the ideal is a necessary product of the commércial press. It is closed also in the ~
sense that at a particular historical moment, a particglar journalistic practice is likely fo be privileged as .
the version of objectivity, while other practices are marginalized and seen aé unlegitimate. :l"he ideal is
-open‘in ;hat, in the lontg historical run, the substance of the ideal, that is, what constifutes objectivity, is

subject to constant redefinition and renegotiation.

The method of the thesis is interpretive. In order to make sen.se of the concept, L‘he.,thesis will
look at a large body of jourrialién'c literature to discolver who invokes the concépt, what' has actually been
said about the concept as well as the contexts within which the concept is constituted. This body of
literature comes from a variety of sources: publicized policy statements of the ;ﬁedia, operational
‘ guidelines in the newsrooms, books written by journalists, journalistic texfbooks; trz{de journals,

- newspaper articles, legislative debates on the news media, public discussions of news, academic studies

on news, etc.. Across all the writngs, the meanings of the concept are analyzed and elucidated.
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"CHAPTER 2
.CO?VIMERCIA'L PRESS: THE INSTITUTION AND THE DISCOURSE i
Modern commercial news-media have their institutional roots in the penny press of the 1830s.” To ‘
understand ob’jectifvity, one of the key values of modern journalism, it is necessary to examine both the

institutional structure and the discursive characteristics of the penny press. This chapter undertakes such

r

a task. It investigates both the institutional structure and the discursive characteristics of the penny press -
by contrasting them with the press of pre—-1830s and by looking at their development in journalism of

the late nineteenth century.

2.1 The Political Press of the Pre-1830s
~ The modern nev'vspaper, since its inception in eighteenth century Europe, had until the 1830s been
a vehicle of political debate and action. The main purpose of the newspaper, to the extent that it

concerned itself with public affairs, was to express a particular point of view as forcefully and eloguently

as possible. Newspapers were therefore instruments of political mobilization for political activists.

In the early days of the United States (pre-1830s), there were basically two types of newspapers
l‘ N ¢ . - R v
— some were of a strictly merchant nature, while others were of a political nature. The merchant
papers catered to the needs of the mercantile class and were mainly dominated by advertising and ..

shipping news. They appeared as little more than bulletin boards for the business community..

The politcal papers distinéuished themselves by different party lines they adhereq to. They:verc
backed financially by parties or politicians whose polit_i'cs‘ they represented and v;hose followers they
-served to mobilize. Editors not only depended';o'n politicians for their points of Qiéw, but were forced by‘
their 'patrons to place the agenda and strategy of political campéigm’ng above the paper’s own business
stability and growth. (Schiller, 1981:35) For this reason, news was framed in an openly partisan méhncr,

- accompanied with deliberate distortion or suppression of information when it did not serve the interests

4
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- . of the main body of the subscribers. Consequently, the period between 1795 and 1835 was referred by

press historian Frank Luther Mott as the "Dark Ages of American journalism”. .

fhé merchant press and the political press, although divffering frorh‘each other in terms of content
and readership, shared some common features. First, as was noted ea,rl:ier, these papers financially
directly depe.nded on their patroﬁs. For the political press, ﬁ_nancial depéndehce accompanied editorial
dependence. One consequenc-e of Lhis financial dependence was short life of the newspapers. In the
United States, for example, Donald étew‘an notes that "fewer than half of the journals published/before
1812 conLinugd for two years, and only a fourth lasted four years or more”. (1969:17-18) The short life
expectancy of the newspaper suggested that as a social institution, it haLl not finally been secured.
Secondly, the early newspapers were expensive. Copies were sold for six cents a. copy on a subscription
basis. And this price was beyond the reach :of the ordinary people. For this Teason, circulation levels
were low aﬁd readership was confined to political and economic elites. As press hi'storiaaneorge Henry
Payne comments, these papers were edlted not for people in the street, but for the business institutions
Aor polmc1ans (1970 250) Thirdly, because these papers each cultivated a particular constituency of {
readers, they addressed their audience members directly, "in a persanl tone, at an equal level” (Hallin,
1986:135). In other words, they solicited their readers’ involvement in m§ situar.ioris being discussed and

invited them to participate in political discussions. It is reasonable to say then that the mainstream. press -

~of the pre- 18305 was a press of the économic and political elites, by these elites, and for these elites.!

2.2 The Rise of the, Penny Press

The 1830s ushered in dramatic social, economic and Alitical changes in the United States. It was
the age of the rising capitalism. For journalism, the 1830s was the age of "commercial revolution". Out
of this revolution was born the penny press, which served as the model on which today’s commercial

news media are shaped.

‘Besides the merchant press and the political press, there was a labor .press prior to the
1830s, Wthh will be discussed in Chapter 3.
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The first successful penny newspaper v‘vas’published by thjamin H. Day, a young New York
printer, on September 3, 1833. It was called ﬂlniéNew York Sun, The first number of the Sun, with a
circulat‘i'c‘)nfgf "L'hreq hundred, was r‘nade‘rlllb 6f four pages. 12 cblumhs. Most of the material was trivial
and flippant.’ ﬁmpha‘sis .was‘oﬁ local happenings and news of viole;ﬁce. The paper was sold on the
street for a pennyy a copy. Within 6 months, the Sun had a ci?culau’on of 8,000, neariy twice 6f its

nearest rival.
, ]

FolloQing the success of the Sun, other penny papers boomed. Thirty-five papers were bublished
in New York in the 1830s. Among these papers, was another famous paper — James Gordon Bennett’s
New York Herald, founded in 1835. The idea of penny press spread to many’ other cities. The
establishment of yet another important penny paper, the New York Trifune by Horace,Greeley in 1841,

marked the maturity of a new kind of newspaper institution in the United States. (Emery, 1984:147)
2.2.1 The Institutional Structure of the Penny Press *

What made the penny paper successful and distinct was new ways of news production, distribution
and consumption. Unlike the old six—-penny papers, which depended on economic and boh’u'cal elites for
financial support, the penny papers dépended on advertising as their major financial source. Instead of
selling on subscription basis, these pdpers reached their readers mainly through street sales at the price
of one penny per issue. Thus, for the first time in press history, the newspaper becamé accessible to the
common people, the working class and the middle class who were caprured by the papers’ human
interest stories, crime reports and society news. The prospectus of the New York Sun was suggestive of
the characteristics of the penny press:

The object of this paper is to lay before the pliblic, at a.price within the means ,bf every

one, ALL THE NEWS OF THE DAY, and at the same time afford an advantageous

medium for advertising. The sheet will be enlarged as soon as the increase of

advertisement requires it, the price remaining the same. (The New York Sun, eptember 3,

1833, in Hudson, 1968:417, emphasis original)

This business-like statement clearly set out the principles of the commercial press. The

newspaper was a channel for "all the news of the day”, but at the same time a medium for advertising.
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Moreover, the statement clearly indicated that the requirement of advertising would determine the shapg
of the paper. Advertising thus be&(é‘rhe organizational principle of the newspaper. There was no .
_overt political commitment, no explicit ideological persuasion of any kind in the statement. The

-newspaper was a business engaged in the selling of the readers’ attention to advertisers.

Indeed, from the moment of their initiation, the penny pregs took business success as their
;-arimarygoal. No longer would néwspaper editors place the sirgtegy of a poliﬁ@ campajgri at the
expense of business stability and growth. With féw exceptions, founders of penny papers were printers
looking for broﬁtable opportunities in the line of their trade. (Mott, 1959:240) Beﬁjanﬁn Day pfojected‘
his New York Sun when his business as job printer éc’:arely afforded a living. By setting up the Sun,
Day hdped that the new enterprise would take up some of the slack in his business. '(Hudsoﬁ, 1968:4‘15)
He openly admittedythat "for a long time, the principle objéct of ihe ne\vspaﬁer was to advértis;: the job
office". (MO[F’ 19591242) James Gordon Bennett linked the content of his New York Herald directly to

his ultimate goal — business 7§uccess. In his detailed history of the American Press, Hudsen portrayed

the business—minded Bennett in this way:

No political office had any attraction for him: to increase his circulation, to improve and

fill his advertising columns, to obtain the best correspondents, to get the news to his office

before any of his contemporaries had it, were his ambition. To accompllsh these points he

would spare no expense. (1968:482) :

With the success of the pérmy press, the newspaper, which began as a sideline for printers and an
outlet for polemicists; had evolved into a major business enterprise. By 1850,-Lhe New York newspapers
were the repository of a large quantity of social capital. Where Bennett had founded the New York
Herald with $300 and Horace Greeley the New York Tribune with $3,000, Henry.J. Raymond started
the New York Times in 1851 with $10,000. At the same time, newspaper publishers were acéepted as
part of the commercial elite. Thev were businessmen Tather than political thinkers, managers rather

than essavists or activists. They were part of the rising capitalists who established the pressyas an

“Independent capitalistic institution”.
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Thevmv)tion "independent}capitalistic institution” needs some elaborafion. The term "independent”
is used here in three senses. Firsuy, the penny papers were editorially independenf from politicgl
parties. What £ﬁe newspapers offered was not dictated by political parties, but derived from the
independent judgment of the editors, Secondly, these papers were financially "independent” in Lhe
sense that they were not directly subsidized by political and econdmic interests, but were indirectly
rpa.trom'zed\by these interests in the form of advertising, Thirdly, theée papers were organizationally
independent in that they were not part of the party or government organs. By "capitalistic”, I» méan the:
commercial nature of the préss. Until the 18303, as was pointeq out earlier, a newspaper provided a
service to the political or economic elites. With the .penn'y pgess, a neWSpai)er sold the news produicts to
a general readership and at the same time sold this readership to advertisers. For-me first time,
newspapers became the manufacfurers of Lhe news commodities, and were subject to the impera»u‘ve of
capital. The emefgence of the penny press, Lh.erefore, marked the beginning of a new form of news
production. Finally, the term "institution” indicates_ the relatively stable and permanent position the -

newspaper has since occupied in the society. It is seen as central and indispensable tQ th_e society.

‘Of course, it should be noted that the wransformation of newspapers froffa paﬁisan nature 1o a
comme.rcial\narure is a gradual process. Party papers remained long after the penny papers invaded the
domain of public discourse. In the United States, for eiample, it was not until the establishmem of the
Government Pn"nt'ing Office in 1860, which meant the end of patronage through printing contracts, thalv
the part_v.press of Washington wés completely extinguished.’ In Canada, according to press historian
Paul Rutherford (1982), a comrﬁercial press catering to a mass audience arrived between 1869-1900,

concurrent with the age of industrialization in this country.

‘For a detailed discussion of the party press, see Mott (1959:113-324).
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2.2.2 The Discursive Characteristics of the Penny Press

Along with the transformatign of the institutional structure of the press, came the changes in the

discursive characteristic of the newspapers. Two important features stood out most distinctively: the

allegiance to a universal perspective and the cultivation of a belief in value-free "facts” which were to

be reported without "coloring”.

The UniversakPerspecu‘ ve

~ Unlike the pre—1830 press, which spoke to a particular audience, the penny press spoke to the
"public” as a whole. It claimed to stand above narrow political interests. Perhaps it is not without

reason that Lhe first penny paper was calf@d the SurL The papers logo, "It shines for all”, profoundly
captured the democratic promise of the penny press: extension of public access to information and
nietamorphosi's of the character of the public information itself. (Schiller, 1981:48) The paper definitely
aligned itself with "the whole people”:

Great statesmen and good magistrates administer laws for the benefit of THE people.

Knaves, demagoues, and narrow-minded men, add an epithet. They incline to favor some

particular class of the people, as the rich people, the working people, the rellglous people,

the temperate people. The politician, whose mind is not broad enough to take in THE

people, the whole people, is unworthy of confidence or regard. (The New York Sun, April -
17, 1834, in Schiller, 1981:49. emphasis original) .

.//

The Herald also declared that it would "support no party.— be the ofgan of no faction or coterie, .
and care nothing for any election or candidate from the president down to constable”. The paper’s
maxim was: "I[RREPROACHABLE TASTE—CHARITY—FRATERNITY—JUSTICE—THE PUBL-IC

GOOD". (The Herald , May 6, 1835, in Schilier, 1981:49, emphasis original)

These words: The People, The Public Good, Justice, Fraternity, were the symbols by which the
penny press sold itself to the audience. The allegiance to these unitary and universal concepts suggested
that the penny press put itself in a position of speaking from a universal racher than a particular point of

view. [t posited itself "above™ politics, "bevond™ particular interests.



S

These concepts however, were not the 'inVenLion of the penny'press of the 1830s. They were, as
Repo (1986) has demonstrated, the heritage of eighteenth century Enlightenment view on human society.
This view, which presented a version of society based on the premise of equality of human beings and
their "natural righis" based on this eQuaJity, first claimed to take the perspective of all members of
society, rather than a privileged group within it. This view had served as an effective ideological
weapon in the war the rising bourgeois class waged against the land-owning class and the aristocracy,
and has since been the legitimating ideology of modern 'capitalistic societies. As the early nineteenth
century American penny press.challenged the hegemony of the elite press, they adopted this
Enlightenment discourse and assumed the role of the spokesmen of the whole people. In her study of
the early p‘enny press in Canada, Repo finds a similar perspective:

’ Trumpeting their concern for the public good, they [the penny papers] saw themselves in

the double role of being spokesperson for the peopie when criticizing civil society and the

state, and being at the same time the educator of the people. This did not necessary mean

that they fashioned themselves as mouthpieces of popular discontent. The interests they

stood for were the "rational” interests of all citizens in a democratic state, interests which

were determined, ultimately, by professional experts in social sciences and statescraft. In

other words, they represented the interests of citizens as they believed they ought to be, and

aimed at educating their readers for an idea/ citizenship. This was the universal perspective
they brought to journalism. (1986:127, emphasis original) _

The Belief in Facts

Closely associated with the penny press’ presumed posture of speaking to everyone from a
universal perspective, was the newspaper’s cultivation of a belief in "facts”. "facm", from this view, arc
assertions about LL:'IC-WOIICI Open to independent validation. They stand béyond tﬁe "distorting” influence
of the individual. The penny press assigned itself the task of providing accurate and universally
recognizable copies of events in the world. In the prospectus of the New York Hera./d, Bennett wrotc:
"We shall endeavor to record facts onr every public and proper subject, w of verbiage and
coloring”™. (the Herald, May 6, 1835, my emphasis) No other words expréssed the point mére lucidly
than the New York Times, when it said that it simply presented "[Flacts, in such a form and temper as

10 lend men of all parties to rely upon its statements™. (March 22, 1860)



Underlying these statements was the assumption that newspapers were able to provide reports of
"facts” which were universally recognizable and independent of particular pdint of view. This point
found further support in the words of an Associated Press reporter: ] o

My business is to communicate facts; my instructions do not allow me to make any
comment upon the facts which I communicate. My dispatches are sent to papers of all
manner of politics, and editors say they are able to make their own comments upon the
facts which are sent them. [ therefore confine myself to what I consider legitimate news.
do not act as politician belonging to any school, ‘but try to be truthful and impartial. My

- diSpatches are merely dry matters of fact and detail.- (fn Roscho, 1975:31, my emphasis)

~' ‘Thus, news, conceived as "dry matiers of facts”, was accordi-ng'to this view, vaiue—free. It
therefore had the legitimate claims on other people. Comments, as the above passage indicates, were \
subjective evaluation of the "facts”. They were seen as ultimately infused with hﬁme}n valﬁes and were
therefore without legitimate claims on other people. (Schudson, 1978:5-6) The underlying role of‘ ‘the

reporters; following this logic, was a passive recorder of "facts”, who did not impose any value judgment

on the "facts”.

Apart from these two discursive fekat‘u_‘res that have just been described, the appeal to human
interests, sensationalism, were also the novelty of Lhé commercial press. The universal perspective, the
belief in "facts”, ho‘wever, were two of the most central features of the penny préss. Moreover, these
two features were closely linked: the universal pe;specﬁve was opérationalized,' in part, by the reporting

of a body df preéumedly universally recognizabie "facts”.

" The pioneers of the penny press probably did not realize that, 5y changing the organiiaiu‘on of
news production, distribution, and consumptioi), they had created a new rnode of news productioh. With
the further industrialization of the American society after the Civil War (1876-1881), which not only
’;jrought new businesses into the market, but consolidated the establishea relations of news production,-

the penny press was transformed into.a mainstream commercial press which held monopoly in the



domain of public discourse, Along with this transformation, the discursive proced'ures of the newspapers
were simultaneously elaborated and refined. This section describes some of the developments in terms

' 4 .
of both the newspaper as a social institution and the news as a form of public discourse.

23.1 Expansion of the Press

After the Civil War, Aﬁleﬁcan soci-ety underwent a dramatic social change. By the 1880s and

. 1890s, as one historian has put it, the nation was trembl}ing between two worlds, one rural and
agricultural, the other urban and industrial. By the end of“ these years, vAr‘nerica had changed ihio a new
industrial society, one mére akin to Western Europe lhan. to its own former agricultural self. | .
(Schlesinger,- 1983‘:XIV)'It was an age in which agricultural capité.lisrn ﬁoved into industrial capitalism
and finally to monopoly capitalism. And this transition brought profound changes to the newspaper as

well.

A

Economically, the Gréat Depression of the 1880s and early 1890s saw the large scale of cap;tal
consolidation — centrahzation and concentration — in a fewer number of largef hands. As a result, the
market became rr-lonfopolized and the form 6f economic organization began to shift from small ‘
entrepreneurial firms to large cgrporatidns. As part of the capitalisﬁc social formation, Lhe préss itself
underwent the same transformation, while Vat the same time contributirig to the process. Economic.
consolidation meant the growing demand for the press to create mass markets through adyem’sing. Just
as Benjamin Bry-had envisioned when he established the first penny paper, advertising space of the
newspapers accelerated. The ratio 6f editorial material to advertising in the newspaper declined. At the
same time, advertising revenue accounted for an enlarged proportion of the total newspéper income.

( Schudsém, 1978:93) This increasing dependence on advvem‘sing revenue made circulation more firmly
the measure of a newspaper’s competitive standing. As a rf:sult, it became more difficult for a

newspaper 1o confine to a narrow political perspective.

Mechanization, industrialization, and urbanization — secial forces of economic and cultural

development — also brought rapid expdnsion in the number of newspapers. Between 1870 and 1900,
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Lhé United SLatés doubled its population and tripled the nufhber of its urban residents. This population
increasingly turned to newspapers for entertainment and information. During the same 30 years, the
number of daily newspapers quadfupléd and the numbers of copies sold each day .irflvcrease,d almost six
Fpld. F(Em.efy, 1984;231); These papers, old ones as well as newiy established ones, upheid the banner
of independent journalism thch had been set ﬁp by the penny press, %nd vied for circulation. The race

betweeh Joseph Pulitzer and William Hearst symbolized the intensity of the competition.

Therefore, there are sufficient reasons to say that if the industriaj revolution of the 1830s gave
birth to Lﬁe commercial press, the economic Aco“nsolidatiorll of the latenineteenih century marked the
development of Lﬁe comrpercial preés at a new stage. In his analysis of the evolution of the modern
mass media in Ehgland, Stuart Hall links the transformation of the relations of culture and of the means
- of cultural production and conéumption to the evolution of England as a capitalist sOciety.:‘ He notes that
the modern forms of media ﬁrsi ‘appeared in the eighteenth éentury, with and alongside the
transformation of England into an agrarian—capitalist society. This period is marked by the
commodification of cultural .productsrénd the emergence of the institution of culture rooted in market
relationships. Hall further points out that the Lransformétion of an agraﬁan capitalist sodety into an
industrial-urban éapitah'st one sets the’scene and provides the material basis and social organization for
the second great phase of change and expansion in the media of cultural production and bdistributiqn‘.
According to Hall, the third phase coincides with the transformation from laissez-fairé to "monopoly”
| capitalism: This stage last}sf f‘fbm about the 1880s to the present. As Hall notes:

This is the phase in which modern mass media come into vtheir own, massively expand and

multiply, install themselves as the principle means and channels for production and

distribution of culture, and absorb more of the sphere of public communication into their

orbit. . (1977:340)

Although the his}oricél situations in England and in the United States differed, as it can be seen,
the patterns of media development in these two countries show some’similarities. In Canada, the
t;ansformatior? of the press from the enterprise of private individualvsv with small capital to an

undertaking appropriate only to the wealthy capitalists and large scale of consolidation and concentration
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- in the industry did not occur until the 1900s. (Kesterton, 1967:64)
2.3.2 Two Kinds of Journalism

Under the banner of independent, ndn—partisan journalism, there were two kinds of ne,wépapers at
the turning of >Lhe last century in the United States: cmsadi;lg journalism and detached journalism. The
former was represénted by Joseph Pulitzer and his New York World, and the latter, Adolph S. Oché
agd‘ his New York Times. In two different directions, the late niﬁetéenth century press upheld Lhe spirit
of the penny press and magm’ﬁed it under new historical conditions. Pulitzer was an Austrian
immigrant. After working as a reporter for several yeg.ré, he‘bought the St. Louis Post and Dispath in
1878 a}xd began his career as an editor-publisher. In 1883, Pulitzer bought the New York World, which
soon overshadowed the descendents of major penny papers’— Lhe Sun, the Herald, the Tribune, and the =~
Times, and became the emblem of crusading journalisrn. By 1887, the World reached American’s largest
newspaper circulation with a number of 250,000. The New York Tirﬁes. established by Henry A3
Raymond in 1851, was bought byr Ochs in 1896. It soon succeeded the World as the most popular

newspaper of the age and has since been a masterpiece of modern commercial journalism. -

\

The difference between the two types of newspaper becomes apparent when the policy statements-- o

of the two newspaper owners are closely examined. In his Statement for the Post and Dispatch, Pulitzer

wIote:

The Post and Dispatch ‘will serve no party but the people, be no organ of republicanism,
but the organ of truth; will follow no causes but its conclusions; will not support the
"Administration”, but criticize it; will oppose all fraud§ and shames wherever and whatever
they are; will advocate principles and ideas rather than prejudice and pamsanshlp (in
Emery, 1984:255)

At the ume of his reu'rement, Pulitzer found himself still committed to the same principle, perhaps even
-more strongly:
I know that my retirement will make no difference in its [the World] cordial principles;

that it will always fight for progress and reform, never tolerate injustice or corruption,
always fight demagogues of all parties, never belong to any party, always oppose privileged

‘Bv that tme, most of the early pérmy papers had raised their prices 10 more than a
penny. They were therefore no longer "penny papers” in a literal sense. -
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class and public plunderers, never lack sympathy with the poor, always remain devoted to
the public welfare, never satisfied with merely printing news, always be critically
independent, never be afraid to attack wrong, whether be predatory plutocracy or predatory

~ poverty. ~
fiere the rhetoric of the penny press was héor‘e_ boldly and more clearly spelt out. Liké the penny
press, but more than ;hat, Pulitzer fought for "justice and équal rights and privilege for all, of what
-color, class, race or condition”. (The WOr!d; July 12, '1883; in Juergens, 1966:236) Pulftzer enlarged the
concept of the ‘public to include not only men but wo;nen, and embodied such an enlarged ‘c:oncept in
the content of the newspaper by publishing articles tilored solely or primafy to the concerns of women.
He éreated the first sports page in the newspaper and thus l?rOught more fsocial activities to the sphere
of public discourse. Like the penny papers, Pulitzer’s World aimed to solicit the attention of the wl;ole '
people. In his policy directoﬁes to his managing editor, Pulitzer emphasized that the paper was nét for
ﬁhe c_lggs_é_s_, but for the m by which-he meant that nobody would be excluded: "I should make a
~paper that the judges of the Supreme Court of the United States would read with enjoyment, everybody,
blit I would not make a baper Lhaf only the judgés of the Supre_me' Court and their class can read”.” (in

Seitz, 1924:416-417)

While Pulitzer did not want to alienate the elite class, he c.;rusaded for the irﬁmigrants, the.labor,
the poor, and actively involved himself in pubiic affairs. Never contented “with reporting the surface
news, Pul-itzer urged his ‘staff never 1o dI'Cip a t§pic-Unﬁ1 Lhéy had gone to the bottom of it and until the
subject was really finished. He popularized what beéé.me clichés of public service journalism; staff
members of the paper disguised themselves to enter forbidden places to uncover unconventional sto;ies.
He and his rivals vied for the title of "people’s champi'on" and become the ~forerunner of the

"muckraking” magazine journalism of the early twentieth century.

