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Curator's Corner 

A Summer of Corrosion 

There were a couple of important warni.ngs for journal
ists this summer that caught some of us by surprise. 
Like the British on Singapore during World War II, we 

were looking for assault from the wrong direction. While we 
were watching for government intrusion we failed to notice 
a corrosive mixture of marketing and celebrity eating away 
behind us. These events of the summer deserve to be re
corded again. 

The first event was the disclosure that Newsweek colum
nist Joe Klein, bewitched by the marketing plan of Random 
House Publisher Harold Evans, had lied ro conceal his au
thorship of the novel, "Primary Colors." The two were aided 
and abetted by Newsweek Editor Maynard Parker, who knew 
of Klein's deceit but allowed two articles to appear in his 
magazine suggesting that other people may have written the 
book. 

Klein insisted he never lied in his journalism. Editor Parker 
protested that he tried to say no to the deceptive articles. All 
of this may be true. 

But consider these .markers of erosion of journalism 
standards: 

• Publisher Evans resigned as Editor of The Times of 
London because the new owner of his paper did not have 
sufficient respect for truth and independence. 

• Columnist Klein celebrated his reputation for measuring 
presidential candidates against a lofty standard of truth. 

• Editor Parker presented the readers of Newsweek two 
articles that he knew to be untrue at the same time he was 
insisting the late chairman of the joint chiefs of staff had a duty 
to be honest with the public about his military citations. 

• Eleanor Clift, another Newsweek columnist, seemed co 
endorse a new standard for journalism in a market-driven 
world when she said on National Public Radio that "Newsweek 
will do fine in this publicity-driven world." 

Four accomplished and highly visible journalists have 
given the public an interpretation of journalistic ethics that 
says they serve the needs of the marketplace and the personal 
interests of the journalist. Nowhere in any of the conversa
tions of the quartet is there a notion of the public's right to 
honest information. Nor do any of the four seem to acknowl
edge a journalist's responsibility to weigh that right when 
balancing competing values and interests. 

Two grace notes were sounded. Most journalists formed a 
Greek chorus sounding notes of reproach. And the scam was 
exposed in The Washington Post, which owns Newsweek. 

The second warning was sounded in a Financial Times 
column written by Jurek Martin when he discovered in Bob 
Woodward's book, "The Choice," a new sort of political 
journalist. He calls it "the reporter manque." Woodward's 
book is the latest in a genre of intimately detailed accounts of 
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a political campaign rushed into print within weeks of the 
event. Details not shared with daily readers of the newspaper 
are then splashed all over the front page in exclusive reprints 
of book chapters. 

These books are increasingly written by reporters who 
occupy positions in the newsroom and tie up resources that 
could be invested in news reports to the voters. 

Reporters withholding information until it is too late to 
inform voters is a trend that has been evolving since Theodore 
White captured the 1960 presidential campaign in a book in 
a way no daily journalism had. As a result political reporting 
in the '70's and '80's became more aggressive and penetrat
ing. Frustrated reporters for the newsweeklies became re
porters manque, trading promises of timely secrecy in return 
for access to detail. By the 1980's streams of detailed report
ing on campaigns and insights into presidential character 
were published-after the elections. 

There are two important reasons for this evolution. The 
first is that some print journalists are motivated by the desire 
to be seen visibly influencing events. They compete with 
those on radio and television who offer fleeting whims they 
hope will pass for ideas. The second factor is that most 
newspaper editors monitor CNN and believe everyone knows 
"what" happened today. As a result they press for stories that 
"get ahead of the curve." Tom Rosensteil, who has monitored 
press behavior for several years, calls these stories "two parts 
attitude, one part spin and one part poll data." 

But readers have a problem here. Most of them do not 
watch CNN. For all its impact on government officials and 
journalists, CNN's audience is minuscule. Commercial 
television's audience is larger. But the "what" of today's 
political story was squeezed out of commercial television 
when producers replaced it with "campaign moments"
narrative segments that reach out to grab viewers' emotion. 
They are events crafted by masters of the art of mind control. 

In an era of information overload it might be well for 
editors to remember that truth is in the detail before the 
reporter manque carries the detail completely out of the daily 
news report. The fact that daily political journalism of recent 
primary campaigns left such telling detail lying around sug
gests it may already have happened. The success of some of 
the insights in Klein's fiction and the detail of Woodward's 
book should be less a tribute to their analytical and reporting 
skills than a caution to the editors who were directing daily 
news coverage at the time. 



What They're Saying 

Amos B. Hostetter, Jr. 
Back to Local News 

Local newspapers and local TV 
stations .. .increasingly are going to have to go 
back to their roots and really be local, 
because the national and global news sources 
will be so dominant. I think that at the local 
level they're going to have to rediscover why 
they are there; they're going to have to 
redefine themselves. It's the perfect environ
ment in which to say, "Look, you know, if I'm 
going to make it I've got to have a local 
identity, I've got to give them something that 
can't come raining down off a satellite."
Amos B. Hostetter, Chairman and Chief 
Executive Officer, Continental Cablevision, 
Inc., at Nieman Foundation seminar, April 
22, 1996. 