The World's crusading was however, full of contradictions and and ‘limitations. It attacked the
ttans of the Wall Street as pirates vet, at the same time, gloriﬁg:d}hem as living eiarnples of the
American dream of success; it sympathfzed with the labor movement but -at the same time accepted their

position of subordination to the capital. Similarly, in its attitude toward women, although the paper

4
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adrmtted the need for emanmpatlon it paxd litle homage o the real substance -of feminist issues of the
day such as the nght to vote, the nght to equal educatlon and the right to practice a profession. (SCI[Z
1924:158) |
In t:ontrast to Pulitzer and his World, Ochs and the New York Times represented a different ‘kindb
of joumal&isfn. Ochs’ ofteh—quoted principle for the Times in 1896 contained the following words:

It will be my earnest aim that the New York Tinmes give the news, all the news in concise

and attractive form, in language that is parliamentary in good society, and give it as early, if
not earlier, than it can be learned through any other reliable medium; to give the news -

impartially, without favor and fear, regardless of any @\oeTct or interest involved; to
make the columns of the New York Times a forum for the %onsideration of all questions of

public importance; and to that end to invite intelligent discussion from all shades of

opinion. (the New York Times, August 9, 1896, my emphasis )

It is extretnely revealing to contrast these words with Pulitzer’s principles for his papers.
Although both men claimed mdependence and non—partlsala\p Pulitzer’s statements, like the characters
of his papers, were sensatlonal thought—provoking and stimulating. They clearly laid out the moral and |
social goals of the newspapers and stated without any hesitation the causes for which the newspaper
would support. They were full of idealism and reform impulses. In conttast, Ochs’ words were calm,
detached and business-like. His priority in giving "the news, all the n’ews'; echoed Benjamin Day’s

staterhent for the Sun, in which he promised to "give all the news of the day” in a similar business-like

tone. ‘ -

Of course, the Times of the 1890s was much more sophlsncated than the Sun of the 18303 In
the effort of publishing "all the news", the szes set itself the task of not only printing the news more
volurninously than both its precedents and contemporaries, but also of avoidéng deliberate slanting by

presenting "both sides of the story”. The Times’ concern for news was carried to such an extent that .
. . B T-

the publisher once considered eliminating the editorials altogether. This consideration, of course, was

directly in contrast to Pulitzer, who cared deeply about editorials and was never satisfied with merely

providing the news.
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in terms bf the scope of repoi'ting, while Pulitzer extended his coverage to women, labor and -
othet "low” aspects of the social hierarchy, Ochs extended his coverage to appeal to the busixiess' Elass.
Following the business reporting tradition set up by Bennett in his Herald in the 1830’s, the Times

devoted to the development of business reporting and soon established itself as the f'Businéés Bible" and

*
therefore won further advertising sponsorship from the business class.

Td secure its final success in the competition with-the Pulitzgr_ and Hearst papers, the Times
resorted to the price strategy by which the commercial press was born in. the first place. From three
cents a cop%y, the newspapgr"s price was reduced to one cent, lower than the p;ices of most other pabers.
Thus, once again, the Times became a truly "penny paper”. Thé penny paper in the history of ,
journalisrﬁ had accomplished a whole circle. Of course, as was noted earlie£,\thé "ﬁenny paper” of the
1890s was not the same as its precédents of the 1830s: its economic and',téchnological basis had been
. cbn‘s(\)lidéted; its ;echniques of news pfesentadqn had been refined; and its scope of coverage had also
been expanded. The sénsationalism that had accompanied the pehny bress since its inception in the
| 1830’s and had been explgjted in its extreme by Lhe Pulitzer and Hearst pape;s in the later m'nefeenth
éentury was transformed. In response to the common understanding that the drop of price‘ would move
the p:épe; back to sensationalism, Ochs announced: "It is the price‘ of the paper, not it§ character, that

will rchange. In appealing to a larger audience the Times by no means proposes to offend the faste. or

forfeit the confidence of the audience it has". (in Berger, 1951:125-126)

With éll these strategies, the Times’ circulati(;n soared. It soon defeated its tivals andcéstablished
itself as a r;‘xasterpiece of the modemn comme_rcial media arvldf‘remairfs so today. The World, however, |
gradually declined as a newspaper giant. With the death of ‘Joseph Pulitzer in 1911 and the pgssing
away of the reform era, the age of crusadiﬁg journalism .el“a;psed. The World’s conservative readers were
drawn away by the Times and other descendants of the old penﬁy papers, @ﬁe ‘the growing tabloids

won those audience who were more interested in sensational news.



" The emergence of thevj two types of journaiism and the final s_uccéss of the T imes as the standard
piece of modern commercial newspaper is of profound historical significance. AS was pointed out earlier
~ in this chapter, the penny press of the 1830s revolutionalized journalism with two distinctive
characteristics: its promise of 'proi/iding "all the news" without coloring and its appeal to the pubiic
interes_L In the keen competition for the audienc:e market, while the Times advanced itself along the N
direction of the purveyor Qf news, the World carried the principle of serving the public good (0 a new
stage. Together, these two types of newspaper further developed the ideals of the com_mefcial press ana
created an age of joqrnalistic prosperity in. the c’ontext of new dgvelopments in capitalism. During this
period, newspapers in,corporateci more of the sociél life into its domain of public discourse and solic‘ited

the attention of people from different strata of society.
2.3-3 Development of Journalistic Norms

As was pointed out earlier, the penny press of the 1830s put-a strong emphasis on the
- presentation of "facts”. This tradition was gfeatly enhanced in the commercial press of the late
" nineteenth century. Whether reporters were adherents to crusading joufnalism or detached journalism,
they held a belief in "facts”. Those who wrote memoirs often recalled their first editor who taught
them to write just the facts and d'elete all the subjective adjectives in their copy. Julius Chambers, who
served as managing editor of the New Y ork Herald, wrote:

Facs, facts, nothing but facts. So many peas at so much a peck; so much molasses at so

much a quart. The index of forbidden words was lengthy, and misuse of them, when they

escaped the keen eye of a a copy reader and got into print, was punished by suspension

without pay for a week, “of immediate discharge. [t was a rigid system rigidly enforced.

(1921:7, in Schudson, 1978:77)

" Lincoln Steffens, another editor of the time, recalled a similar gxperience when he was a reporter

for the New York Evening Post:

Reporters were 10 report the news as it happened; like machines, without prejudice, color,

and without stvle; all alike. Humor or any sign of personality in our reports was caught,

rebuked, and in time, suppressed. As a writer, I was permanently hurt by my years on the
Post. (1931:179)
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_ Apart from the emphasis on the "facts”, balance as a journalistic norm was also carefully
observed. As a journalistic convenu'.on,’.’the necessity for balance Qas gradually realized by the penny
press. It was established as é ’stra'teg'y.tol achieve neutraiity. In his criticism of the Néw York Sun,
Horéce Greeley, for exampl.e, said: "The Ainiqqity of the Sun’s course lies in its suppression of the truth.
A heuﬁél paper ought to present both sides of the party questions it discusses". (in Roscho, 1975:31)
However, it rémain‘ed’for the New York Times to give this principleithe fullest play. Meyer Berger,
éfﬁCial biographer of the Timés, claimed that the newspaper presented both sides of any controversy in

its news column ahd was faithful to the principle even in its coverage of the First World War.

S

(1951:208)

Another journalistic convention that had been developed was the rigid distinction between news
and opinioﬁ.. Again, Horace Greeley was a pioneer in the advancement of this repdrtorial»nonn. He
first institutionalized the practice by printing a separaté "editorial page” on his penny paper — the New
York Tribune. (Mott, 1962:72) Pulitzer, who made the fullest use of the editorial page for his cruséding‘
causes, was also a careful obsemer of the cdnvention. Ina memorandum to his editors in 1905, he
wrote: "I want the news, Gentlemen, to balancef couﬁteract and antidote. If I make a deuce of a fight
on the editorial page ... I do not want the news columns to-go fo also". (in Fergens, 1966: 32) The
convention was theorized in journalistic textbooks as early as 1894, when Edwin L. ~Shumem wrbté ina
book for new comers to the Lradé:

. i
"The spirit of modern journalism demands that news and editorials be kept distinctly

separate. The one deals with facts, the other with theoretical imer’pretations It is as -
harmful to mix the two.in journalism as it is to combine church and state in goVemmenL
This, at least, is the only safe theory for begmners (1894:66) .
The wordmg of the statement was quite interesting: sLhe separation of news and editorials was v
"demanded"” by the "spirit of modern journalism", and such a separation was the only "safe” theory.
The underlying tone of the statement suggests the practicality of the convention. That is, the convention

grew out of journalists’ needs to remain "safe” in their trade.

31



These. journalistic conventions; however, did not always guarantee the newspaper from>
harassrhenL The following incident from The Hisior) of the New Y ork Times. which déscribed a
conversation iﬁ 1915 between Senator Tom Walsh, Chairman of a Senatorial committee examining‘ the
editorial opposition of the New York Times to the Adrmmstrauon and Carr Van Anda the newspaper’s ‘
managmg edxtor is quite tellmg On September 8, 1914, the Times published a story that British
steamship lines were charging United States refugees excessive rates for transportation home from War

Zones. The original dispatch said:

"The action of certain steamship companies in taking what is considered a disgraceful and
unfair advantage of Americans forced to return home, by raising rates, will shortly be made
the subject of an official report and complaint to the State Department ...

~ The situation illustrates what would be at least an advantage of government-owned
passenger steamers. If they were available now, they could afford to create competition
which would compel English liners to keep their rates normal,"

b [
When the story appeared on the Times however, the adjective "disgraceful” and the 1ast

paragraph were deleted. Seeing a possible "bigs" in the newspaper, the Senator questioned the motive
" for the omission in this particular case. The managing editor respdnded by saying that the-Times did
not allow Teporicrs or correspondents to express opinion in news stories. Berger continued the
description of the encounter between Lhe Senator and the editor:
"You allowed them to say it was ’unfair’", Senator Walsh insisted ... "What is considered
unfair”, (Van Anda emphasized the word "considered") "the word unfau is referred to the
other peogl ¢ who holds that opinion. The correspondent is not allowed to express his
opinion that it is *unfair’.”
: . Senator Walsh wanted to know why the Times had deleted the last part of the ,
-dispatch. Van Anda said: "That was done for the very good and sufficient reason that'it
was an expression of opinion by the writer. It is propagating one side of a case, which is a
privilege we do not permit to correspondents and-reporters. They may state the facts, but
inferences are to be left to the editorial page, or to the under'standing of the reader. That
paragraph is very distinctly in advocacy of one side of the case, and it was stricken out
according 1o an ¢stablished rule(1951 209-210, my emphasis)
This encounter between representatives of the political establishment and the journalistic

establishment clearly indicated that "prior to the First World War, jouma‘lisu‘c norms such as reporting

the "facts” and attributed opinions, presentation of two sides of views, separation of news from
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editorials, etc.,' had been firmly established and were .invoked conscioiisiy by the press in their

seif—defense.

2.4 Summary

‘, This chapter has piovided a very brief account of early history of the commercial press. Tt was
argued that the rise of the penny press in the 1830s maiked Llie establishment of the press as an
"independent capitalistic institution” and Lransiormed the si)ciél relati()ns of news production. This new
- press declared its position of independence and promised that it would serve no particular interest, but
the interest of the general public. Adopting the discourse of the Enlightenmem, this press assumed a
unified public and claimed to speak from a universal perspective. It dedicated itself to the cause of |
reporting the "facts” without "colbringf' and ché.rged itself with the duty of providing "all the news of
the day". It is also argued that, the positivist belief in the self-evidence oi facts and the confidence in
the ability of reporters in providing “facts” as such without personal bias wag the corherstone upon

which the universalistic perspective of the journalistic discourse was based and concretized.

[t is further demonstrated that, ;vith the fu;ther development of capitalism in the late part of the
nineteenth century, the commercial relations of news production was greatly consolid;ted and expanded.
At the same time, the discursive procedures of the press were institutionalized and rigidly enforced. The
keen competition between crusading journalism and detached journalism was a test on the boundaries of
such ai preés: how far it could go to crusade for the interests of one grbup in the social formation
without alienating other groups — as in the case of the World; and how much it could rely on |
journalistic. procedures sobthat it would not tie suspected of being "biased” and face governmental

intervention — as in the case of the Times.

This interpretation of journalistic history has provided the informing historical background to the
concept of objectivity, the subject of this thesis; that is, much of the controversy surrounding the origins

of journalistic objectivity is derived from different interpretations of the history of the commercial préss.



It is to this controversy that the thesis will now. turn. In the follov;/ing chapter, the thesis will examine
 three different arguments on the origins of journalistic objectivity. Based on the historical interpretation
that has been presented in this chapter and critiques of other argm'néms, Chapter 3 will come out with

an alternative understanding of the concept. - ~ .
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CHAPTER 3

:

sudden, with exact date and place. To make the task even more difficult, a concept is not static. Its

EXPLANATION OF THE ORIGINS OF JOURNAL‘ISTIC‘OBJECTIV ITY ~
To explore the origins of a concept is never an easy task, because a concept is ’Seldom born of a

meaning changes over time. And this is certainly the case With the concept of joumaﬁstic objectivity.
As a result, ‘explanadons of the origins of the concept are varied. There are three majot argﬁments
thich deserve close attention in this case. This chapter will begin with an examination of an argﬁment
put forward by Michael Schudson. Following that is a critiqhe of two other arguments. In the final

section, this chapter will set forth an alternative explanation.

31 MichaelSchudson’s Argument

Michael Schudson’s book\ Discovering the News: A Social History of American Newspapers
(1978)7 pioneered the systematic explbran’on of the origins of journalistic objectivity. In focusing on the
evolution of objectivity a§ a professional ideology in jguﬁmlism, Schudson examines the history of Lhe\
American press t6 discover "the relationship betwegn the instituﬁon of modern jourhalism and geheral

currents in economic, political, social and cultural life”. (10-11) The book covers historical development

of journalism from the 1830s to the 1970s.

Schudson says that the concept of news as we }mderstand it today did not exist until the 18305l
According to him, news was a product of the massive economic and political changes of Lhe‘ 1830s, which
he characterizes as the "rise of the democratic market society”. This society, Schudson explains, was
characteri;}d by an extension of the political franchise to new groups, a competitive market economy
free from many" kinds of government controls and the beginning of a shift in social patterns from the
intimacies of rural comﬁmdn' to the anonymity of urban life. . (58-59) The penny press, Schudson |

argues, had its roots in this "democratic market society”. It both drew upon and st:engthened the
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culture of such a sogiety and became the spokesperson for the egalitarian ideals in politics, econornic life

and social life throu its emphasis on news as well as its cultjvation of large audience This socrety. in

turn, provrded the gpundwork for the growth of journalistic behefs The most prominent belief

, is/"a belief in facts, and a distrust of the reality, or ObJEC[lVlty, of *values." (p. 60)

This belief in “facts';, Schudson argues, was intensified in the the late nineteenth eentury, along '
with the growing popularity of science and the rise of realism in literature. He sitgge'sts that reporters in
the 1890s believed that facts can speak for themselves and saw themselves as "scientists uncovering the
ecanomic and political facts of industrial life more boldly, more clearly and more ’realistically’ than

anyone had done before”. (p. 71) Schudson calls this belief in facts "naive empiricism”.

As the world moved in the twentieth century, Schudson argues, however, leaders in journalism-
and other fields lost their faith in the "democratic market society”. By the 1920s, journalists no longer
believed that facts can speak for themselves. "People came (o see even the ﬁndings of facts as
interested, even memory and dreams as selectiv_e, even rationality itself a front for interest or will or
prejudice.” (p. 120) Schudson finds two direct reasons for the realization of the "subjectivity” of the
"facts”: the rrse of public relations, through which powerful, self-interested institutions and groups ,
created "facts” for journalists to report, and the journalists’ experience of the wartime (World War I) -
propaganda in which they saw how the public mind could be manipulated and how poweriess they -were

as journalists.

At the same time, Schudson notes, came the first systematic revelation of subjectivity in the part
of journalists themselves. In their study oi’ the New York Times’ coverage of the Russian
Revolution(1920), Walter Lippmann and Charles Merz found that "the news as at whole is dominated by
the hopes of men who composed the news organization. ... In the large, the news about Russian is a
case of seeing not what was, but what men wish to see. ... The chief censor and the chief propagandis[ :

were hope and fear in the minds of reporters and editors”. (Lippmann and Merz 1920: 3)
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-« It was this doubt of the validity of "facts” and the realization of bias in the work of the
journalists, Schudson-contends, that led to the rise of objectivity as a professional ideology in journalism.
Objecnvxty is deﬁned by. Schudson as a body of rules and procedures by which a pfofessmnal
confraternity of journalists establishes the truth vaJue of stated "facts”. He writes:

Only then did the 1deaJ of objecnwty as consensusly validated statements about the world,
. predicated on a radical separation of facts and values arise. It arose, however, not so much
as an extension of naive empiricism and the belief in facts as a reaction against skepticism;
it was not a straight-line extrapolation, but a dialectical response to the culture of a
democratic market society. It was not the final expression of a belief in facts but the
assertion of a method designed for a world in which even facts could not be trusted. (p. 122)
That is, Schudson contends that the experiences of the journalists in the 1920s and 1930s resulted in
such ;'a deep loss of confidence” that objectivity as he defines it became essential: "Journalists came to
believe in objectivity to the extent that they did, bedause they wanted to, needed to, were forced by
ordinaryhuman aspiration to seek escape from their own deep convictions of doubt and drift. ...

its[objectivity’s] source lies deeper, in a need to cover over neither authority nor privilege, but the

disappointment in the modern gaze". (p. 159)

~ Schudson believes that Walter Llppmann was-the main proponent of objectmty He quotes

| Llppmann as explaining the emotional 1mpulse behind the quest for objectivity: "As our minds become -
‘more deeply aware of their own subjectivity, we find a zest in objective method that is not otherwise

‘ there". (Lippmann, 1922:256, in Schudson, 1978:151) The objéctive methods propos;ed by Idppmann

included legislation to make false documentation illegal, identification of news sources in news stories,

the creation of non~partisan research institutions in journalism, the establishment of an international

non-partisan news agency and the professionalization of journalism. (Schudson, 1978:152)

Schudson concludes his book with a discussion of the critical culture of the 1960s, and argues that
although there is a simmering disaffection with objective ‘reporting, there is no new ideéJ in joumalisrﬁ

to successfully challenge objectivity and the ideal "holds its authority on sufferance”. (p. 10) .

Schudson’s premises and conclusions have both been widely accepted in recent journalistic
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literature.! There are, however, a number of problems with Schudson’s approach to journalistic

objectivity. The central problem with Schudson’s work lies in his attempt to relate a_ particular

professional ideology — in this case, journalistic objectivity — directly to the development of American

society in general,” without a sufficient examination of an intermediate social structuré —— journalistic

organizations. As a result, the actual practice of journalists is lost in gene}al historic explanations on the

‘one side, and in the description of decontexualized occupational attitudes and mentalities on the other.”

(Schiller, 1981:327) In analyzing objectivity as an occupational ideology, Schudson sees journalists as -
agents free from organizational constraints, who were forced by "ordinary human aspirations” to seek -
escape from “doubtiand drift”. Objectivity is therefore seen in a sense as merely a psychological matter,

as a passive response of the journalists to outside social changes.

This problem is also linked to Schudson’s conceptualization of objectivity. As it has been shown,

Schudson conceptualized objectivity as "consensu:ily validated statements about the world", which means

that a person’s statements about the world can be trusted if they are subjected to established rules
deemed legitimate by a professional community. (p. 7) However, a strong case can be made that

objectivity is in no sense confined to the journalistic professional community alone. Elliott, for example,

has demonstrated that objectivity can be seen as strategies which are not only means of achieving

professional status for the individual, but means by w_hiéh the organization may hold its ground in the
wider ébdety. (1977:150) Tuchman likewise argues that objectivity is foutinely pursued and reneg'otiated
inter—orggnizationally. She notes that ijectivity functions as a common connection between reporters '

and sources, editors, publishérs, and legal authorities. (1972:662-663). She situates the typifications that

invoke and evoke objectivity squaiely within "an organizational chain consisting of hierarchically

arranged editors and their assignments:

As newsmen readily explain, proceséing a story involves "second guessing”, the-reporter
-"second guesses” the city editor and his assistants; the city editor, the news editors, the
managing editor and editor-in—chief; these editors, the publisher. (1972:662)

As Schiller points out, the blue pencil, the reprimand, the next déy’s paper, and the occasional dismissal

‘See for example, Fishman, 1981; Emery and Emery, 1984.
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are means by which the prese‘ﬂ‘se‘of ~objecﬁvity,is consolidated. (1981:328) ‘

Another prominent media scholar, Herbert Gans, supports this argumé’nt by saying [hat‘[he
objectivity imperative on the pért of the management was materialized into a variety of onganizétidnél'
mécharﬁsms such as the awarding system, [h‘e. frequent move of job assignments and so on. (1979:185)

In terms of job assignments, Gans observes, general reporters move so quickly from story tc story that
they do not have time to develop attachment, whereas those covering“efnotionally charged stories such as |
wars and election campaigns are rofated fréquently- to preselfve "objectjvity“. Accdrding to Gans, the
division of l.abour is andther organizational mechanism that helps to achie\}e the same goal. Stdr};
selectors are rarely out of their offices long enough té.become involved. They are "detached" by their
duty. (1979:185) All these sifégest that objectivity- is ﬁot so much as a creation of the professional |
journalists, -or, to use Schudson’s term, "d;ail'y reporters”, as an imperative of the journalistic

organizations.

That organizationai imperative is crucial to the maintenance of journalistic objectivity can also be
supported by a work upon which Schudson relies —— Leo Reston's (1937) study of Washington
correspondents. In a questionaire filled out l?y 107 members of the Washington press corps, Reston
- asked. his respondents whether they agreed with the following sLatemeht: "My orders are 1o be objective,
but I know how I want stories blayed". 60% of the subjects agreed with this statement. Schudson
accepts Reston’s interpretation that journalists found it "impossible to be objective. Yet from the wording

i o
of the question, which Reston noted was an expression of a number of reporters themselves, is it not -

clear Lhé; there was an "order” for the need of objectivity from above?

Another problem with Schudson’ work lies in his understanding of the relation between the
"naive empiricism" of the late nineteenth Eentury and his cdncept of journalistic objectivity in the
twentieth century. According to Schudson, the nineteenth century belief in facts is the precondition for .
the twentieth century idea of objecﬁvity. The "objectivity” he understands is not an extension of the

"naive empiricism”, but a reaction against the disillusionment of that "naive empiricism”. That is,
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Schudson argues that the two are fundamentally different things. They belong to different categories
and have. different social grounds: the "naive empiricism" is the consciousness of the "democratic
marltet society”; "objectivity" is the "ideology" of the 20th century in which the faith in 'that »7
"democratic market society” had been lost.2 However there is strong evidence which indicates that the
two beliefs share a common ground and they have many features in common. Schudson himself offers

some clues for this argument.

Firstly, if we accept the argument that "objectivity” involves not only the need of individual
journalists but also the imperative of the news organizations, it is also true that the early belief in "fact”
was also cultivated by news organiZations. This point has been clearly demonstrated in Chanter 2 of this
thesis. It was the newspaper publishers who first declared that they would provide facts "stripped of
verbiage and coloring”. Similarly, it was from the strict teachings of the newspaper management that
daily reporters learned the supremacy of the "facts”. Schudson’s own book d’escribed in great detail the
enforcement of factuality in the nineteenth century newsrooms. The belief in "facts” is, therefore, like

the 20th century "objectivity", also' compulsive, as part of the imperatives of the journalistic institutions.

ansed on the similarity and continuity between "objectivity” as a method, and the belief in
"facts”, it is not difficult to understand why, as Schudson finds, for daily reporters, even if they
expressed allegiance for the ideal of objectivity, their conception of "objectivity" might mean "simply
thg applrcation of a new label to the naive empiricism which reporters of the 1890s had called ’realism’.’
b 155) This point suggests that for the working journalist, the idea of "objectivity” posed little change
in their daily routine, for the practice of "objectivity" was already there, aJthough the rules were

unwritten, and the term itseif had not been consciously invoked.
'.‘q .

}‘/

* Schudson does not have an explicit definition of "ideology” in his book. However, he docs '
quote favorably Marx’s famous passage in the German Ideology when he refers "objectivity”
as an "ideology": "If in all ideology men and their circumstances appear upside down as in
a camera obsura, this phenomenon arises just as much from their historical life-process as
the inversion of objects on the retina does from their physical life-process”. It seems that
the reason Schudson relates this definition to objectivity is his belief that "objectivity”, by
virtue of his argument that it did not arise until its impossibility had been realized, is an
ideology in the Marxian sense.



Secondly; according to Schudson, "objéctivity" as a set of methods arose in the 1920s and 1930s,
'wi£h Walter Lippniann as its most forceful spokesman. Howeve;, what Lippmann proposed was hardly
anything new. As Schudson himself notes, before Lippmann prop;)sed professionél-ism, thé' press had
already been promoﬂng the idea for several d’gca:des. The endorsement by {osép'h Pulitzer fof the
establishment the Célurhbia School of Jo'umalisni in 1904 was a good example to the point. Indeed,
what was original to Lippmann was not the idea of professionalism” per se, but the theoretical expositiqn 7
of the idea. Similarly, before Lippmannl proposed the identification of news sources in news étories, the
practice had already éxistéd in news reportihg for some time. As was demonsirated in Cﬁapter 2, the
statements made by editor Carr Van Anda during his encounter with Senator Tom 'Walsh' indicated that
these journalistic rules hgd already been established prior to, or at least during, World War I. What
Walter Lippmann did, both as a préctitioner and a theoretician of journalism, was to systematically
- organize and articulate those 'unﬁw;i‘rten rules that were already practiced in journalism. That is, acting as.
an "organic" intelléctual, Lipbfnann merely théorized'thqse‘ rules and e_laiborated them from a theoretical |

N

In an essay- written in 1931, for instance, Lippmann accompl‘ished such a j’ob quite effectively.” He

perspective.

suggested in the essay that any nation’s press would naturally pass through four stages of development.
The first smge wés a press controlled be government. The second stage was a_press controlled by
political pérr_ies. In the third stage, according to Lippmann, the press broke from both the government
and party "by eniisting the"cornmercialliv profitable support of a large body of readers".‘ In the United
States, this stage began with the penny press. Lippmann then foresaw a fourth stage, which was the
stage of objective journalism, emerging. When this stage reached full flower, Lippmafm wrote,
newspapers would institutionalize the use of "trained intelligence."ﬂ They‘ would be so attache-d‘ to the
conscientious pursuit-rof'an "approximation to objective fact" that Lhey would be free even from the
changing tastes and prejudices of the public itself; (1931:433—441) that is, this is the stage of perfecﬁgq. ‘
In this way, Lippmann resorted to history to contextua‘JiZevobjectivity and professibn_alism and made

objectivity the inevitable, natural outcome of the self-evolving journalistic history.
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Based on the above analysrs it can be seen that although objectmty as Schudson defines itis
“ not a ﬁnal expression of the belief in "facts it nevertheless srgmﬁes a logrcal outgrowth of the early
belief in "facts" under particular hrstorrcal conditions. - The catalyst for such an outgrowth‘ is the
realrzatron of the inevitability of subjectivity in reporting The genesrs which determmeq the
1nev1tab111ty and the drrection of such an outgrowth is the nature of the press as an 1ndependent
caprtahstrc mstitution . T'he need for the legitimation of such a press had early cultivated a belief m
"facts". But vtrhen the transparency‘of the “facts” was "c’:bk?alleﬁged, a more concrete and more

narrowly—defined concept of objectivity was elaborated &) secure that legitimacy. ot

Indeeo, if not for such an organizational imperative on the part of the joumalistic institution,
journulists could have reacted to the loss of faith in "facts" quite differently. Here again, Schudson’s
own documentation is illuminating; Facing the problerns of subjectivity in reporting, Schudson notes,
there were severai dif.ferent reactions initiated by the press. The first is the rise oE political columnists.
who openly ackndwledged that there was no longer pure "facts”, but only individual interpretations of
"facts". Schudson observes that with the en_ter'gence of Tirne magazine in ‘1923, subjectivity in reporu'ng'
was institutionalized in its extreme form. Henry Luce, the founder of _ Time,‘openly denounced
“objectivity". Schudson ouotes' him as saying that "show me a man who think he’s objective, ... I'll
‘show you a man who’s deceiving himself". (p. 149) Luce recommended that r\lewspapers‘drop their .
division of the editorial page from the news atnd put on the front page “intellige‘r}i&t riticism,
representation and evaluauon of men who hold offices of public Tust”. (p. 149) Outsicie ‘the news

profession, Schudson suggests that Ivy Lee, a pioneer of public relations, declared that since pure "fact”

was not possible for people to report, all he could do was to give people his interpretation Qf the fact. -

(p. 135)

Why then, did not daily reporters follow Lee’s lead in declaring the interpretive nature of the
news? ‘:Why did not daily newspapers accept Luce’s recommendation? Schudson fails to pursue these

questions. He only asserts:

E
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- Not all journalists could be columnists, nor were all free to Write interpretively. Daily
“reporters still needed to believe in the value of their own work in gathering and
presentation of facts. They need a framework within which they could take their own work
seriously and persuade their readers and their critics to take it seriously too. That is what
the notion of "objectivity”, as it was elaborated in the twenties and thirues tried to provide.

(p. 151)

Y

Again, why are- not all journalists free to write interpretively? What ‘prevents them from doing
s0? Why do daily reporters "need” to believe in "facts"? -All these questions can not oe answered |
without a sufficient understandiiig of the organizetiorial imperativL_o§ the press. Scliudson’s woik is
unsatisfactory in this area in that it fails to address these more fundamental questions, and therefore to

v
el

provide a more substantial and adequate explanation of the origins of o,bjectivity.‘ e

3.2 The Technological Argument

The technological argument finds roots’ of objectivity "in 19th century technology and its
concomitant, industrialization and urbanizatiOn;'. - (Blankenbury and Walden, 1981) The wire service, in
-particular is charged with developing objectivity in the form of non-partisan, "unbiased” new reporting
and teachmg it tQ newspapers (Srebert, Peterson and Schramm, 1963) In their book Four T }zeortes of
the Press Siebert and his colleagues describe the birth of Ob_]eCUVe reporting in the followmg terms:

[ts[the theory of objective reporung] ongin may be traced to the growth of cooperative
newsgathering associations which furnished the local newspaper with information from
7'+ state, national and international source. Most newspapers were then violently partisan, and
they resented attempts to induce them to publish materials favorable to, or slanted in the
direction of the opposite party. The alternative is to eliminate as far as possible all political
~ bias in the news. The news agencies instructed reporters and writers to remember that
- their writings were being distributed to both Democratic and Republican clients and had to
be acceptable to both. Writers became adept at constructing non—partisan accounts, and
“from this practice grew the concept of objective reporting which has permeated Arnencan
Jjournalism to the present. (1963:60)

To quantitatively test this argument, Shaw‘(l967) conducted a sampling survey of Wisconsin English
daily, press during the 1852-1910 period anrd found that there was a decline in partisatn reporting as the

use of the telegraph became more common.
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It seems, however, the argument that the theory of objecriVe reporting wae brought about by Ltre;
wire service is too srmphstrc if not misleading. The argument is more a srmple assertion than a
theoretical exposmon It comprehends neither the proper hrsrorrcal chronology nor the complexity of
the issue. It simply attrrbutes a complicated historical phenomenon to a related factor and thus blurs the

whole issue.

There rs little doubt that the use of the telegreph contributed to the decline of partisan reporting.
However; it will be a mistake to assume that there is a suﬁ'lcrent causal relation between the use of
telegraphy and the rise of Ob_}eCt.WltV in journalism. Telegraphy came into use in the 1840s. The first
wire story was sent from Washmgton and published in zhe Baltzmore Patriot in 1844. The Associated
Press was establrshed in 1848 after Lhe penny press had proved 1tself and articulated its non-partisan
stand. In his history of Amerrcan telegraph industry, Robert Luther Thompson indicated that James
Gordon Bennett of Lhe New York Herald, Horaee,Greeley of the New York Tribune, and several other |
publisher-editors of the penny press rnade the first andv fu st use of the telegraph service, while most 7
of the partisan press, like most of the public, was at the beginning unwilling to believe or unable to
comprehend the potentials of this new technology. (1947:219) Thus,. it was the penny press that first -
exploited the technology and used it in such a way that it reinforced their own policy orientations; that
is, the wire service was a technological configuration which was super—imposed on ;a news-gatheriﬂng
system that already placed a premium on apparent factual accuracy.. (Schiller, 1981:4) Indeed, the
technological 'argurnent can be turned around: it was the penny press and the relations of news
production it represented that created the wrre seryice, not thewire service that invented the ———— BT

'non—pamsan reporting, because such a practice had already been established as one of the distinctive

characteristics of the penny press.

Furthermore, even if we accept the argument that the wire service did initiate the practice of
non-partisan reporting, we still need to explain why such a particular practice should become the
institutional theory of the news media as a whole. Shaw’s study, although it has provided some

B

persuasive findings, fails to establish a sufficient causal relation between the use of the telegraph and the
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decling of partisan reporting in the press. His study also suffers from the methodological problem of
trying to judge the political inclinations of nineteenth century news reporting by the standard of the

twentieth century.

If the teohnological argument is modified to assert that the wire-service did not initiate
norr—partisarr, factual reportirrg, but was used in such a way that it facilitated the development of such a
practice, then the relationship between norms of news reporting and the use of new communications
technology vmight be more fully appreciared. Another important technology was photograp;hy, which, as

Schiller (1981) has noted, contributed to reinforcing the press’ self~image of a mirror to the world.

Photography was first invented in Europe and was introduced to the United States in 1839. The
uncanny ability of the technology to depict reality without apparent humarr intervention bolstered the
apparently univérsal recognition of it as supreme standard of a‘ccuracy and truth. Like its exploitation of
the telegraphic technology, the American corﬁrr‘rercial press soon found inspirations Ain this new
technology and made the fullest usé'of it; They‘ appointéd themselves a photographic role. T}re Boston )
Herald, for example, proclaimed in 1874 that its atteﬁtion‘ was to "group and picture the events of the
passing time, and dgguerreotype them for the public eye in unfading lines”. (in Schudson, 1978:193)

The Minnesota Pioneer stated in a leading editorial in 1851 that the most important purpose of the

newspaper "is to mirror back to the world, the events, the peculiarities and the whole features of the

new world by which it is surrounded”. It indulged itself into the power of the picture and said that it )
would simply present a "dagterreotype” of a subject, instead of writing an article "as long as the
Mississrppi river, and twice as turbid". (in Hage, 1967:5) The New York Tribuné likewise Claime_:d that

it was to be "a faithful daguerreotype of the progress of mankind".

A\ :
Here, the commercial press spoke of its own role directly in the language of photography, because

the new technology provided a metaphor for such a role. The significance of photography to the press

is thus two—fold. It helped to enhance the press’ self role image both practically and rhetorically.

N
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A similar afgﬁment can be made with regard to television technology. By virtue of its capacity to
cépture the "real” world "live” and to speak‘ to i\ts audience "directly”, television has _éétablished itself as
"a window of the world", through which the real world is supposedly ,présénted to the audience
"objectively”. Moreover, based on the scarcity of Tesource fationale and the "public Lﬁ'xst" concept,
radio and [elevisfon technology lead to the codification of reportorial norms into regulatory guideliries
and Lhus‘ render them Iégal status. This kind of legislation was seen in"the public broadcaéting systems
in the European countries,’ in the Canadian Broadcasting Aé[-(l%é), a;s well as the US. Federal

'Commuﬁica;ions Commission’s (FCC) "Fairness Doctrine".* Here again, it is not fadio or television |
technologies themselves that require the "objectivity” and "balance” in news preseﬁtadon. Rather, the
’t>echnologies were so perceived and so understood that they reinforced and perbetﬁa[ed the existing

reportdrial norms.’

To sumﬁlaﬁze then, the cases of telegrap‘hy,; photography as well as broadcasting technology all
suggested that thefe was no simple, linear causal 'relationship -between‘technology and certain reportorial
norms. But ﬁese tgchhologies éll had in one way or another contributed to the perpetuétion of these
~ norms. To search for the roots of objectivity, we néed to look elsewhere. And this leads us back to the

penny press, but with a different understanding from that of Schudson’s.

EFor,ex.arnples of European broadcasting regulations which stipulated "objectivity” and
"Impartiality” as statutory requirements, see Golding and Elliott (1979), Eva Euzioni-Halevy
(1987). ~ ,

*‘The "Fairness Doctrine” was repealed by the FCC in August 1987. Chapter 5 will discuss
‘this case in detail. . .

“This "argument deals with. the specific technology and the specific reportorial norms discussed

in the context of this thesis.-In advancing this argument, I have no intention to thrust
myself into the debate on technology in general.
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3.3 Dan Schiller’s Argument

In his book Objectivity andr News (1981), Dan Schiller also undertakes the task of searching for
tﬁe roots of jQumalistic objecp‘vity. He Covers »sofne of the sa.rrie ground as Schudsbn does in his work.
He likewise characterizes the penny press as an important integrating fo_rce in the rﬁhgteenth century
ind.us;rial society. ‘Tha-t society, however, was not Schudson’s "democratic market society” infwhich@;
middle class made» war against tradition: it was a consumer society in which the ElominanL@lﬂict was |
the one between the emerging working class and the capitalists. The peaders of the penny press,
according to Schiller, were not predominantly middle class but worki'ng class, who had‘been cuiu’vated as .
a public by a nascent labor» press in the 1820s énd early ‘18305. At that time, according to Schilier, the
rich seemed to hold a monopoly on propérty, power, knowledge and justice, while the artisans, ‘ |
mechanics and tradesmen were threatened by a corrupt legal systerﬁ and saw their natural rights to
justice, equality and property impeded. As manufacture moved from workshop to facfory, the emerging
industrial and com‘mercial workers organized their own preés — th¢ lébor p}ess, which presented a
critique of monopolization 6f work in the emergiﬂg industrial economy. This press articulated the
interests of the working class and expressed an emerging class consciousness. (p. 26) It declared its
independence from monopolists and political factions and abpealed to reason, justice and other
republican values that had beer: forgotten by the leading capitalist class. (p. 46) This argument was
forcefully presented by Schiller through an examination of the ideals and practiées of the labor press 'of

*

the 1820s and 1830s.

The lqbbr press, however, according io S;:hi}ler, did not }ast beyond the" economic depression of
the late 1830s, in which a great number of people were une‘mployed. The ideals and aspirations
however, Schiller argues, were picked up by the commercial press, which "appropriated and softened the
anger of the labor press into a blustery rhetoric of equal rights, enlightenment and politicai |
independence”. (p; 46) Schiller assigned mﬁch of t.he‘bpenny press’ success to its use of -thé idiom and

ideotogy of the artisan public:
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In speaking to the living experiences of the public, the penny papers presumed to represent

the voice of the people as they discharged their obligation to the privileged. They succeed.

in this new role because the public — from large merchants down to journeymen and even

labors — generally accepted the rights of man to property. Even with its selective attacks

on monopoly and on the unwholesome extension of class inequality by the state, the penny

press could simultaneously align itself with both hard—pressed journeymen and successful

capitalists. (p. 71).

Thus, for Schiller, the penny press’ appeal to equality, natural right, justice, and publi¢ good wa,‘%g?
well suited to its working class readership whose social consciousness was not so much predicated upon:j‘a
recognition of the neceésity of class struggle within a capitalist social formation, as upon a republicanism

centred around a belief in common interests, and a unitary public good grounded in individual natural

&

]

rights. (Pickering, 1982:208)

Under this general premise, Schiller identifies two practicés which enabled the penny press. to
claim its independence from party and state, from privilege and‘mor'lopolvistic interests as well as its ~
allegiance to public good. These two forms were investigative i'eporting and the cultivation of
"objectivity”. He contends that while invesu‘gation on the abuse of state power and criminal
infringement of individual rights exhibited a commitment to public enlightenment and a defeose of
natural rights (p. 54), "objectivity” helped Lhe.press to cul»tiv’a[e its role as defender of the public good in
the same fashion as scientific knowledge — as straight forward prgsentation of the "facts” of the social

world.

Drawing from Barthes’ theory on m_»ih, Schiller conceptualizés journalistic objectivity as a
"myth", because it "transforms historyrin[o nature” — according to Barthes (1970), "mths"» are
historical creations that have been naturalized and presented as ahistorical. Schiller contends: "Arising
in homologous relation to the paths t;iken by science and art, the 'm>yth of journalistic objectivity allowed
" the peony papers to oversee the public good — to supervise public enlightenment — without betraying
any self-interest”. .‘(p .54) That is, Schiller argues, "objectivity” mystjﬁod the relationship between class
interest and knowledge and laid the foundation of a consumér society in wh}ch the workers would be

condemned to pursue their own interest on the basis of information provided by another class, a world
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in which people waited to be informed, rather than produce their own knowledge.

Schiller then devotes the rest of the book( to a detailed analysis of Lhé content of a penny paper
- the Nétiona! Police Gazette (1845—1850), a newspaper that spedalized in crime news — to discover
the "patterns of objectivity” and to show how objecﬁvity was specifically cﬁltivgtéd in newspaper
- practice. }}e identifies a number of practices Lhrough/which the newspaper demonstrated its
"objectivity”. These pracdceg_ included professional competences such as éyewimess accounts to acu;al
events and an authorita[ivé presentation of the "facts” through attribution to legitimate newé sources;
the use of situated language in attempt 0 captﬁi‘l\ng the texture of the criminal subcultﬁré; a.nd'ihe belief
in the ';value-;ffee" accuracy of 1Emm\ | |

]

?

Schiller concludes his book by an examination of the increasing tension between the self—intne‘rest‘
of the commc;rcial press ahd the working class public-in the late nineteenth céntury and With an
acknowledgement that the democratic promise invoked by the penny press of the 1830s has not been
fulﬁlléd. He pleads: "We must redeem the democratic promise that has, since Lhe'18305, beén latent in

American information system. We must strive for a public sphere in which the people themselves rather

than undelegated groups from their midst will be the lord of fact.” (p. 197)

Schiller’s work offers Va particularly insightful analysis into objectivity, and into the nature of
commercial press. the most significant contribution of the book is Schiller’s documentation of the
relationship. between the early labor press and the penny press; that is, the argument that the penny

press appropriated the discourse of the labor presé and thus won the working class readefship.

In her study of the early Canadian press, Satu Repo (1986) ﬁnds that a similar relationship
existed between the ea.ﬂy Canadian labor press and its commercial successors of the late nineteenth
century. Repo argueslthat the early Canadian commercial préss, like its counteijpart in the United
States, also adopted the dxzscourse of the nineteenth century labor presg, as it challenged the hegemony

of the established party newspapers. This discourse was termed by Repo as the "democratic discourse”,
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a discourse that has its ideological roots in eighteenth century Enlightenment Lhought."l

Both Schiller’s and Repo’s sfudies suggest an important point. In contemporary culrural studies,
the phenomenon of the commercial rnevdia’s apprepriation of the lived experience of subordinated classes
has been a recumng theme. These studies suggest that that appropnauon occurred at the very | ,
beginning of the commercial news medla that 1s at the making of Lhe commermal news media
themselves. More significantly, the ‘studies suggest Lhat what Lhe eommercral news media appropriated
| was the Enlightenment discourse which claimed to take the perspective of tne whole people and had
been consciously endorsed by the subordinate groups on their own terms (the laboring classes through
Lheir Own press). rt is precisely through the appropriation of this discourse tnat the commercial press
came into being in the first place, and survived the challenges from emerging forms of journalistic

consciousness and practices.

‘Despite the significance of Schiller’s study, there is an ambiguity in hi's argument. This ambiguity
centres on the authenticity of the commercial press as a representation of Lhe' working class.r On one
occasion, Schiller asserts such an authenticity. In contrast to Lhe press in European countries, where ‘
government control of the press long persisted, Schiller writes:

In the United States the commercial newspaper was left relatively free to develop along the
working class itself ... The American working class had barely begun to employ the press
as an agency of class identity when the commercial penny papers began to enlist the
interest and identification of laboring men. This was no sleight of hand. It was, rather, an
authentic expression of dominant values among the emerging white, male working class
public. And it was the authenticity itself that marked the American experience unique. .

(p. 74-75, my emphasis) -

He seems also to have taken the rhetoric of the penny press seriously: "the impartiality and
independence claimed by the penny press successfully ushered its stewardship of the pursuit of
enlightened reason in the public sphere. Although different penny journals had different ideals ... they
all shared what Bennett termed ‘the great focus of intelligence, news, business independence, true

knowledge’." (p. 75)

*Referred o in Chapier 2 secden 2, page 22.

—
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Yet in other places, Schillef is at pains to reveal the intrinsically entrepreneurial nature of the -
commerc1a1 press and the llp—semce it paid to the values of the workmg class. He points out that the
commercial press spoke for itself first .and only afterward for a distinct social stratum, (p. 72) and that its
nature as a commercial undertaking made its self-claimed motive of public good "patently untrue”. (p.
128) Indeed, as Pickering (1982) has pointed out, in its reportorial practices, th'e commeseial press faced
characteristic tensions between condemnation of corrupt power versus defense of the state and
tecognition of class interest versus support of property rights. When these tensions eventually led to a
dlvergence from its public, 1t opted for respectablllty and commercial success. Even at its early stage of
development, the press’ first priority was already evident. In the famous ' Moon Hoax in 1835 (Emery,
1984:142), the newly established New York Sun was ready to sacrifice "true knowledge” and engaged‘ln

the fabrication of a story about discoveries on the Moon for the purpose of commercial success.

In fact, Schiller himself also acknowledges the different meanings of the Enlightenment discourse
" to the labour press and to the commercial press: “what mechanics thought to aceomplish as a publ‘ic' in
the name of reason and a nniveesal justice based on natural rights, ngwspaper proprietors pursued‘v as a
means of ever-enlarging circulation profits.” (p. 70) Repo expresses the point more vividly in noting -
that when the commefcial press was appropriating the discousse o‘f the lebor press, it retained "some of
its bark, if not its bite". 7(1986:20) Therefore, bit migkht be more appropriate to argue that the penny
press did not help to advance a distinct working class consciousness, but effectively contained it, and

used it to advance its own interest.

The ambiguity of Schiller’s argument around this issue is derived partly from his inabilit}; o take
inte account the whole picture of both the content and the readership of the penny press. At one point,
he mentons that the greatest contribution of the penny paper was that it found ways to speak to both
the working people and the capitalists. (p. 17) Yet in his analysis, the relation between the ‘penny press
a“nd its capitalist readershlp and the influence of this relationship on the shaping of the newspaper is
largely neglected. In fact, at the same time the penny press appealed to the lower classes with crime

news and stories that exposured corruption and abuse of power, it made its best effort to attract up—class
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feaders. And although it had brokeh its institutior'lél‘ties‘k with ULhe political and economic elites, it di&
not curtail its service to these dominaf;t socnal forces. In fact, the commercial press was closely tibed .;0
the political and economic elitest Firstly, ’itvdepends on the bolitical and mbndﬁic sectors for advertising
revenu.e;,secondly @t depends on these same peopl¢ for source of news and frame of analysis; thirdly, it
should not be néglected that Lhé’pressAhas 1:tself become part of the political and economic |

- establishment. All these sﬁggested ALha‘t if it is true that the "myth" of objectivity enablés the
commiercial press fo "supeﬁise ‘public enlightenment without betréying any self-interest”, it is even more
reasonable to say that the same "myth" allows the commercial prgés to serve the inténes'ts' of the political

and economic elites without an overt allegiance to these groups.

Viewed from the above analysis, it is clear‘ that Schiller’s conceptualization olf objectivity as a
"myth" that "allowed ﬁhe penny papers to oversee the public good — to supervise public enlightenment
~ — without betraying any self—intgrest" is ra»;her prdblématic. There are\ sevefé.l ‘vrveaisons' for this point.

First, the notion "public good" is\notnclearly defined in Schiller’sﬁanb:;lysis. Indeed, as Gramsci’s analysis
of hegemony has suggested, notions such as "popbular will”, "public interest" are often vagﬁe and -
| problematic. Th»ey are in fact often uséd as a disguise for the advancement of particular interests.
Second, even if we assume that there is really a "public interest” to be represented and defended,
Schiller’s analysis does not méke cleér the fact that there are limitations to the role df commercial press
~as a defender of such an interest. When there is an emphasis on profit, ﬁhere will be constant pressure
not to offend somebody, and as Williams has pointed out, to concentrate on things alfeadyv known and
safe but not necessary relevant to the real problems ‘o‘f the people. (1969:102) Finally, Schiller’s analysis
fails to acknowledge that "objectivity” not only mediates and redefines the relétionship between the
press and its working class public, but readjusts the relationship between the press and the ddminam

political and economic interests in the society.



- 3.4 Objectivity Revisited

So far,ihis chapter has examined sthree different conceptuali\zations of journalistic objectivity and . S
their respective theories of origin: objectivity as a method that resulted from a loss of faith in a
"democratic fnarket society”; objectivity as non—partisan, factual reporting inyented:‘\ffy the wi}e service
- and spread to the whole profession; and finally, objectivity as a "myth" allowing the press to oversee |
public interest without eeuaying its self interest. 4lthough ail the Lhree conceptions share a common
element, that is, "objectivity” has something to do with non—partisan, factual repoh.ing’, they are -
grounded in different premises and theoretical perspectives. And as the above analysis has tried to
demonstrate‘, while all the argﬁments offer some iinsight_s, they suffer‘ from limitations of one kind or
another. In this section, I shall draw together the themes ihat.have emerged in the historical
interpretation in Chapter 2, the insights of the .three arguments examined in this chapter as well as my

critiques of the-arguments to form an alternative concepualization of journalistic objectivity.

In Chapter 2, I traced the historical evolution of the commercial press from its very beginning ih
the 1830s to its consolidation at the beginning of the twentieth century. Rather than try to identify the
class of its readership, as did both Schpdson and Schiller, the chapter focused on the institutional and
discursive nature of the press iiself. It was _afgued that the emergence of the penny press marked the
establishment of £he press as an "independent capitalistic institution” and the beginning of a new form -
of news production. This new form of news production set the very basis for the press io assume a ne\&
role in society — to 6e "above" partisan politics, "beyond” partieuiar interests. Discursively therefore,
this press assumed to speak from a universal persbective; that is, a perspectiVe which is independent of
particular interests and to be endorsed by all tﬁe people. This universal persl\)ective; is’ what the ideal of

objectivity means.

The immediate economic reason for the rise of the ideal is very obvious. With the transformation o
of news into commodity and journalism into a commercial undertaking, news is forced "to see in

evervone the buyer in whose hand ... it wants © nestle". (Benjamin, 1973:54) In the sense of the public
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is the buyer of the news commodity itself as well as the goods it pelps to advertise, and only in this

sense, the newspaper saw a*unitary, homogeneous body of "public”. This unitary, homogeneous body of

public as the buyer was the very economic basis upon which a universal perspectivecou%d take.k

Objectivity as an ideal of journalism was however more than a mere reflection of immediate
€CONoInic interest, for the news is not m‘erely a'commodity._ Newé is also a cnltural form and a means of -
politicél commurtication. The political dimension of the ideal of objectivity, therefore, must be -
addressed. In freeing itself from narrow partisan politics. the early commercial press, as both Schiller
and Repo have demonstrated, appropriatted a wide range of public rhetoric and idiom. More
specifically, the eérly commercial preés successfully -appropriated the discourse of the early labor press;
This discourse, in turn,.was .drawnfrom Enlightenment thought, which had been‘ articnla_tted by the n'sing
bonrgeois class in their war against the aristocracy and was then taken 6ver by the emerging working
class‘ in their_struggle against industrial capitaljsnt. During this process of appropriation, the early
commereial press appealed to what Gramsci called "the popular will" — equality, justice, ,f%ff““y' and
natural rights. In this way, the commercial press created the intellectual and moral unity Pof vatioﬁs |
groups which constituted its readership and therefore snccessfully' established itself as a hegemonic
capitalistic institutio_n. In particular, with its breaking away from the institutional ties with the ruling
politicetl and economic elites and its appropriation of pnblic idiom, the commercial nress for the first

time reached the people on the lower level of the social pyramid and won their consent.

Viewed frem this perspective, the ideal of objectivity was not only an economic imperative, but a
political necessity. It was the core hegemonic prt'nciple by which the commercial press established its
new position in the catpital'istic social formation. Compared with the dld hegemony of the rnerchetnt and
political press\,b this new hegemony had a broader social basis. With the establishrnent of the commeircial
media, newspaper was no longer the mouthpiece of‘a particular political party, and. information no |
longer under the monopoly of the nolitical and econormric elites. For the first time in’histot'y, the
newspaper not only became accessible to common people, but overtly claimed to.speak for the interest

of the whole people. The ideal of objectivity, with its univérsalistic intention, harbored a profound
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democratic promise.

There were, however, 'inhefent contradictions within ‘Lhis new ﬁlode of ﬁe‘ws préducu'on, The
unified, horﬁogeneous public, which thé ideﬁl df objectivity assumes, existed only inv the commercial
sense; Lhaf' is, in the sensé of the "public” as faceless buyers of the news corﬁmodity and the goods it
helped to adQerﬁs’e. In the political and social sense however, S}lCh a unitary body did not exist. In fact,
the "public” was rather heterogenéous. It was divided into gro_upé of different interests. In terms df\the
press and its readers; tWO sets of conflicting interests existed simultaneously: the bself‘—intver.est of the

-press and the interests of its readers; and the -diff¢rent interests among\thé readers. Under such a ’
circumstance, the newspaper, which embodied in itself a dual nature of both a commercial entgrpl?i:se
and a political and social fﬁstirution, thus bore in itself the inherent contradiction between the ideal of
objectivity and the actual practice of news representation. On the one hand, the economic imperative of
the newspaper and its political need of legitimacy determined the necessity for the articulatioﬁ of
objectiviiy as an ideal; on the other hand, the political and social reality de;erﬁlined that news pfactices

| world deny the very substance of that ideal. This contradiction continues to persist today. -And it is the

very reason why the celebration of the ideal of objectivity accompanies the criticism of media "bias".

. AN
The contradictions of the commercial press, of course, is manifested in many forms. In terms of

political communication, for example, the contradiction is well summarized by Hallin:

On the one hand, it [the transformation of the press from a political one to a commercial

one] democratized the market for newspapers, but on the other, it centralized the means of

political communication in the hands of large corporation and-caused atrophy of the

mobilizing and advocacy roles previoﬁsli fulfiled by the newspaper. (1982:128)
What Hallin suggests&is that, at the same time the commercial press brought in'formatiori to the ﬁéople
as a whple. it excluded the ordinary people from participating in th'generation of information and the
crusading for their own causes. TruTy, the press claimed to provide the "facts”, but it wWe
people themselves, but a privileged group, namely, the private media and their sources (vho were, 10 use

Schitler’s term, "lord of the facts”. In this way, the people have been transformed into thé consumer of

information, with their values and aspirations effectively contained.
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To summarize, then, ii can be argued that as an ideal, objecti'i/it}; has its ideological roo£s in"the -
eniightenrrient thought, which for the first time in human history envisioned an unified and
homogeneous public based on the natural fights of each individual. This ideal became institutionalized
in _jdurnalisrn, hQWever,‘ only éfter the rise of the commércial journalism, whosé econbrhic need for the
maximization of profits aﬁd whose political need of leéitimation made such an ideal an ixﬁperative.’ The
irony is, therefore, that objectivity, with its basis in the Enlightenment, should find its roots- in the
self-interested commercial media in a class-djvided society. But the legacy remains, for the plot is -
constantly;being cultivated by the media for both its political and economic nécessity. Over history,
some particular journalistic practices have been concretized as privileged and legitimate versions of »thek
ideal. In concluding this chapter, I shall return to the belief in " facts'f and the cultivation of "objective"
repbrting methods for a brief re—examinaﬁon. I shall argue that the belief in "facts” and the cultivation
of reportorial methqu are two inter-related privileged forms of the ideal of objeétivity. In adbvancingb |
this argument, it is hope& that the themes that have .emerged in both Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 will
point to a comprehensive view of 'thé history, development and the nature of objectivity in news

presentation.
3.4.1 The Belief in Facts

| At its emergence, the ideal of objectivity took the form of a belief in "facts". It was
operationalizevd through the reporting of "facts" upon which, as the New York Times put it, "men of all
parties relied”. This practice of objectivity-through—factuality was made possible and facilitated by the
positivist epistemology and the press’s exploitation of several communication technologies, m;inly,

P

telegraphy and photography.

This positivistic version of objectivity-through-factuality, however, was doomed to become an
illusion. Because in positivism, the notion of "construction” was a forgotten one. With the realization

that the "real world" was actively constructed by the human mind, the old form of objectivity could no

longer be easily held valid. If such a realization was a historical progress‘in term of human beings’
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knowledge of themselves and their wo;ld, it caused a "crisis in journalism",_ (Lipprhann, 1922) an

institution that had built its political legitimacy ori a naive belief in "facts".
3.4.2 The Elaboration of Methods

Facing this "crisis", f_he commercial press strove to maintain its hegemonic status by the
elaboration of reportorial methods. Walter Lippmann’s theoretical exposition on tﬁe necessity of |
objectivity was an example of such an efforLl Other efforts included the establishment of journalism
schools-and the eo‘mpilation of joumalistic codes of ethics,etc.. Balance, the use of quotation marks, the
attribution of sources, as weli as other methoos-and conventions were established to élloyv joumaljs;s-to |
claim complete objectivity. Through this set of methods, objectivity was defined in more technical and

more concrete terms.

The dlfference between this mechamzed form of objectivity and {he old belief in "facts" is very
apparent by a comparison of journalists’ atutudes toward _]Olll‘nallSI.lC rules. In the earlier stage of the
-development of the imperative of objecuw‘ty, reporting was-seen as anactmfy that merely copies what
‘the real world is. Consequently, it was undetstood tha;lthere was ‘no}need for rules. ."Making. rules for
news?" queried the official biographer of the New York Sun, "how is it possible to make a rule for
something the value of which li.es in the fact that it is the narrative Vof what event happened, in exactly |
the same way before?" (O’Brien, 1928:156) Editor Charles-Dana contrasted the journalist .with the-

physician and the lawyer, who both have codes of ethics. He noted that he had never met with a

svstem of maxims that were suitable to the general direction of a newspapermari. (1895:18)

‘-

It 1s ironic Lhen Lhat two decades later, in 1923, the first action of the newly establlshed American
Society of Newspaper Editors was to put forward the Cannon of Journalism, the first national code of
ethics and standards for the joumalistic profession. In 1935, the American Newspaper Guild’s code of

ethics formally endorsed the ideal of objectivity by saying that "the _newspapermen’s-ﬁrst duty is to give

the public accurate and unbiased news reports”. (in Schiller, 1981:195, my emphasis)
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Finally, it must be pointéd out that .Lﬁere is not a clear—cut distinction betwéen objectivity in its
early form of a simple belief in "facts” and its late form of a set of elaborated joui‘nalisfjc conventions.
That is, although these two fo;ms are\historically épeciﬁc, they interpenetfate into each other. While the
simple belief in "facts" still remains the cbre component of journalistic objecri;/i;.ty'even today, |

~ journalistic conventions can be traced back to the very beginning to the commercial press.
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- CHAPTER 4

CONTEMPORARY DISCOURSE ON THE CONCEPT OF JOURNALISTI&OBJECTIVITY

[

In the last two chapters, the thesis has traced the origins of the concept of journalistic objectivity
and has examined the manifest forms of the concept-within different historical contexts. In this chapter,
the thesis will analyze contemporary theoretical-discourse around L'he‘concept. ‘More spéciﬁcally, the

concept will be explored in relation to the ideal of freedom of the press, the joﬁmalistic profession,

interpretive reporting as well as the notion of "fairness”.

Chronologically, this chapter ro}ughly_ connécts to the last time period that has been cdvered in the
last two chapters, 'that» is, the iate 1920s and 1930s, the time during lwhich the ideal of 6bjecu’vity was
insu'tutionalized and formalized into a set of journalistic conventions. Through such an ir‘westigau’dnf the
compgxi[y» of the concept will be unta_ngled. ‘At the same time, the ahalysis will demonstrate both the ’
ﬂexibigity' and the enduring power of jourhalisu'c objectivity, and in the broadest sense, demonstrate how

the media themselves and their liberal scholars have endeavored to draw together inconsistent ideas and -

themes to formulate a coherent journalistic ideology to effectively mediate journalistic practice.

4.1 kreedom of Press and Joumélisu‘c Objectivity

Freedom of press, an idea first articulated by John Milton in the 17th century England, has served
for centuries as the ideal of journalism. Although the concept has differéent meanings, it originally
meant the freedom of the press to disseminate information and ideas without gOvemmént restriction.
The uneasy "marriage™ between the idea of freedom of thé press and Lhevconcept of joum;i.liSIiC
objectivity demonstrates the forcefulness, the flexibility and the adaptability of the imperative of

objecuvity. C .

As demonstrated in the last two chapters, the concept of journalistic objectivity originated in the

1830s, with the rise of the commercial press. Once it was formulated however, the concept acquired a

a
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life of its own. It became naturalized and-its actﬁal historical origins became obscure.. Thus, in the
batde between the Nixon Administration and the press in the 1970s, I. William Hill, associate editor of

the Washington Evening Star, was able 10 co'nipose a legend about the concept. In a 1970 article

' appeared in the bulletin of American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE), Hill imitated the rhetoric

of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address and wrote:

Nine Score and five years ago, our forefathers brought forth upon this continent the daily -
newspaper, conceived in objectivity and dedicated to the proposition that all men are

entitled to impartial facts. Now we are engaged in a great media debate, testing whether

this newspaper or any medium so conceived and so dedicated can long endure. (my emphasis)

}{understandable that Hill invoked newspaper tradition in defense of the media. And as we
have shown, sﬁch a strategy had been employed by the editor ‘of the New York Times in facing a
government investigator as early as 1915. But it is amusing to »read-a statemeﬁt such as this by.‘a
newspaper editor in a publication by an orgahiiau'on as>prominent as Lh}e ASNE. Thanks to the
journalistic convention of "balance”, Hill’s remark was "balanced” by Derick Daniels, executive editor of
the De;troit Free f’ress, who said in the foliowing issue of the ASNE bulletin: "{I}f.my undefstanding of

history is correct, it was just the opposite — that the press.in America was born of advocacy and protest

— that'opinion and activism were the cornerstones which the constitution is designed to protect”.
h e

Daniels is correct. The eatly foundations of journalistic freedom were laid down by participarf[s
in the social struggle who fough-t not for the freedom of "objective”, detached reporting, but for the
opposite: the freedom of advocacy. John Mll[Ol’l s Areopagitica, con51dered the primary proclamauon

¥

for the freedom of the press in the English language, was subtitled "A Speech by Mr. Milton, for the

~ Liberty of Unlicenced Printing". -As Bagdikian put:s it, any suggestion to the early journalists' like Danicl

Defoe and Jonathan Swift that they should write in calm and balance tones glvmg fair argumen[ for

both sides would have struck Lhem as blzan'e (1971 269) Similarly, in-the Umled Sta[es as it was,
demonstrated in Chapter 2, prlor to the rise of the commercial press in Lhe 1830s, Lhere was the "Dark

Ages” in which partisan journalism bredominaled. That is, when the forefathers "brought forth upon

this continent the daily newspaper”, it was not "conceived in objectivity and dedicated to the proposition



that a:l men were entitled to impartial facts”. Ramer, newspapers were conceived in "truth” and
"reason” and ded‘i.cate_d to the proposition that all men are entitled to a "marketplace of ideas".
Through this market, it was believed that people would be able "to hear everything true and false, and
" to form a correct judgment between them". (Jefferson, ed. Lipscomb & Bergh, vol. 11:37) For instance,

in his second ‘Inaugﬁral Addres's(lSOS) Thomas Jefferson said:

Since truth and reason have maintained their ground against faise opinion in league with

false facts, the press, confined to truth, needs no other constraints; the public judgment will

correct false reasonings and opinions on a full hearing of all parties; and other definite line

can draw between inestimable liberty of the: press and its demoralizing llcenUOusness

(Jefferson, ed 'Ford, vol. 10:135, my emphasis) :
Clearly, then, in Jefferson s concept of freedom of the press, there was room for "false facts”, not to

mention "partial facts”. In short, the "free press” was not originally conceived as the way editor Hill B

had wished it to be. : o

If Hill and his joumaledi[(_)rs were alone in their overt Qistorical mistake, they were however not
alone in their effort of trying to rewrite prés\s history and tfying to link "objectivity” to the theory of the
freedoxﬁ of the press, énd ultimately,.te the theory of democracy. And such an effort has been on its
way long before Hill. ‘Here again, we are invited to examine the writings of Walterl Lippmdnn. In his -
1931 essay on American journalism, Lippmann sa;d that although the American press hed freed itself
from external government contrel, it was not free in Lhe sehse that it wa; subjected to commereial
imperatives. Te achieve total freedom, Lippmann proposed not s@ctdral chariges, but the ideal of

“objectivity. According to him, when a press concerned itself priinarily with the goal of "approximation

to objective fact”, it would not only be free from government control, but would be "free also of

subservience to the whirﬁs of the public". (1931:440)

By introducing the conceptv of objecu‘vir,y? Lippmann had actually modified the substance of the i
’ en'gi‘nal free press concept That is, whereas Lheoriginal concept was based on the conviction that Lruth
‘could conquer falsehood through' the competition in the marketplace of idees Lippmann based his |
concept of free press on the phllosophw that "truth as to the visible world comes only by-candid and

‘critical observauon with humility and detachment”; (1931: 441) that is, Lhrough objectmty



While Lipi)mann shifted the ground for the freedom of the press concépt to “obje_ctivity“, some
" other theoreticians of the press linked objectivity directly to the theory of democracy. Jorgen
Westerstahl, for exarnple, has written:

\~

The requirement of objective news reporting is intimately related”to Western democracy

and to one of its basic principles, the freedom of opinion. According to democratic

ideology, neither political parties nor leaders nor any other potentates shall décide the

direction of society’s activity. This right belongs ultimately to the individual citizen.

Therefore citizens need to be informed of what is happening in the world around them. ‘ y

News reporting must be factual and impartial in order to provide a foundation for

independent and rational decision making. (1983:407, my emphasis)
It is especially illustrative to compare Jefferson’s version of democratic decision-making through the
marketpiace of ideas in which "truth and reason" compete with "false opinion in league with false facts”
with Westerstahl’s version of democracy in which "objectivity” has become the pre-requirement for the

" "freedom of opinion". .

As it was pointed out ea,rl\y'in Lhr_ls sei:tion, Lhe_freedom of press concept originally meant the
press’ freedom 0 publish without government intervention. This freedom was gﬁarahteed in the United
Stateé by the First Amendment to the Constitution, whic.h‘states that "congress shall make no law
ébn’dge the freedom of speech or press ...". ’However,v the First Amendment did not protect the press
from réstﬁctions by egononiic, social or other non—gdvemmental»interestsl Or pressures, ndr did it
guarant‘e‘e the access of éveryone to the préss.. As in other spheres of commodity produ"cu'on,‘ the_press, | <
established as a business enterprise, was inherently subjected to monopolization, which fnade it
increasingly vulnerable to the charge of limiting opportunities for freedom ofr speech and divérsity of
opinion. Commitment to "objectivity”, then, blunted the ﬁotgnﬁal contradiction between a monopoly

press ~..d the ideology of freedom of the press.

Itis worthy of note that the common term "freedom of the bress" is substituted by a slightly
different term — "freedom of opim’on'; —‘in‘ Westerstahl's above quoted passage. The difference
between the two terms should not be overlooked. Whereas ihe concept "freedom of press” takes the
press as its subject and defines its freedom to publish "truth and reason“ as well as false opinion and

false facts, the notion "freedom of opinion” as used in Westerstahl's context takes individual citizens as
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- its subject. At the same ume, the clear intention of ;h’e original cohcept of free press has b(een'
substantially reduced and blurred. This new’coﬁc'e‘pt consciously or uncopSciously:embodies one of the
core principles of "objécu'viry": facts are sacred(réServed only for the privileged media); bpinions are
free(to such an éitent that they are free to be fonﬁtﬂated on the basis of the "facts” provided by the |
media). | |

7 - : . ‘
Other relafeq concepts that have recently gained wide currency are "freedom of information” and

~ "the right of the public to kﬁow". Although these bonceprs all have their definite meanings, they a_ll
reflect an éffort to move the focus away from the press itself and téke either the public or a reified
entity such as "information” (which often connc)t_es "value 'f_ree") as its focus of concern. It is with good
reason that Herbert Brucker entitled one of his books Freedom of Information (1947), in which he

actually crusaded for the practice of objectivity.

All these‘rhetorical modifications symbolize profound éhanges in journalism. As the "frée press”
grows bigger, its underlying logic lies more bare. Consequently, the old _rhetoric loses its aiithority.
Freedom of the préss, once a noble idea, has increasingly been tarnished with the connotation of the
self—interesi of the press. As a response, defenders of the "free press” have tried to redefine the
concept ;_d to come up with new terms to justify the réality of existing joumalistic étructufes and
"Iaracﬁces. While Hill’s anti-historical remark may sound questionable, Lippmann, Westerstahl and
Brﬁcker, as well as many others, are all learned scholars and theoreticians who have &ied to find new
ideas and concepts to not only explain, but guide journalistic practices. Although the terms they propose
are varied, they all take thé situation of press monopoly for granted and all resort to the ideal of
“objectivity”. That is, they all try to "marry” "objectivity” to the idea of "freedom of the press”. Thus,
while the free press concept sustains its legacy by its incorporatidﬁ of "objectivity” into its own domain;
the concept of_o'bjectivity gains its authority &rough_ its "marriage” with the free press concept.' Aé

Altschull puts it: "If the First Amendment remains the banner under which press ideology advances in

‘It should be noted, however, not everybody is happy with this "rriarriage", especially when it
-needs to gain legal recognition. Chapter 5 will discuss this issue.
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'F'the United States (and in the industrial world), it is the code of objectivity that is its moral artillery.”
(1984:126) These two "parental” concepts, together with their "offsprings” such as "freedom of
opinion", "freedom of information", "the ﬁght of the public to know", make up some of the most

important ideographs of twentieth century journalism in the industrialized world.?

=

42 Objectivity and the Journalistic Occupation

In Chapter 3, the thesis disputed Michael Schudson’s argument that ob»j\ec[ivity, was a journalistic
ideology born out of the journalists’ loss of faith in the "democratic market society” and its |
accompanying eplstemology — "naive empiricism”. It was argued that the roots of ob_]ectmty lles at
Lhé very structure of the commercial press. However, this is not to suggest that ob_]ecuyilty has
nothing to do with the journalistic occupation. On the contrary, _it is through the wefking of daily
reporters that the ideal is operationalized and perpe.tuatecﬁi.‘ What, then, is the journalists’ stake in this

ideal? This section will explore this issue.

In posing this question, one is immediately reminded of Gaye Tuchman’s objectivity as "suategic
ritual” thesis.! Here I wish to elaborate this ‘thesis in a broader perspective. That 1s objecti'vity is not
only the defensive strategy of the journalists in their daily news prae_tice. but the principle by which r'l_hey :
negotiate their status in the society at large. It s, in a sense, the single most important principle that
dis[inguishes media practitioners from other people engaging in the information business. By an |
ellegiance to objec[ivity, journalists attempt to eastablish themselves as professionals and turn journalisr

into a profession.® As Lippmann once claimed, reporting as a profession could not begin until “modern

*An ideograph is an ordinary language term found in political discourse. It is-a high order
abstraction  representing a collective commitment to a particular but equivocal and ill-defined
normative goal. Ideographs are usually culture-bound. They are the structural elements and
building blocks of ideology. See Michael Calvin McGee(1980)- :

’See Chapter 1 Section 3 for a bi‘ief analysis on this argument
‘The term professxonal“ has two meanings. It may loosely mean the mere opposue of

"amateur”. In this sense of the word, anybody who does anythmg for money is a
professional. In a more restricted sense, it may be used to refer to a member of a learned
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objective journalism was successfulﬂly created, and with it, the need of men who would consider

themselves devoted, as all the profession ideally are, to the servi‘ce of truth alone.” (1931:440—441& my 7

A emphasis)

This last sentence is worthy of special attention. Thq modern commercial press, as it has beeh
pointed out eaﬂier, holds a dual identity: both a comméicial enterprise and a cultural institution.
Journalists therefore serve two lords: capital and ﬂ1e "truth”, to use Lippmann’s term.

- Proféssionalizaﬁoﬁ, éﬁd lalong with it, the practice of "objectivity”, is the very means by which
joufnalists dramar.ivze-meréocial meaning of their work, while downplaymg their function as agents of -
capital. It is a psychological comfort aga_i’nst, and a social legitimation for, the compromises the editorial
side of the daily newspaper made wiLh its business side.’ ijectivity, therefore, serves a twc;~fold
puipose: it serves the economic and political needs of the news organizations, and at the same time
serves the social and psychological needs of Lﬁe journalists for the cultivation of iheir self image as

independent, autonomous truth seekers.

It has beenlpointed out in Lhis Lhesis‘that economic consolidation and press monopoly provide the
media organization with an impulse for the imperative of objectivity. Here I wish to point out that press
monopoly and cbncentration, and consequently, the relatively stable property relationship and the
relative distance between the ownership and the employees of Lhe‘ media organization$ have also
provided a favorable condition under which journalists are able to claim their "object_i_vity". Sﬁch a

situation is particularly true with large media. In other words, had there been dramatic and frequent

*(cont’d) profession, such as. physicians, attorneys and the like. Journalists have attempted to
achieve the status of professionals in the second sense and usually see themselves as
professionals in this sense. In referring journalists "as "professionals” and their occupation as a
"profession”, however, I am simply speaking in the lauguage of the mainstream journalism
itself. It should be noted that there is disagreement on the issue. Strong arguments have

been made that journalism is not a profession and should not be a profession, because
journalism does not have features that are characteristics of such professions 4s medicine and -
law, and because professionalism in journalism is not consistent with the spirit of freedom of
the press. See Jeffrey Olen (1988: 29-31) for a forceful presentation of these argumemits.

*This argument barrows heavily from John Pauly’s (1988) analysis of professional independence -
in journalism. ’
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property transactions, had media owners constantly intervened in the daily operatjoh of the media,
journalists would have been less certain to claim their "objectivity”. They would have more readily
realized that it was the media owner’s economic interests rather than their commitment to "truth” that

dictated the media gperation.

John Pauly’s (1988) study of the American medih establishment’s reaction to the exeeptjbnal case
of Rupert Murdoch lends some support to such a speculation. Murdoch is an Ausuaha-based media
proprietor. Since his entrance into the American media market in Lhe early 1970s, he has evol/ d more
criticism among Lhe Amehcan Joumalxstm community than any other media owner for the last few
decades. The reason for this, as Pauly has demonstrated, is not so much: the fact that Murdoch threatens
the American media establishment bolitically and economically, as >Lhe fact that_ he threatens the social
legiu'mah'oh and psychelogical repose of professional jeurhalism. (1988:252) Mufdoch’s careless
acquisition of media property, his overt exercise of ownership poWer. his intrusive newsroom behavior,
his unconcealed‘interest in the economic perfgrmance of his properties, ‘as well as his disrespect of the.

;ideals and conventions that have been held so dearly by the American journalistic community, lay bare

the larger economic premise that pro'fessional» journalism has tried so hard to downplay.

A media owner like Murdoch, therefore, disturbs the established commum’ty of professional
Journallsts and Lhreatens their self i image as mdependent, “objective” truth seekers Itis Lhen not
_ surpnsmg to see why Murdoch has been denounced by Abe Rosenthal of the New York szes as a
"bad element, practicing mean, ugly, violentjournalism”, (Welles, 1979:51) and accused by an editorial

in the Columbia Journalism Review of "doing the devil’s work". (January/FeBruary 1980:18)

Of cohrse. the commitment to "objeetivit7y"‘is not an isolated journalistic phenomenon. In his
‘essay "News and Ideology", Canadian media schdlir Graham Knight suggests that Lhe cultivation of )
"objectivity” and the rise of professionalism in journalism is closely linked to the emetgence of a "new"
middle class of salaried, "intellectual™ labor (as contrast to the "old" rm'ddle class of independent, )

self—erhployed commodity producers). (Knight, 1982:23) Objectivity, viewed from Lhis perspective,

»
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- provided the basis on which this "new" middle class "lay claim to professional autonomy and thereby
- resist the rationalizaﬁon of their skills on the part of the capital that employed them”. (1982:23)
According to Knight, joﬁrrialistic objectivity cbnvergeé. with objectivity and ethical neutrality in other

bureaucratic institutions to form the ideal basis of work orientation and career commitment of this

"new" middle class.

The implications of this commitment are compléx. And the pursuit of such a question is certainly |
beyond the scope of this thesis. For the journalistic practitioners however, the consequences seem dual:
on the one hand, the commitment to "objectivity" .pll'ovides the‘basis for journalists to eétablish
autoﬁomy zimc‘iAprestige;‘ on the other hand, "0bjectivify",_ with all its rigid opefational rules, rﬁay serve as
a device of self-denial; that s, "objectivity” may be the very mechanism that ultimately alienates j

joumalists from their work. This valienation w'as extremely evident before th“é 1950s and the early 1960s

when the practice of "objettivity" was particularly pervasive.

Two examples are sufficient to iflustrate the point. One story was recounted by Irving Dilliard,

R

one time chief editor of the St. Louis Post- Dispatch. According to him, sometime before World War I

the paper’s managing editor had pointed out a page—one story to him, and complained:

Here is a lie. I know it is a lie, but I must print it because it is spoken by a prominent .

public official. The public official’s name and position make the lie news. Were the source

an unknown person I could and would gladly throw it in the waste basket. I have done

what I can.to show that | know that the statement is untrue by putting it under a small ,

headline and printing only enough of it to make an entry in the record of the day’s news. “~

Printing these lies, even in this way, is one of the hardest thing I have to do. (1951)

Another case in which journalistic objectivity may serve to alienate journalists from iheir job
concerns the use of quotations. In 1950, an editor described how reporters were instructed to perform
_their job: "Somewhere a city editor is always saying "You can’t rite that unless you can quote |
somebody’." (The Neiman Report, April 4, 1950:29) Michdel J. O’Neill, former editor of the New
York Daily News described such an experience when he kwasz,arssigned to cover a meat packer strike in

Chicago about 1950 for the UPL. The union claimed that the corﬁpany had scabs working inside the

plant. But management denied it. O’Neill climbed over the fence, ripping his suit on the barbed wire
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and discOQe?ed nOn-unic_m’workers iiving inside the plant and sleeping on 125 cots by his count. When
O’Neill went back to the ne(wsroom, his editor told him that he could npt use what.he had seen <unle§s>
he could qﬁot‘e some company officials. (Goodwin, 1983;:12)'Sometimes, ywhcfn it happened that the
officials were so lazy or for some other reasons that there was nothing to quoté from, it was nbt an-.
uncommon practice that reporters would feed their views to the approbriat_ed sources and then "quote”

their own remarks as somebody else’s.

All these examples suggest that journalists do:pay a high price to maintain "objectivity”. And
perhaps it was this alienation that led to the rise of the so-called "New Journalism" in the 1960s. One
main characteristic of "New Joumalism". was the rebel against iﬁe conventions of objective reporting. -
"New Journalists” abandoned the pracﬁce of objectivity completely and indulged themselves in methods .
in which Lhey‘Lhems_elives became part of the story. Iﬁstead of suppressing their subjectivity and

- remained "detached”, they wrote through their feelings.

Tﬁe conséquence of such a challenge to the conventions of objectivity, however, was the exclusion
of its practju'oners. from the established professional cc;mmunity and Lﬁe loss éf their credibility within
the profession. To be sure, some of the "New Journalisté’.' eyen-tually won prestige. But their prestige
was not earned within the discogrse of the mai_nstream journalism.. They were famous becéuse they
were "Ne;v Journalists”, although Jack Newfield, himself labeled as such, for instance, had ciuesu'oned
the very label itself. In a 1972 article entitled "Is The)ie a 'New Joumali"sm?’",,Néwﬁ.'eld protested beingi
labeled as a "New Journalist” and argued that his brarid of journalism was legiﬁmate within the |
journalistic tradition:
To begin ;avith, there is not that much new about new journalism. Advocacy prbce’eded the
who-what-when-where-why of the AP by a couple of centuries. Tom Paine and Voltaire
were New Journalists, so John Milton when he wrote mAJeopagmca against government
censorship in the seventeenth century. (1972:45)
Despite the protest, "New Joumalism" Has become an ackﬁowledged term in mainstréam

journalistic literature. The term has effectively excluded those journalists who broke the conventions of

objectivity. Because of their challenge from within the profession, "New Journalists” ended up being
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: excluded from the established journalistic communjty. They were marginziliz‘ed. And perhaps this was

the irony of this history: whereas the advocicy journalism, which had a historic tradition and was what
the forefathers actually "conceived and dedicated”, was labeled as "new”, extreme; the mainstream

journalism, which was also historically specific, was seen as natural, created by the forefathers at the

very beginning and was thus undisputably legitimate.

4.3 Obiectivity and Interpretive Reporting ‘
If "New Joumalism" is a challenge from within that has been marginalized,. "interpr’etjve\
reporting” is a practice that has gfadqally been incorporated into the tradition of objectivit‘y.6 In this

section, the relation between "objectivity” and interpretive reporting will be closely examined.

Interpceﬁve reporting, according to the mainstream journalistic discourse, means the type of
reporting that puts news in its "proper” perspectivc and gives factual background. It meéms explaining,
amplify and clarifying situations for readers. (MacDougé.ll, 1968:17) As a form of reporting; interpretive
reporting emerged as a response to the dissatisfaction with "straight objective reporti_ngf' which simply
"lets the fact speaks for itself™. According to the Hutchins Commission’Report (1947) on the American

7 press, interpretive reporting fequires that reportets should not only report the "fact” truthfully, but
rcoort the truth about the "fact”. The addition of a "why" to thc traditional "4Ws"(who, whét, when,

where) format is perhaps symptomatic of this increasing emphasis on interpretation:

The necessity of intcrpretatjon in reporting was well articulated by Walter Lippmann. He wrote:

In the course of time most of us have come to see that the old distinction between fact and-
opinion does not fit the reality of things ... the modern world being so very complicated
and hard to understand, it has become necessary not only to report the news but to explain
and interpret it. (in Hehenberg, 1981:39)

in 1933, the Amcrican'Society of Newspaper Editor-_s endorsed the practice of interpretive reporting by

-
passing a resolution which stated'that "editor should devote a large amount of attention and space to

*Of course, reporting is b\« deﬁmuon mterpreuve Here the term "interpretive reporting” is
used as the way mainstream journalism uses iL
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explanatory and interpretive news and to present a background of information which will enable the -
average reader more adequately to understand the movement and the significance of event”. (in

Schudson, 1978:148)

Interpreuve reporting, however, poses a dJlemma to. the tradmon of "objectivity" both

»theoreUcally and pracuoally Interpretauon reqmres the active participation of the reporter, whose role

%,

~ had long been suppressed as far as possible in the traditional obgecuve narrative mode of news
presentation. As Ra’ymonci Gram Swing, fof twenty years allforeign correspohdent for the C hicago Daily |
News, put it in f§35: "If it is explained it has to be explained subjectively". (in,Sch\udso‘n, 1978:147) To-
resolve this djlen;ma, Lhe media and their theoreticians have foﬁnd resoluﬁons which enable them to |

"objectify" interpretation both theoretically and practically. \

The theoretical :'objectiﬁcation” of interpretive reporting involves the def‘mitiop and/or
redefinition of terms. First, the term "objectivity” was redefined in such a way that it did not ex’clhde
interpretation. In a statement to his sta(ll in 1943, Kent Cooper, the general manager of the AP, for
example called upon for "direct, facn.;g/l and wholely M news reporting that digs below surface

and tells the true story.” (in Mott, 1?’62 79 my emphasis) Kenneth Stewart, a workmg newsman

redefined the term "objectmty in Lh1s way:
.

If you mean by objectivity absence of convictions, willingness to let nature take its course,
uncritical acceptance of things as they are(what Robert Forst calls the isness of it), the hell -
with it. If you mean by objectivity a healthy respect for the ascertainable truth, a readiness
to modify conclusions when new evidence comes in, a refusal to distort deliberately and for
ulterior or conceled motives, a belief that the means shapes the end, not that the end
justifies the means, all well and good. (1953:316)

In both statements, the concept of objectivity has been expanded. Implicitly, there is a

. recognition of the distincq'on petween "surface” phenomena and the deep level of s0ciqlf reality.
Further, news is no longer just "direct, factual” reporting without convictions and interpretations. The
active role of a respépsible journalist has been Lheoretiea_l.}y incorporated in the discourse on news
reporting. A more evident example of bﬁngi‘ng,interpretadon into the domain of "objectivity" is sho(vn k 7

in the title of an essay appearing in a 1950 issue of the Nieman Reports: '-'Repom'ngv Background: You

A
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“Can lnterpret and Still Retain»Obj.ectivity"'. The artlcle was written by a young n’ewsman who had been
a»\rarded an one-year followship to HarvardUni.versityon the basis of outstanding professional
', competence. In calling for a nrore ‘interpretive approach to news ‘reportlng, he wﬁteé: -
bet us make‘rt.clear that ths isn't a condemnation of objectivity as such. But if Lhien

newspaper is to do the job it should do in a democracy, where things are eventually
decided by the people, the reader is entitled to his ob3ecuv1ty served up in a form that he

can understand.
Like Stewart, this young reporter also called for the newspaper "to shoulder its responsibilities" and

supply the information not made overt by the newsmakers so that the readers would not be

~ mis-informed.

- ‘ . $.
j‘ At the same tin;e, lnterpretation is defined in such a wayfthat it is consonant with the concept of
objectivity. Lester Markel, a prominent ediror, defines interpretation as an objective appraisal, based
on backgrolmd knowledge of a situau'orr, and‘ analysis of primary related facts”. (in William, 1977:272)
The Christian Science Monitor tan a series of page-one discussions*ibn April arrd May 1951 on
interpretive repofting, and Lried to convince its .readers'that interpretation requires "integrity and
knowledge and understandmg and balance and detachment” which can only be secured by "steadfast

»

| news Ob_]CCT.lVlty" (Mott, 1962: 80) In their book A Taxonomy of Concepts of Communication, Blake and
Haroldsen discuss investigative reporting, interpretive reporting and deprlr reporting under the concept of
.4 "objective repovru'ng" and suggests that these terms sometjmes "used rather interchangeably to suggest

. thorough but objective reporting and writing". (1975:55, rny emphasis)

The journalistic effort of trying to "objectify” lnterpretive reporting has been 'collaborated by a
& number of media scholars -who elaborate the point at a more¢ philosophical lerel. Roscho, for example,
has argued that since interpretation and objectivity are not incompatible in either natural and social
science, Lh,e_v Léea not be incompadbl: in news reporting so long as reporters hold a sole obligation
‘comparable to that of the scientific researcher and avoid "subjective editorializing". Echoing Roscho,

Gene Gr more and Robert Root have also argued Lhat the popular dichotomy of objectivity versus

interpretation represents a mrsunderstandmg of the media’s problem with truth. Accordmg to Lhem the

i*
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"straight news", the feature story and the interpretive reporting are all "one side of objectivity”, with the
"subjective” story that consciously or unconsciously "distorted" the news on the"opposite:
"the sound interpretive story introduces the writer’s evaluation(and "those' are admitted
subjective, with personal coloring, but as fairly and honestly — as oblecnvelz — as he can).
The corrupt interpreter, by contrast, does not aim at truth, but vents‘the writer’s prejudice
and slants”. (1981:28) : s
However, just as Roscho is not able to proVide a concrete criterion to distinguish between "objective

interpretation and subjective editorializing”, Gilmore and Root fail to provide a concrete standard as to

who is a’ "sound interpreter”, and who is a "corrupt interpreter".
. —

e

In fadt, withou"t being _bothered by these theoretical problems. newsmen have worked out ﬁk}eir
own way to. "objectify"} interpretive reporting. This bractice involves the employment of strategies which
make interpr;:ﬁve reporting fit into the old convention of "objectivity". One such stfategy is the use of
qﬁotation marks. Following the éonvenﬁonél strate'gy, reporters find a new category of sources who
offer their opinion on a certain subject and then quote thesé opi-nibns as intg:rpretatioris of an event.
vTherefore, as long és the interp;qta.r;’oh could be attributed kto a SOurce, it is still "objective" in the old
manner. As a result, a growing number of "expérté" in different spheres of social life ﬁave joined
pﬁblic,ofﬁciais and insﬁtutional spokesmen as authoritative interpretors of events and definers of
situations. Furthermore, for one reason or another,'a few experts have emerged as "the king of quotes”
in their specialized fields. In US polir;'cs, for example, some often—quoted experts inch;de such boliu’cal
scientists as William Schneider of the Ameﬂ@ Enterprise Institute; Stephen Hess of the Brookings
Institute, and Michael>Robinson of Georgetown University. In the stock market, one suc\h a "king of )
quote" is said to be Mbnte Go;don, Director of Research at Dreyfus Corporgtjoh. Ironically, according
to Dan Cordtz, ABC’s economic editor, the only reéason that Monte Gordon is on TV so much is not that

his views are brighter than other experts, but that his office is closer to the network than the market

analysts who are headquartered in Wall Street. (Lawrence, 1988:26)

Another stiategy to maintain the "objectivity" of interpretation in news practice-is to resort to the

"balance® method. As in conventional reporting, interpretations of the same event from "both sides” (or
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occasionally, more Lh‘an'tw.Q sides) are sought. In the case of stock market crash, for example, when th'e
market dropped 97 pc;ints on October 6, 1987_, an ABC ﬁewscast offered commenfs from-a Wall Street *

- analyst Who blamed the crash on rising interest rateé. These comments were then followed by‘a
Washington economist insisting otherwise. After "both sides” had been presented, the network made no

effort to reconcile those contrasting point of views. The analysis was therefore inconclusive. )\

So far, this section has examined the "objectiﬁcation" of interpretive reporu'hg on both the

- theoretical and ;;ractical level. The theoretical elaboration of interpretjvé reporting acknowledges r;he

active role of the reporteré in their work. ‘ They are‘ no longer seen as ’passi\;e' agents who merely report‘ :

- what they are told. They aré supposed to dig in and find out the "whys". Such~ a Lheoretic;al

' re’cognition brings some new content to the ossified concept of "objectivity” and Lhefefore cqntains some
fresh elements both in the understanding of the concept of "objectivity” itself, .a‘nd in re‘portorial_”

‘ préctice. The practical qpefatjon of interbreti've repd_m'ng, however, suggests Lﬁat it has not yet broken
away from the 'old reportorial conventions. Therefore, alth.ough interpretive reporu'hg has in certain

-'degrees extended the spectrum of pgople who are sought to define social reality, it is difficult o
determine whether this new practice, in the old cldthing of vobjective joumélism, can ‘really achieve what

it intends — to help the public to understand the world better.

-
-

: 4
Finally, it must also be noted,‘:interpreu've reporting, once a forbidden frui@ is still permissible
only to a few seasoned reporters and foreign correspondents. In many 6ases, it is stiil ‘c:ohsidered as a
dangerous ‘I‘Jractlice. Journalistic textbooks; for example, havg repeatedly warned that interpretive
reporting is not for amateurs and beginners.- In their sample survey of | the entire population of- workiln'g
journalists in Lhe_United States, Johnstone and his colleagues find that 61.2 pe:cent of all reporters
classify themselves as reporters who write what he or she sees and what is told. Only 12 lpercent lab:el

themselves as interpretive reporters who writes both what he sees and what he constructs its meaning to-

be. (1976:74)
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The reason for the lack of ime,rpfetive reporting is perhaps not only political and ideological, but
. ) } . i ' . ) . ) . \ .
economic. As Blapnkenbury and Walden have demonstrated, interpretive Teporting, is expensive to
produce. That is, under the organizational constrqaints.‘ interprétive reporting sufférs from many

.- economic disadvantages. First, it requires more reportorial time. As a result, the prdd,uéﬁyity of the

N,

reporters may suffer. Second, the production of an interpretive pieqe usually requires more &a\\/el. more
personnel, more rnate;ial resources and therefore may raise the pr&luétiori cost of the news. Fin§1~l\y,
ac_cOrding to the research,ers, since interpretive ref)orﬁng usually produces relati;/ély long pieces, i; ma»
be uhder the risk 6? a p'oSsible loés of audience attention. (1977:594) Thus. the economiic logic of the

commercial media itself has become a barrier to the development -f interpretive reporting.

—

To summarize then, the emergence of interpretive reporting and its bejng incorporated into the
tradition of journalistic objectivity is both a blessing and a frustration. It is a case in which emergentv
journalistic consciousness and practice chalienges ossified theory and inject it with new content while at

the same time the practice itself is modified and contained by the old tradition. On the one hand,

"

interpretive reporting challenges the old practice of objective reporting gnd has liberated the journalists
to a certain degree; on the other hand, because of the power of tradition and the unchanged logic of |

‘commercial news ’production. the potential of interpretive reporting is very much limited.

4.4 Objectivity and Fairness

While part of the media and some of their scholars try to réscue "objectivity” by injecting it with
new meanings and associating it with new practices, others advocate the rejection of the concept. At the
same time, they embraced a new term: fairness. In this section, [ shallbriefly examine this new concept

and its relation with "objectivity".

.

The motivation for the substitution of "objectivity" by "fairness” come from two different
considerations. For some, although "objectivity" is still a desirable ideal, it is too difficult to achieve. It

- is therefore necessary to substitute it with a more practical goal. Such a proposition is exemplified by
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: David Brinkley's statement' "Objectivity is impossible for a normal human being. ‘Fairness, however, is
: attamable and that is what we are stnvmg for not obJectmty [bug] fairness”. (Néwsweek January,6,:r
/1969 :43) For others the motive for the substituuon comes from a negauve understandang of

"objectivity”. In the eves ‘of these people, ~obJect1v1ty s the synonym of passivity. and, unc:itrcal
acceptance of source mformation After a crmque of the ole of ob3ect1v1ty 1n the‘*-rise:of -

N McCarthylsm Canadlan columpnist and Joumalism educator Walter Stewart, for example, has offered the

_followmg prescription: Fatmess yes balance .yes, but obJectmty no". (1980 15) The report of the
' Canadran Royal Commission on Newspapers (1980) echoes Stewart $ position 15 claunmg that the notion

-

of "objectivity” has been replaced by ."fatmess because of the negative connotations of the term

derived from the 1960s. (p. 24)

| Has "fairness" really replaced "objectivity” as the paramount ideal of journalism? Qr perhaps
lmore substantially, can "fairness” effectively solve the problems that have been atssociated with
..'o‘bjectivity" i_n journalistic practice? The answers to these questions seem neg/aftib%First, although it
might be true that the term "fairness” has re_cently gained a wide circ\ulation as an ideal of journalism,
there is no sign that "objectivity” has been displaced by the term. "Objectivity” is not an antiquated
term today, nor is it ahways used in a negative sense.A It is still enshrined in journalistic codes and Creeds
as the ideal of journalism. A recent report 1nd1cates that a growing number of media orgamzatlons in
the Umted States have been promulgating written codes and creeds that endorse "objectivity”. An ethic
code of the ABC news, for example, requires that employees "must refrain from doing any act or
following any course of conduct which would permit their objectivity in performance of their duties to
be challenged or impeded”. (Schneider and Gunther, 1‘985:55) Empirical study also reveals that many
working journalists'do not support the " faimess, yes, balance, yes, but objectivity, no" prescription.
‘Boyer, an American professor who undertakesya study of wire service editors’ attitude toward
"objectivity” has found that, despite different definitions of the concept, editors generally endorse ':the

=

ideal. (1981:28)



- Secondly, beéa‘use the concept "fairnes.” éounds mdre practical and more concréte, in _mahy caée.
it is ﬁsed not so niuéh as a substitute for. "objectivi,ty". as a component Qf the more abstract ideal of
"objectivity”.- Ih its Journalistic Pdicy, thé CBC for e'xample, lists "fairness” as one of 1t§ joum,éljsuc
princi:ples(;he otk}eré include "acéuracy", "integrity", "thoroughness") and states that " Application of
_these principlés will achieve the optimum objectivity and balance ‘which must chéracterize CBC’s
information progfém". (1982:7) The same is true in the literature of American liberal school of
- com'm'unica'ﬁoh séudies. In bhis study of the in.ﬂuence‘ of ‘reporters’ attitude on the "objectivity" of their .

. work, Drew, for example, defines objectivity as "fairness and balance in decision making, information

seeking and présentation of information”, (1975:129)

1

Finally, it must be bointed out that even if we accepted the prescription. thatﬂ 'ffairnéss" sfhould .

- substituté for‘ "objectivity" és"the ideal of journalism, it still could not solve t}:le pfr"cgbllein that the idea of.

objectivity has aroused. The concept of fairness itself is in fact as ambiguous ;nd as difficult to deﬁne

as “objectivify" itself. Like "objectivity", "faimess" is also in the eyes‘df' the beholders. To uphold
"fairness” ,6r "balance" as.);axdsticks to eQaluat_e journalistic performance. therefore does not sdlve the

. problems that ';objecﬁQi[y»" has generatéd: "fairness'_' by whose standard? "balance" by whose social and-
- political scale? Thus for Herbert Brucker, a unben'ding proponent of the ideal of ~objectivity, "there is

“little semantic authority to support mo$e who say they want to be fair rathef‘ ﬁhan objective”; whereas -

for R'ober.t Cirino, an indignant critic of the ideal rof 6bjectiviry, "fairness" is nothing but another
"myth" inveﬁte(_i by the media owners when the old "myth" of objectivity can no longer hold its
credibility inndece’ivmg the audier;ce. |

Of course, there is nothing revolutionary in the ideé gf "fairness”. But it seems o me, as in [hL
effort of trying to incorporate interpretive reporting into the concept E)f objectvity, the'call fdr the
' substitution of v"objectivity"' by "fairness" signifies an acknowledgement of human. subjectivity in news ’
reporting and a dispa'lragement of the type of superﬁc&l reporti'ng‘that takes "facts"‘at,facé value. 'Truly,
"fairness” does not hold much éemantic authority over "objectivity", bgt it coﬁnotes a digsau'sfaction'pf

the passivity of the press and a desire to break away from the passive tradition-that jras bgen practiced

76 !



under the name of "objectivity"; it is less a creation of Lhe consciousness of the media owners for Lhe
purpose of decepuon than the inevitable development of Lhe press’ longume alieglance to the ideal of
‘ objecuwty —— a perspective mdependent of particular interests. In a sense, "fairness” is a new, more

Ve

modest, post—snmes formulauon of objectivity.

No doubt "fairness” in itsvtnrn will be challengeo by yet another way of establishing the same
claim of }"-objectivity". For while the terminology may change, mass media today, no matter how much
" it has expended both in ierms of its technological sophistication and its eeononﬁc scale, its nature
‘remains the same. Even the American social upheavals of the 1960s andc 1970s did not substantially
alter the media’s news procéSS or redefine their relationship with both the government and its audience.
The media therefore cénnot and will not discard the ideal of objectivity, for it is this ideal that is the
very basis upon which the media legitimate themselves. Further, it is only by Lheif allegiance to this

ideal that the media maintain their credibility and achieve their effectiveness.

But there is gradual change. Market segmentation, for example, has made the old strategy of the
cultivation of a audience as big ns possible less pafamounr. At the same time, the media have {0 faﬁce
thé challenges from emerging forms of journalistic consciousness and practice. And just as a capitalistic
social fonna;ion itSel.f neeels frequent feformation and readjustment, objectivity, the legitimate p‘rineiple
of the media needs frequent redefinition and reinterpretation. As it has been demonstrnted so far in
this Lhe51s since its inception in the 183OS the ideal has gone through a long hlstoncal journey: from its
identification with repomng "value free" facts to its routinization into reportorial convennons from its
uneasy mamage " with the ideal of the freedom of the press to its incorporation of interpretive
reportmg, and f'mally, to 1ts post—snmes variant of " falrness From this long historical Joumey, it seems
-‘ that :lthough its opgmal form, that is, the fact/value dlchotomx of the positivist version has by no
means totally disappeared, and as Herbert G‘ang said, joumélism\ is still Lh'e "strongest remaining. bastion
of logical positivism in America”, (19‘79:1J84) there is a growing tenolency in both theoretical exposition

and practical operation toward an acceptance of human subjectivity in the constitution of ."objectivity". -

That is, "objectivity”, if it is believed that there is such a thing at all, is not the absence of, but the
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. .
» active involvement of the human mind in an interpretive process.

Once it is acknowledged that human subjectivity is a cérrii:onent of ,"objeétiyity_’f,‘ however, the
éndless d'e‘bate on whether the the news media are "oéjective" or not becomes less relevant. The critical
question becomes: ‘who has the power to claim the "r'objectivity“ of their knowledge, and further, to »
impose their particular accounts of the world as "6bjective", that is, as univers:.ally valid and legitimate'.;

 Therefore, if the ideal of objectivity in itself is hollow and abstract, the struggle for "objectivity” —- for
the power to def‘me reallty and to claim the objective status of that pamcular deﬁmuon — s
nevertheless real and concrete. To say this is to_focus on issues of ownership and participau'on, and is to
invite questions that Will explore the nature of the media and the relationship of joumal'istic enterprise

" to the medfa‘. These crucial questions, however, have been obscured in t}xe debates and discourse |

surrounding the concept and practice of objectivity.
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| CHAPTERS

OBJECTIVITY ‘A‘ND THE STRUGGLE OVE.R";SIGN[FICATION:'THE CASE OF THE FAIRNESS |

In the previous chapters, the thesis examined the origins of the ideal of journalistic objéctivity and
contemporary theoretical discourse.surrounding the concept. ThrOughout this eitanlination my fécus has .
been 11m1ted to the discourse on obJectiv1ty within the news mecha that is, how the concept has been
defined and cultivated by both practitioners and theoreuerans of the news media. The news media,
however, are not alone in the construction of the ideal. For an 1deal to become a successful hegemonic
principle, it must win the cousent of other related Segmeuts of the society. It must be iriéorporated into
the common consciousness of the society. Furtber, it- must be embodied as'Ja set of social institutions so
ithat it is both concrete'ar{dfuseful. An adequate_understanding of the concept of journalistic objectivity, )
therefore, needs to move beyond the media institutions’ discourse on the concept to examine how it is |

* understood by other related, segments of the society and how it mediates the relations bstween the

media and a variety of other social forces. This final chapter undertakes such a task.

To make the task more manetgeabie, this chapter is designed as.a case study. The case under
exammation is the ongomg debate on the repeal of the Fairness Doctrine in the United States. The
debate is useful for the purpose of this chapter is because it brings many different social 'forces (the .
President, the Congress, the regulatory agency — FCC, the media, the courts; the interest groups, etc.)
to the forefront and provides a forum for these soc1a1 forces to articulate their concerns for the concept
of journalistic objectivity. The Fairness Doctrine, of course, is not the equivaient to gthewhole concept
uof' objectivity. But as my analysis in Section,4 of Chapter 4 has suggested, the concept of ,fairriess is a
recent formulation of the ideai./;he Fairness Doctrine, Whicb requires broadcasters to provide balanced
coverage of coritroversial' issues, stipulates one of the basic requirements of’ objective reporting and
concreuzes the ideal in a specific way Through a close exammauon of the debate on the docmne it

becomes clear that, the concept of ObjCCUVH:y because of its universalising intention, has in fact become
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a political weapan that is used by djffereni social groups in their struggle for the power over social

signification; that is, as I have pointed out in-the last chapter, for the power to define reality through

the r’n'edja. and further, to claim the objective status of that particular definition.

The chapter will be divided into four sections. Section 1 will provide 4 brief description of the
Fairness Doctrine; Section 2 will focus on the recent debate that.was culminated by the repeal of the

doctrine in August 1987; Section 3 will be a discu’ss‘ion of »the case; Section 4 will look beyond the case
. a -

for some more general conclusmns Unhke most of the llterature on the Fairness Docmne such issues -

as the constitutionality of the doctrine, xts mﬂuence on broadcast news reporting, 1ts service to the public

X
¢

will not be discussed. The study will be an analysi&of the debate itself and the arguments that have:

4

been advanced by different players in the debate. Through such a stud'y, I wish to isolate and analyze

-

the meanings different social forces have attached to the dc‘;chine,, and the im;;iicaiions of these

meanings for the understanding of the ideal of objectivity, A

LY

. 5.1 The Faimess Doctrine and Lis History
Before its a\belfu'on' in August 1987, the Fairness Do;:trine was the name given to two

reqﬁire‘meﬁ[s applied by the FCC te .radjo and tele;'ision broadcasters LhrdughoUt the United States.
,fhe FC(} stagd that the doctrine involved a two—fold duty: "1) the broadcaster must devote a
re'asoha‘ble percentage of ... breadcast time to the Coverage of public issﬁes' and 2) his coverage of thesc
issues must be fair in the sense Lhat it prov1des an opportumty for the presentation of contrasting pom[s
of view". (FCC, 1974) The Umted States Supreme Court mterpreted the docmne as requiring that

"discussion of public issues be presented on broadcast stauons and that each side of those issues ... be -

given fair coverage”. (1969) ' T 4
: L . ) R 3
The evolution of the Fairness Doctrine inyolved a series of FCC policy decisions and court rylings

~over the f)ast several decades. The development of the doctrine stemmed from an undérstanding of the

&

technical limitations of radio spectrum and the assumption that the airwaves are owned by the public
} #

- & - a
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and a broadcastmg licensee is a public rLrustee These factors, combmed with the need to inform the

’ Amencan people about 1mponant publlc lssues ina" free marketplace of ideas", and the potential for
powerful broadcastcrs‘ to monopohze or mﬂuence the marl;e{p_lace and to "bias" the mform;aon -
received by the American people, erovided the m};ti;'l ratiomle for the imposition of the docufine.

(Simmions, 1978:55-56)

' The regulatory history for the formation of the doctrine is long and has been‘subjected to
differefit mterpretanons According to several authorities on the doctrinie, concern about broadcast
falmess was evident as early as the later 1920s, soon after r.he mtroducﬂon of radio. (Simmons, -
'1978:16—71; Rowan, 1984:25—49) A major case for the formauon of the doctrine was FCC’s Mayflower
‘decision in 1941. This c{edsion, known as Lhe Mayflower Doctnne smted that:

Radio can serve as an instrument of democracy only when devoted to communication of
information and the’exchange 'of ideas fairly and objectively presented ... freedom of speech
on the radio must be broad enough to provide full and equal opportunity for the '
‘presentation to-the public of all sides of public issues. Indeed, as one licensed to operate in
public domain the licensee was assumed the obligation of presenting all sides of important
public.questions, fairly, objective and without bias. The public interest — not the private

‘— is paramount. These requirements are inherent in the conception of publlc interest set®

up by Lhe Commumcatmn Act as the criterion of regulanon (my emphasis) '
He;e the concepts of "falmess . objecme , "without bias”" -were seen as the "inherent" requirements of
the Communieation Act. Mereover, reinforcing rr;y:arg)ument in section { of Chapter 4 that the concept
| of free pfess has been expanded -and l:;as incorporated the ideal of objectivity,‘ the above statement

indicates that-the commission obviously applied a "broad" interpretation of the free press concept to -
. . R . o - ’ = - L ‘
justify its decision, although such a decision might be considered by some First Amendment

"absolutists" as a repression of the broadcasters’ freedom of speech.

Preceding in the same direction, in its 1949 Egitwializing Report, the FCC relied on its
interpretétion of the public interest principle of ;he_Communieation Aet and on the First Amendment‘
prineiple of the public’s right to know as justiﬁcatien for the formal imposition of the two—fold duties of
the Fairness Doctrine. Then, in 1959, the U.S. Congress amended tHe Communicatidhs' Act with a

Fairness Doctrine. According to one interpretation of the legislative history, even _thvough there was no
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extensive debate about the ldoctrineand its irnplications. the language of the Amendment to the.
Communication Act (1934) suggested. that there was an explicit recognition of the Fairnéss Doctrine asa
requirement under the Act. (Simonns 1978 46-51) Through 1ts statements on various oceasions, the
FCC itself made it clear that the 1959 amendment endorsed and gave specxﬁc statutory recognition

' to its Fairness Doctnne The conventional wisdom was thus held that Congress had codified the

Doctrine and that it had statutory authority. N

Such an understanding was reinforce‘d by a United States Supreme Court decision in 1969, known
as the ‘Red Lion deczszon In that demsron the Court declared that the Faimess Doctrine was
constitutional and did not v1olate the First Amendment right of broadcasters The Court also affirmed
that the Congress had rauﬁedthe FCC’s 1mp11cation of a Fairness Doctrine in 1959 "with positive

regulations”.

Over the past few decades, the FCC had been exercising its power to promulgate the doctrine. -
And although the FCC failed to describe in any detail the Fairess Doctrine parameters, it had stated
that it took the requirements of the doctririe sen'ously. The Commission conce claimed that it regarded
PR - .

"strict adherence to the Fairness Doctrine as the single mest important requirement of operating in the

~ public interest — the sine qua non for grant of a renewal of license". (FCC, 1970)

The Commission relied on complaints from the publicabout a particular u&’ﬁééa broadcaster for
the enforcement of the doctrine. According to the comolaint procedure if a person found that a
broadcaster had violated the doctnne he or she should first complaJn to local licensee. If the issue
could not be solved between the two parties, complaints might be filed with the FCC, which would be
reviewed by a specialist analyst. The analyst would then pass those complaints that contained the
requiréd ‘information to the legal staff and return cornplainfs that required additional information. If the
legal staff decided that a prima facie fairness case had been made, it would require a'response t ‘thie_

o _

compldint from the licensee. If the Commission staff finally decided against a licensee, general

iA different interpretation of the*legislatiVe history might hold that Congress did not codify
the doctrine into law, but only authorized the FCC’s implementation of the . doctrine.
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. punishment included a letter written to the liqenseé askiﬁg for the fulfilment of the doctrine
Tequirement. The letter would play a rc}le_in license renewal. Extreme measures of punishment
included failure to obtain a license renewal and repeal of license. As a final procedure, the staff’s '

decision and sanction miéht be aippealed to the whole Commission, whose decision could jﬁn turn be
appealed to the court.
. i ! . 7 »
The FCC received about 5,000-8,000 complaints each year. The rate for an individual to "win" a

—

FCC fairness case was however very low. Over the years, nb license had been revokéd, on thé sole basis
of fairness ‘vicv)lation. 1In only two cases, violation of the doctrine were cited as partly responsible for a

broadcaster’s failure to obtain a license renewal.’

5.2 The Debate on the Repeal of the FaJmess Doctrine

5.2.1 The Repeal of the Doctrine

L

Since its incgption, the Faimess Doctrine had been subjected to constant debaie. The debate
intensified in the ‘19\805, under the Réagan Adﬁﬁhistpaﬁé}l’s general policy framevs)ork_of deregulation.
Tile FCC, under Chairman Mark Flower, had long att?mpted to abolish the doctrine. In 1983, the FCC
 launched an inquiry into the status of the doctrine. In its repért issued in 1985, the Commission
~ concluded that the doctrine did not serve the public‘vinterest and had a "chilling effect” on broadcaster:%\x
The report also challenged the scarcity of air@ave rationale by arguing that there was a multiplicity of
voices available to the public. But based oﬁ the und'erstanding that 'Lhe doctrine had been statutorily

amended by the Coﬁgress, the FCC decided that it could not repeal the doctrine and would leave for

the Congress or the court for action. The Commission also decided that it would continue to enforce

the doctrine. , o

A fairness case’ involving the Meredith Corporauon provided the chance for the FCC to fepeal -

the doctrine. In a 1984 decision concerning a faJrness complamt filed by the Syracuse Peace Council,

\

*For a detailed study of the regular enforcement of the doctrine, see Rowan, 1984,
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which was repreéemed by the Media Access Project (MAP), the F;CC' ruled tﬁat tﬁe Meredith
Corporation, the} licensee-of TV station WTVH, had violated the Fairness Doctrine for its broadcasting

of a series of commercials'advocatiné the construction of a nuclear power plant without pmvrdmg 2 |
contrasting v.ie\:av. Merédith sought judicial review of the Commission’s decision and«éhallertged the
consﬁtuﬁonality of the doctrine. In its ruling, the U. S. Court of Appeals for the District of Coluxﬁbia
Circuit femanded the FCC for consideration of the constitutional issue raised by Meredith"and indicaléd
that, as an altemanve the Commission could 51mply avoid the consmunonal issue by determmmg "in an
adjudlcatory context, the doctrine cannot be enforced because it is contrary to the publlc interest". (D.C.~
Cll’.,- 1987) The court, in a divided three judge panel, held that the doctrine was not a law but a policy>

of the FCC which the Commis_sion could repeal. This decision dissented from the views generally

expressed by lawyers in and out the government since 1959, (Broadd{z;vt_igg. Jﬁne 15, 1987)

Seeing a possible repeal of the dectrine, two interest groups, the Telecommunication Research and
Action Centre (TRAC) and the MAP, who both supported the doctrine, sought a reheaﬁng of the c'asc‘

at the same court. The court, however, refused by a narrow margin to rehear the case. Judge Robert

Bork, President Reagan’s unsuccessful nominee to the Supreme Court, played a crucial rolé for the
groups’ failure to obtain a rehearing. (D.C. Cir., 801, F2n, 1987) The U.S. Supreme Court in June

i

1987 rejected TRAC's petifiénor a review of the appeals court’s decision.

In response to the appeals court’s demsmn that the doctrine was not a statutory obhgauon 1mposcd
by the Congress, the U.S. Congress began a series of legislative activities almmg at writing the doctrine
~ into law. The Senate and the House of Representatives passed both by overwhelming majority
legislations codifying the doctrine. President Re‘agan,"however: opposéd the doctrine’s Congressional
proéo}lents and vetoed the fairness bill. In an interview with the Broqdcasting journal in Juhe_ 1987, the
Presidenat sent a signal ‘to the FCC that "the decision on repeal of the Fairness Doctrine i its to make”.
(June 29, 1987, p. 30) With the courts’ ruiing and the President’s support, the FCC, in its Meredith

decisioh adapte_d by; unanimous vote in August 4, 1987, repealed the doctrine.
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This acuon however d1d not end the debate. Supporters of the doctrine began their protesl even
t before the ﬁnaJ vote was taken glace at the decisive FCC meeung (Broadcasung, August 10 1987, p
l62) Iﬂ the ensuing events, Ehe MAP continued its fight for the doctrine in theeoaﬁ the doctrine’s -,
Congressmnal supporters attempted to Teinstate a fairness bill by attaching it 0 "velo proof™ bills so that |
»Lhe President herdgooj‘“swallow hard" and signed it into law. .The National Association of Broadcasters
(NAB), in the me%dme, initiated a lobbying campaign to block Congressional efforts to pa;s fairness _ '
legislation. (Broadcasting, August 17, 1987, 38-39) Due-to the NAB’s campaign aﬁd the President’s~ -
threat that he would veto any bill if the doctrine weﬁ)ﬂached, the Congress'has s0 far failed in its
effort to codify bthe docm'nej Up ;o this point, it seems that opponents of the doctrine have won the |
debate. But there is little compromise on the part of the doctrine’s proponents and the debate is by no

‘rr}eans over. The arguments of the parties, however, have been clearly articulated. I will now turn to an

-
examination of the arguments and the feature of the debate itself.
5.2.2 The Arguments _ o S /

The FCC and Other Opponents. As was pointed out earlier, the rationale for. the F/;ri'r/r/ress
Doctrine was the public trustee concept andvan acknowledgement of Lhe potential conﬂ/i’er/ betwe‘err the
public and private interest. The First Amendmem was not seen as‘a barrier for the Doctrine, but was
interpreted in such a way that it served as a erSLiﬁeau'on for it. That is, there was an»acknowledgemem.
of the First Amendment right of/Lhe public and further, a proposition that this right should»be o
paramount. The current. FCC, however. argued exactly"the ‘opposit'e. Current FCC Chairman Denis
Patrick’s claimed on the daw of the repeal that the Conrmission’s action introduced the First Am_end_me‘m
o the twentieth century because it> extended to the electronic p.ress the same First Amendment guarantce
m;u the print media have 1ong enjoyed. He argued that the First Arnendmem does not guerrantee a fair

\qress but only a frée press and that "the record in this proceeding leads one ioescapab!y to c_onclude that -
the Fairness Doctrine ’chills’ free speech, is not narrowly Lailored to achieve any substarlrial ,governmenr

interest, and therefore contravenes the First Amendment and public interest”. (Broédcasting, August 10.

1987, p.'27)
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/"I;he FCC, moreover, used the First Amendment to chéllenge the Red Lion decision and justified

'i(s current approach: o 7 . ( .

Perhaps the most troubling aspect.of all under Red Lion approach is that the stated

purpose for diminishing broadcaster’s First Amendment rights is the exact same purpose N
behind the First Amendment’s guarantee of free speech itself — that is, to preserve an -
uninhibited marketplace of ideas in which truth will ultimately prevail. That is what our
democracy is based on. But the mechanism relied on by earlier commissions to achieve this

goal was the exact opposite of that relied on by the founders of the constitution. (FCC, 1987)

There is, of course, 'no_thing new in such rhetoric. The FCC defendéd the concept of the

"marketplace of ideas” and charged’ih‘at the Fairness Doctrine resulted in "blandnéss” or "nothingness”

in the media. The potential danger of private broadcasters’ irresponsible use of tbeir monopoly power,

and the ,poéts'ibility that "blé.ndness" may result from commercial imperative, rather than from the

"chilling effect” of the doctrine, were not the issues that the FCC seemed to be concern about. Patrick

stated the approach quite clearly:

I much prefer to rely upon, first of all, the sense of journalistic responsibility among
broadcasters, and secondly, the incentives to meet the needs and the interests of the public
that arise from a competitive marketplace, and_finally, more generally, competition in-the
marketplace to ensure that broadcasters identify and meet the needs and interests of -the
public rather than relying upon government content regulation. (April 20, 1987)

Clearly, underlying both the FCC official statement and its Chairman’s personal view was the classic

ideology of capitalism which maintains that proﬁtabiiity is compatible and helpful to the public interest.

President Reagan, who is in the same ideological line with the FCC, also said that freedom of

press would ultimately be insured-by competition in the broadcasting industry and that "the public trusts

and expects those in.the media to provide-news and information without bias. Maintenance of that trust
. . ’.A“‘"“ N .

. o . n . . . . .
will dg .f_ar more ¥ insure fairness than any law.” (interview with the Broadcasting, April 20, 1987, p.

40

a&?"

&

1 ‘

The Broadcasters. The position of the broadcasting industry, however, was less consistent and léss ~—

strong than their Tegulators. When the FCC decided that despite the findings of its report, it would sttt

enforce the doctrine in 1985, for example, only the Radio-Television News Directors Association, the

CBS and a few other groups sent an appeal to the court for the repeal of the doctrine. Later, when
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C&ngresg passed legislation codifying the doctrine, there was little lobbying effort on the part 6f Lhé
broadcasters. Senator Roi;ert Packwood, the chief opponent of ‘Lhe doctrine in the Cong‘res,s. even
expressed disappointment with the broadcasting industry becaixse he :awﬂifﬁ:t the broaddsigrs l'"don’L,
care about” the doctrine and did not make their "First Amendment ﬁght" their chief priority. ¥
(Broadca.szing,. Apri1127, 1987, p. 335 In fact, what the Senator said was quite true. ’_I'he l'Taimess o

Doctrine was not the chief priority for the broadcasting industry at the time. Broadcasters stood

tarefully aside on the debate because they were waiting for the Congréss to pass another bill on

PO

broadcasting issues that they considered as more important. Only after the President’s veto and the o

FCC’s decision of repeal did the NAB, representative of broadcasters, began its lobbying activity.

| Based on the opin}foq survey by the Broadcasting journal, the broadcaster's" reaction to the rebeal
- of the doctrine was mixed. Although many of them celebrated Lhe fact that they finally won the First
Arﬁendment right and some expressed the view that they wiil be more "aggressive” in future reporting,
many expressed the vjew that they did not s®& any "chillirig effect” the doctrine had on them, and
claimed Lh:u Ll_ley had alway been fair and would sull be fair. Woody Sudbrink, a broadcasting media
owner in Florida said: "We’ve never had any big problem with fairness dc;c\Lfl'nle the way it was. We're
still going to honor it and I think most broadcasters will continue to invoke it the way it was. But it's

. Teal good news because it's unnecessaﬂ“. A neWs'director in Georgia said that they had an ethical ‘

" commitment to present both sides of every issue and that they would be "asaggressive as they were’ " )

before™. (Broadcasting, August 10, 1987, p. 59)

A"nd there is no lack of suppdrters of the doctrine in the industry.  Westinghouse Broadcasting, for
instance, had been a long tirﬁe champion- of the Fairness Doctrine. The group said that the Docm'nc
was "benificial and consistent with First Amendment brindple". The Fisfl'er Broadcasting addresséd vthc
issue by saying that the F;u'mess Doctrine was "a vital ingredient of the public trusteeship which is at

the heart of the legislative scheme for broadcasters”. (Broadcasting, March 2, 1987, pp. 39-40)



—

" On the whole it seems that the broadcasters attitude toward the doctrine can roughly be

“represented bv the amtudes of the three big networks. Among the three, only the CBS participated in

the original court appeal acuon and in Lhe followmg legrslattve hanle for the ahohuon ofjledocmner

~ NBC, while opposed 10 the doctrme sard that it would express its opposition only as an intervenor in a

court case. ABC, however, said that the network had leamed to live with the doctnne and that it had

" never. opposed it. (Brogdcasting, June 29, 1987, p. 28)

The Qéngres& a Other- Proponents. Tne mait; support of the doctrine come from Congressional ’
sources, interest groupsasf‘ well as s'orne former FCC commissioners. The proponents’ arguments are
basicalvly the ones that had been advanced as the rationale for.the imposition of the doctrine. The
fairness bill introduced by Senator Ernest Holjljngs (Senator ’Commerce Committee Chairman) and his ,

. colleagues, still stressed.the public jrusiee concept and argued that despite technological advances the
¢lectromagnetic spectrum wa; still a scarce and valuable public resource. They also argued that over the
years the Fairness Doctrine had "enhanced free speech by securing the paramount right of mé' broadcast |
audience to robust debate on issues of public importance”. (U S. Senate Reports, 1987) The leglslators
also put forward the notion of "a reasonable balance” arnong the First Amendment Tights of the public,

i

broadcaster licensees and speakers other than owners of broadcasting facilities.

| The language of the fairness bill was magnrf' ed in the arguments put forward by other proponents‘
of the doctrine. In contrast to the FCC s argument that the doctrrne chills broadcasters and therefore
did not serve the public interest, former FCC commissioner Abbott Washburn argued that the repeal of
the doctrine undermined the very foundation of the Communication Act of 1934 — ‘the public trustee
concept”. Washburn contended that the Fairness Doctrine has served the public well and that "It
should be kept as long as monopoly licenses are granted by the governrnent". (The Washington Post,b
July 20, 1987) Against another rationale that the FCC invoked for the repeal of the doctrine — the First
:\mendment issue, Washburn said: | - |
S~ Critics of the doctrine wrap themselves in the First Amendment, yet the Doctrine does not.

censor anything. On the contrary, in the words of the Supreme Court, it adds to ‘the
uninhibited marketplace of ideas ... It is the right of the viewers and listeners, not the right
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“of the broadcasters which is paramount’.
Former FCC Chaxrman Charles Ferris contended that the "real mcenuve for ﬁavmdmg controversy was

;"

that advemsers do not want to be associated with controversy. e

Ralph. Naderrv ‘a’prorninem,;onsumer advocate, Went further tomrgue that the doctrine was not
5

only consmunon;ﬂly pefmxsmble but consntunonally required: He argued that wnhout the docmne

such issues as worhen S nghts the health effects of. smokmg and the safety of nuclear power plants
would have come to far less prornmence (New Y;k T imes, August 10, 1987) Nader saw the repeal of
the doctrine as the "ultimate transfer of monopoly power to the broadcasters who already have.excluswe‘

.

license to. decide who says what on TV". (Broadcasting, August 10, 1987, p.- 63) Phylhs Schafly, head of

the conservatwe group the Eagle Forum, predlcted that the, repeal of the doctrine "opens the door for

TV to be\gven more unfair than it already is”. (p. 62)

A

5.2.3 The Pdlitics in the Debate

The debate on the Fairness Doctrine is both a usual and an unusual political phenomenon. . There
was obviously partisan politics involved. Thus, the positions of President Reagan, Judge Robert Bork, as |
well as the current FCC were almost expected. The action of the Democrat-controlled Cong“ress Was
also nor surprise. Partisan politics, however, is far from sufficient for the understanding of the debale.
VInvdeed, labels such as "Democratic”, "Republican”, "left", "right” sometimes seem to lose their
'meam'ngs in the debate. Thus_, in the Congress, although the Democrats has a majority, there was no :
lack of ﬁepublican proponents of Lhe doctrine. Conversely | there was no lacE of Democrats opposing
the doctrme For example whxle Senator Ernest Hollmgs a Democrat, was the author of the legislation
for the eodlf' cation of the doctnne Lonel Van Derlin, a former Cahforma Democratic Congressman
was the author of a bill for the repeal of the doctrine, when he was the House Commumcanon

Subcommittee Chairmarn.

Outside the political establishment, the debate on the doctrine resulted ih an unusual political

alliance. Fifty-six groups of all kinds of :ideological persuasions — religious groups, conservative,
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Iiberal>labot civilrl?beru'es peace groups, environrﬁentel organizations — joined under the banner
“‘Fnends of the Fairness Doctrine™ and expressed their support for the doctrme Thus Pamck
uncﬁz:nan a conservative columnist and media figure, found himself allied mth Senator Hellmgs a—ﬂd
Ralph Nader on the Faimess Doctrine 1ssue. (Broadcasting, June 8, 1987, p. 35; August l@,.,l987, p. 62) |
So did Reed Irvine, head of the rightist media group Accuracy in Media, an uqbending”gideologue of the

free enterprise system.

'5.3 Discussion
5.3.1 The Ideological Dimension of the Debate

The deb:}te on the ngmess Docr:ine must Ee understood as two—dimensional: the ideological and
the practical. On the ideological level, the debate reveals an tnresolved ideological tensibn in the media.
As was demonstrated earlier in ;his thesis, the concebt of objectivity arosed in.the.1830s, after the idea
of freedom of the pfess had fully‘ held its g:round and been endorsed by, the U.S. Constitution. Neither
a right won by the press nor an obligation imeesed frqm above, the concept of objectivity was a
self~imposed commitment of the press as it established its hegemonic étatus and assumed its
monopolistic role in the domain of public discourse. Following this line, it was not surprising to see that
the Fairness Doctrine, which in a particular andb relatively concrete way Ope/rationalized the ideal of
objectivity, should be accepted by many (including part of tl‘1e eradczsu'ng industry itself) as a natural

requirement for the broadcasting media. Such an acceptance seemed particularly appropriate after

broadcasting technology has made the monopbly status of the media more apparem.'

Howefer, there i uneasiness with the doctrine, And thesource for the uneasiness come from the

pre—1830 idea of free press. The language of the FCC decision on.the repeal of the doctrine, the

»
rhetoric of the Presxdem, and the FCC Chairman, were all denved from that 1dea The long—standmg

debate on the Fairness Doctrine reflects the unresolved 1deolog1cal tension between the free market ~

w

ideology of the Lassiz-faire capitalism and the regulated "public trust” ideology of the monopoly



_czpitali_sm. The partisan line in the debate can be drawn between these two ideologi’és. Considering the

current political climate, it was hal_‘dly surprising that the Fairness Doct.rine, a creature of the "public

‘trust” concept, should be repealed under Lhe;Reagzrr'x Administration. From the larger environment of ~

deregulation to the unpre;edented interpretation of the doctrine by a court and finally, to the President’s
f/veto and the FCC’S action, the influence of the coriservau've force was apparent. Indeed, perhaps there
~was some truth in columnist Pamck Buchanan s comment that the FCC’s repeal of the doctrine is an

example of the "Republican party coming to the rescue of corporate America”. (Braadcastmg, August

10,1987, p.62) o

», As was notgd earlier, underlying the rhetoric of Lhe opponents of the docLﬁne was, the classig
ideolégy of pre-monopoly capitalism. The;é is however, a new element to the argﬁments. That'ié:,
opponents of the doctrine foqnd a justification for monopoly and concentratioﬁ of media power in the

‘ idea of professionalism. Thisfidéa, in fact, was invoked byl both the President and the FCC Chainnqn as’

an important justification for the repeal of the doctrine.

The broadcasters, judging bv their arﬁ;ﬁxde in Lﬁe debate, also embracéd the idea of
| professmnahsm For those who opposed the docmne their opposmon seemed more a reJecuon of
govemrﬁent regulation than the rejection of the 1dea of fairness per se. Many broadcasters claimed that
‘they had always been fair and would still be fair bemus,e they had an ethical commitment to fairness.
In-othe-r' words, they could not afford not to endorse the idea of fairness. And as was demonstrated in
Chapter 4 of Lhis-thesis,__}the "marriage” of Lhe idea of free p;ess and the concept‘vof objecu'vi;y was very
much to the media’s favor, and to cer;xin degree, of their own barrangemenL But when it came to the A
time that their self-proclaimed commitment to objectivity wés to be legally.méndatéd, and therefore
* provided with some teeth, most of tﬁemﬁlobbied to reject it. The current victory of the Fairness
Doctrine opponents may be seen as an indication of the fact‘tha{ the classiccapi&aklist ideology, armed 7
itself with the idea of profession;lism, has pievailed; whereas the 1dea of a constitutionally accepwd :
con;iept of public participation, or 10 étlesser extent, the idea of "balaixce" of the First Afnendmént

rights between the media and its audience, as proposed by the Fairness Doctrine’s Congressional
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- proponents, has not hel%‘s ground, at least in the United Stgtes.
5.3.2 The Practical Dimension of the Debate

“The debate on the Faim’ésé Doctrine, however, mugt also be understood on the précu’cal level.
And indeed,- this dimension of the debate may be more substantial. Where partisan politics did not
apply is wt;'ere the ﬁracti_cal utility of Lhé Fairness Docui§e comeé into play. It is precisely the p'rac,;tical‘
utility of rbe doctﬁne that resulted in the unusualvpolitical :illiaﬁce'invthe debate. | o
' As the early history of the evolution of the Fairness -Doc_trine indicates, the doctﬁne was not
designe:; asa mechamgm of access. But the way the FCC enforced it actually made it a chham'sm of
access. While the actual effectiveness of the doctrinF as such a mechanisrﬁ is another quesﬁor&\iiat _
least provided the c;ﬁly legitimate access means for many individuals and groups. Therefore, for‘ those
who Qere unsatisfied with media pfesentau'on, the repeal of the doctrine m;eant the deprivation of a
legitimate x:/eapon in the struggle for access to media. Although the rhetoric of "public interest” and
fau'ness might sound noble and altmist\ic, the actual motives lie behind the various Fairness Doctrihe
proponents rnight be rather egoistic. For those elected politicians in the Coﬁgress, Democrats and
Republicans alike, the motive ‘for their advocacy of the doctrine might well be the fact thgit they Had
enjoyed or percerived é polmcal benefit in t'hekdocltrine. That is, when they saw fhey had been presented.
"unfairly‘", whe‘n they saw their political rivals had gained what they might conceive as "undue"
advantage in the media, they could easily wield the Fairness Doctrine to advance their own interests in
the media.

. \ .

Such aﬂsp/ec:ilation becomes almost common sense knowledg‘e‘wlrith regard to the various inter’esis
groups who h;d joined to fight for the doctrine. For these interest groups, to gain media access is part
of their causes. They therefore have a heavy stake in the doctrine as a legitimate means of access.
Barbara Joy, représerrtafive of the Safe Energy Connnum'(‘:ation Council, a coalition of several groups |
- against nuclear power, for example, once said that the abolition of the doctrine was "the single most

" important issue threatening all activist groups alike in this country” because the doctrine was "an
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integral part of the strategy for every major causes which is working within the mliﬁlgl system and .
cannot afford to purchase expensiye advertising time". (in Rowan, 1984:86, my emphasis.) Reed Irvine,

head of the Accuracy in Medi;, also expressed the motive for the group’s eqdomement of the doctrine .

~ well by saying that with the doctrine they could more eésily gain access. For practical purposes, he was

ready to bend his ideological commitment.

The irony for these people ié‘however, that LheFaimess Doctrine had also been used: by majdr'
political pam'e's to suppress minofity view_e. In the 1960s, for instance, the Democratic party modn,ted a
q campaigh to oppose right-wing commentary on hundreds of radio stations acrcrssihe United States. In |
his book 1: he Goqd Guys,/ the Bad Gujzs and the Fir&t Amendment, Fred Fdendly relates how a plan
was hatched in the Kennedy White House when appointment Secretary Kehneth O’i)onnell insuucted ,
Wayne Phillips (a former reporter who later joined the ﬁechraticNational Committee) to meet with
‘Nichol"as Zapple, the counsel to the Senator Communications Subcommittee, to see how the Fairness
rules could be used to protect Kgnnedy and Johnson from attacks from the right. (1976:33)'The H
Democratic party begaxi to monitor radio broadcasts and developed a kit explaining "How to Demand
Time Under the Fairness 'Doctrir}e;'. AS Friendlly writes: |

The idea was simiply to harass radio stations by‘ getting officials and org&nizadods that had

been attacked by extremist radio commentators to request reply time, citing the Fairness

Doctrine ... "All told", [Phﬂhps] recalls, "this volunteer effort resulted in rgbuttals-on over
five hundred radio prograrns (1976:33)

Using the same strategy, the Democrats in the campaign year of 1964 inundated b‘roadcasu'ngr

stations with complaints in an effort to persuade broadcasters that it was 0o expensive 10 carry the
ultra-conservative commentators. Martin Fireston, a former staff of the FCC, who was familiar with the

Commission’s procedures for dealing with complaints, joined the campaign. And the Democrats were

well-rewarded. According to Friendly, some 1,035 letters to the stations resulted in a totaf"of,l,678

hours of free broadcasting time.

The above instance suggested that, as a mechanisi of access, the Fairness Doctrine might be -

more effective in the hands of the powerful than in the hands of those who have less pawer, because for
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those who had the power, they had the money and resource to monitor broadmstihgandperhaps rnore

rmportantly had the expertise 10 wage a successful mmpargn rf merely byvmue of the fact that they
could hire former repoetefs and former FCC staff members at their service. - lhesemdmdaalsandrsmal%

groups with less money and resource, on the other hand, might be less effective in using the Farmess - -

Doctrine as a means in the pursuit of their polifical ends.

54 Beyond the Fairness Doctrine - I
. In the above mysis I have been arguing two polms First, although “faimess"’ has been

generally promoted by the media as therr paramount ideal, when it came to the time- that the ideal

o would be legally mandated and thus given some practical power it met strong resistance both from

ideologically-minded politicians who hold dear the classrc free market ideology and frorrr some
broadcasters who would not let their monopoly power oveh broadcast intruded by -"faimess seekers"
f_rom outside. | The lirnitau'orr"s of the fajrness rhetbric, and for this matter; the whole concept of
objectivity, are thus well-demonstrated. While the'media strictly uphold' the bahner of objectivity and
fairness, they have also tried to keep their monopoly oyver the judgment on fairness. Any other

judgments ( the FCC’s, the corrrplainants;)' were either ideologlcally or practically uriaCceptahl'e.

;The broadcasters, Vof course, were not alone in their efforts to try to keep the judgment of fairness
on their own terms. The fate of the Natiohal News Cormcil (NNC) in the United States was hy ho
means a coinc:idence. The NNC, an indeperrdent organizﬁtion which dealt with complaints ahout
| violation of objectivity and other standards in both printing and broadcastirrg media, died in 1984 after »
surviving eleven years of underfinancing and hostility from the major media organizations. | Unlike the -

FCC, the NNC had no power to punish or, compel. - Its only poyér as Alie Abel, the ‘Vice~Chairman of

the councrl for its last years, said, was exposure (1984 60) Even a mechamsm as toothless as the

NNC, however, was seen asa nuisance by the rnedra commumty.’- All these suggest that, the medra,

‘Of course, there were other reasons for the fate of the NNC. Press ‘councils in many other
places have been secured as an mediating institution between the media and audience. An
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’ persuasionskcan wield for the pursuit of their different political' ends, although the effectiveness of the’ )

- while wrapping themselves in the ideal of objectivity and claiming to be @ embodiment of the ideal,

! ' , - - s
would try their best to maimain their monopoly over the discourse on objectivity. .~ ';% o

' A second point that emerged frorn Lhe case study on Lhe meess Doctnne debate whxch I w‘ish to
e‘iaborate here is that, fairness, and more generally, the whole concept of ob3ectmty, has in fact become - .. .

a weapon in the struggle for the power over signification. ‘It is a weapon that people of all political
. . M B - \\.g .

- doctrine might vary in accordance with the power and money one possesses, and with the compatibility

‘of one’s ideas with the dominant ideology.- X

]

The'reason for such a ﬁselge h'eé partly in Lhe very quality of the concept itself; that is, the fact
that the concept eymbodie's Lhe’unirty of both universality and parﬁculaﬁty, both altruiem and egotism, .
béth the\ abstract and the con‘crete. Therefore, although the percept;on of "objectivit’y", "fairness” is in
fact very indiv*idﬁalistic, specific and eoncrete, the very invdeation of the concept neve;theleés connoies-z; _
sense of, ﬁniversality, altruism as well as a high level of abétxacu’on. -Melanne Verveer of mé People for
the American Way, spokesperson for the Friends of the Fairﬁess Doctrine coalition, demonstrated Lhe
point well. She said that the various groups were united on two counts, one was abstract, the other was
coﬁcrete.ﬁ On the abstract level, the groups were united on ;e belief that fairness "is a minimal
requirement” thatbroadcasters should bear as part of theif "publ.i_c trust” status; on the concrete .level.

Verveer said that most of the groups were involved in controversial issues and "want the assurance that

broadcasters will cover those issues in a balanced manner."( Broadcésting, June 29,_ 1987)

Therefore, since the ideal of objectivity is generally accepted within the mainstream political

_ discourse, those who invoke it for either defensive or offensive purposes in the struggle for meaning will

=

always possess political superiority, no matter how selfish, how individualistic their ends might be. It is

(cont’d) irony for the NNC, and p,erhaps, for the ideal of objectivity it supposedly embodics o

is, in order to live up the ideal, the council had carefully maintained a spectrum of political
vigws in its membership and for the most part, had tried to avoid partisanship in its
decision. But it is precisely this reason that made it difficult for the council to win financial
support outside the media community, while media groups with a political axe to grind ﬁnd ,
it relatively easy to raise money.
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‘i,precisely this quality mat‘makes the ideal of objectivity live long and serve well for the cause’bf/ :

-

1deolog1cal hegemony So long as the current social - system ‘and within it, the medla system prevails, the S

debate on objecnvff , and Behmd it, the sﬁ'uggTe for meamng will conunue Those who dare to

challenge Lhe ideal itself will be margma.l_lzed, and excluded from the legitimate social discourse.

As a final observanon, it should be noted that the Fairness Doctrine and the press councils are

ronly wo of the soczal mstmmons through which the ideal of objectmty is perpetuated and by which the

r

struggle for the power over social signification carries on. Many other social mechamsms,'such as the

-~

5 z.

politicians’ frequent criticism of perceived media bias, the media’s letrer-to-the editor columns,

-

' independent opinion poll organizations which produce quantitative statements on the degree of the

"objecrivity” ‘of different organizations, and eyeh amdemic studies on media "bias”, all jein' fn the'); |
~ orchestra which performs the symphony of objectiviry. There are "selos"; “duets”, and "e;serrrbles",
and it is full of dramatic rnovements: a politician’s accusation of lack of objectivi'ty ixﬁﬁedlig may make .
blg head]ines'rn the media and may invoke systematic inquires into th’;e media; the ﬁndingsbf the
inquiries, may then be used by various ixrterested groupe e.nd in‘ﬂiyiduals to launeh their Aatta’cllc on rnedia
"bias The media, in defense of themselves, or simply in their search for news, ‘may seIectwely pubhsh
research findings’ argumg the oppo-sue and they may also throw the ball of "bias" back to the audlence

. by saying that "Bias is in the eves of ihe beholders B

‘Examples for the above situation are numerous. Inv the 1960s, Nixon’s Vice-President Spiro
Agnew’s attack on the media’s liberal "bias” made big headlines in the media; intrigued by
the attack, Edith Efron attempted to prove such a "bias" through her book The News

Twisters(1971), which become  a -popular book- and- also- tesulted in- -anotherstudy - "Uﬂtwrsang———

the News Twisters” (Stevenson, et al. 1973), arguing a different point. More recently, political

scientists Robert Lichter, and Stanley Rothman’s study of American media elite and their

perceived anti-business bias provide heavy ammunition for the some big corporauons and
conservative media watchers as well as politicians in their attack on media. See Herbert
Gans(1985); Peter Dre1er(1988)

‘This is the title of a Wall Street Journal editorial article in July 23, 1985.

. L 4
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' CONCLUSIONS

-~

Throughout this thesrs I have attempted to make sense of the concept. o[olm:ctum)uruQumahsrtrr__aai

I have traced the histoncai origins of the concept, located its material basis and described its complicated
relatrons with other Journalistm ideas and practrces I have also tried to 'demonstrate the role of the

concept in medratmg _]OIIII‘IallSUC ‘practices, and in a broad sense, in medlatmg the process of social

_signification. In this concludrng chapter I shall summarize some of the main’ arguments that have been . |
- advanced in this thesis and thereby formulate a historical, multi-dimensional understandmg of =

journalistic obiectivity. o Tl , -

3 ' «

-; \, b‘%w\ o i

The 1deaI of objectivity, as I have demonstrated, has'i’ts philosophical roots in eighteenth century ’
Enhghtenment thought, which for the first time in human history perceived a unitary public based on

the natural rights of individuals in the soc1ety Asa mamfestauon of this 1deal in Joumalism the 1deal

“of objectivity proclaimed the representatlon of the world from a universal perspective that is, a

perspective which is based on the authonty of nature itself aneL.rs tndependent of particular interests in

P

the society. It claimed a position that is '.'beyond" politics, "'above" ~partisan interesty, The ideal

contained a revolutionary element in that it helped to break the monopoly of the elite press and for the _

- first. time in history, the general pubhc was mcorporated 1nto the process of soc1al 51gmﬁcann

. The ideal of journalistic objectivity, it is also demonstrated, was historically linked with the
capitalist mode of news production; that is, the ideal found its material basis in the press as an
"independent- capitalistic instittttion“; whose cornrnercial imperative of profit maximization and whose
political necessity of legitim'ationvtransformed ‘the ideal into its institutional ideology.  As such,
objectivity helped te conceal theinherent contradictions which were part of the structure of the

commercialrpress and mystify the actual relations of ne\ysprodycition; the "facts” which the: practice of

"objective reporting" produced were actuaﬂy yalue%aden; the set of journahsticconventions whereby

objectivitvaas supposedli:.ecured were ultimately. culturally entbedded and the very source of bias —— a

bias toward the existing sbcial, political order. ‘As a result, jOumaliStic objectivity, with its original
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constituted and reconstituted in the struggle over social sig‘niﬁcation Itis by)its altegiance to this

- a

democratic prornise, has in practice been transformed into a steril.e, ossified dogma which undermined a
truly democratic system of signiﬁeaitiorL The contradiction between the abstract, universal form of the
ideai — the presentation of news from an universal perspective — and the concrete, particular '
perspecuve of the dommant ideology of the capitalist society which the pracuce of objectivity has helped

to maintain, has been in existence since the inception of the commercral press and remains unresolved

till today.

~

k It is precisely this unresolved contradiction that accounts for the phenomena‘that were discussed
in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5in this thesis. In Chapter 4, I have demonstrated how the coneept struggled
against its internal inconsistencies and came”to terms with itself in facing emerging forms of journalistic
consciousness and practices. Through a process of redeﬁmtion incorporation and modiﬁcation the
concept constantly renegotiated its theoreucal and pracucal boundanes and thereby secured its status as
hegemonic 1deology of the commerc1al press. The hegemomc role of the ideal was finally accomplished
with the consent of other related segments of the soc1ety that is, the 1nternahzation of the 1deal by the
society at large and the operauonélization of the 1deal through concrete soc1al institutions — the press

councils, the Fairness Doctrine, the activities of various lobbying groups, etc., as the case study in

¢

Chapter 5 has demonstrated.

Here the concept of hegemony is useful in summariZing the general position of the thesis. AS it
has heen noted earlier, hegemony"‘ refers to a process by which a powerbloc in society, through its-
leading intellectuals, actively created a cohesive ideology out of a set of inconsistent themes and
promises that were accepted ‘as "given" at a certain point in history. Hegemonic ideology,however, was
not something that was achieved once for all. It had to be actively maintained in a conteXt of a power
struggle between dommant and subordinate classes and groups. It was, in Gramsci’s words, e moving
equrlibrium Viewed from this perspective, Journahsuc objectmty can be seen as a component of the ~
hegemonic ideology of the capitalist soc1ety Throughout this thesrs we have seen how it has beett

concept that the commercial press secures its hegemonic power.in the domain of social signiﬁcation.

“e
'



- Similarly, it is by the invocation of this ideal that.different social groups carry out the struggle over

- social signification.

~ As the hegemonic ideology of the commercial media, Bb}ecﬁm both closed and open Iis -
closed in the Sense that it is a necessary imperativefof the commercial press. It is closed also in the
sense that in a part_icularﬁhistoﬁcal momenL a pafticular form of jo\umalistic‘p;act_ice is likely to be
privileged as the version of the ideel. The ideal is open in Lhal, in the long historical run, the substance:
of the ideal, that is, what constitutes objecuwty is subject to constant redefinition and renegouauon for

Lhe concept is premised upon mherem contradlcuons and faces constant challenges.

To adequately understand joumzi'listic objectivity,vtﬁerefore, requires a historical,

i

multi-dimensional perspective There are -those who believe that the news media are objecu’ve because
they repon only the facts, because they do so- 1mpamally and with balance, and because dlfferem poxms
f vxew are represen[ed and contested. On the other hand Lhere are those who strongly denounce the
‘idea of objectmty and argue that Lhe very pracUces of obJecuvuy in fac[ "bias" reporting and help to
mamtam a media system which is, as Hall (1980 34) pomts out, "structured in dominance”, in favor of a

capitalistic social order. These contrasting views have made the concept of journalistic objectivity highly

T

controversial. However, an informed andA comprehensive understanding of the concept-can be achieved
through an invesﬁgation of the coniplexity of issues involved. Such a project requires ‘a. perspective that
puts the concept‘into its preper historical context, and eequires a critical analysis.of not only the media
practices that associate with the concept, but also the ongoiné struggle surrounding the concept (Ee it the
strugéle for the internal consistency of the concept b_»; the media themselves, or Lhe struggle of vérious
social groups for the power of social signification in the name of objectivity). Only’.‘such avperspecu'vc
_enables us to recognize the progressive and democratic dimensions of objecu'v_ity;in its philosophy and its
application. ‘Furtherellore, such a perspective allows us to see the different stakes that different social
groups have invested in this concépt, and to forgulgte leffective countgfhegemomc strategies

accordingly.
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