Julia Child 
Occupational Hazard 

No, and l would never like to. I have too 
many friends in the restaurant business. 
And then I think you would have to eat so 
much awful food. It would be horrible.
Julia Child, when asked if she bad ever 
been a restaurant critic, at a Nieman 
Foundation semi1111r April 17, 1996. 

Jeffrey N. Vinik 
The Insightful Press 

One thing you learn in this industry is 
you're never as smart as the press says you 
are when things are good, and you never 
are as dumb as they say you are when 
things are bad.-Jeffrey N. Vinik, after 
resigning as manager of the Fidelity 
Magellan Ftmd, the 1111/ion's largest 
mutual fimd, May 23, 1996. 

Walter Cronkite 
CEO's Need Courage 

It takes a certain kind of courage to go against 
the common ,visdom of [a] pack of col
leagues. It takes a certain kind of courage to 
face the opposition of friends and neighbors 
to report an unpopular cause. It takes a 
certain kind of courage to stand up against 
authority that controls access to news sources. 
It takes a certain kind of courage to stand up 
against a boss whose version of the truth 
differs from yours. The working journalist 
faces those challenges every day. It seems to 
me that we have the right to demand a little 
courage on the part of those in the seats of 
power-the presidents and publishers and 
CEO's-courage to face their stockholders 
and impress upon them the responsibility that 
goes with their stewardship of our free press, 
the basic foundation of our democracy.
Walter Cronkite, on receiving the 
President's Award for Lifetime Achievement 
from the Overseas Press Club, April 25, 
1996. 
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VIOLENCE 

Violent Crime 
While Improving, the Media Need to Sharpen the Public Perspective 

And Devote More Time to &plaining the Causes 

BY MICHAEL J. KlRKHORN 

I am sitting a few feet from a young 
man who is about to be convicted 
for murder. He slouches in his chair, 

showing no sign of remorse, or even 
discomfort. Now and then he glances 
indifferently at the jury. The jurors, 12 
residents of Spokane County, Washing
ton, are doing their best to follow Judge 
Kathleen O'Connor through the sheaf 
of instructions that will guide their de
liberations, though they will not delib
erate long before finding the young 
man-a boy, really, 16yearsold-guilty 
of the most severe crime with which he 
is charged, aggravated first degree mur
der. 

A member of a street gang called the 
Crips, Kenneth Comeslast is on trial for 
murdering Cindy Buffin, 17, and Kendra 
Grantham, 16, with an assault rifle as 
they sac talking with friends on a front 
porch one summer evening in 
Spokane's Hillyard District. Wearing a 
dark hooded shirt, thekillerapproached 
the porch across a shadowy yard and 
without warning fired an assault rifle at 
the girls, killing two and wounding 
another. 

Comeslast did not testify, but from 
similar incidents elsewhere we can 
guess that the shooting was an act of 
adolescent bravado or vengefulness, 
couched in the barbaric jargon of young 
gangsters (one place where the girls 
gathered was referred to in testimony 
as a "slobhouse"). 

In his summation the prosecutor 
displays large portrait photographs of 
the victims and reminds the jury of the 
power of the rifle. "Bam-bam-bam-bam
bam," the prosecutor says, showing a 
police photograph of the scene on the 
porch, emphasizing that the girls were 
murdered with five hollow-point but-
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lets that shatter on impact and cause 
horrible wounds. 

The jury goes out, reviews the evi
dence and returns with the guilty ver
dict. A week or so later Judge O'Connor 
sentences Comeslast to consecutive 
terms oflife imprisonment. "There are 
some people in our society so danger
ous that they cannot be permitted to 
live with the rest of us," she tells him, 
thereby emphasizing the legal system's 
most drastic method of dealing with 
teenage violence and, indirectly, 
society's failure to come to grips with 
its underlying causes. 

The general public learns as much as 
journalists choose to tell them about 
incidents of this kind. Indeed, news 
about murders, assaults, domestic vio
lence, rape and other sex crimes is the 
most traditional kind of daily news re
porting. Increasingly, however, under 
competitive pressures, the media have 
adopted more aggressive practices in 
coverage of crime and its handmaiden, 
violence-practices that sometime spot
light reality and lead to reforms. 

For example, all forms of media have 
jumped in to expose theextentofabuse 
of children by parents, the battering of 
women by husbands and male com
panions and rogue cops's overuse of 
weapons against blacks, Hispanics, ho
mosexuals and other minorities. The 
result has been improvements in police 
and court procedures. 

Moreover, newspapers that once 
downplayed crime are now devoting 
more space and more prominent dis
play to such stories. The New York 
Times and The Chicago Tribune are 
obvious examples. 

Nevertheless, the increased empha
sis on crime often distorts reality: 

• Early this year the media, both 
print and broadcast, trumpeted 
the burning of black churches 
throughout the country as an 
epidemic with strong intimations 
that racists had revived an old 
tactic to intimidate blacks. It was 
not until USA Today in June and 
The Associated Press and The 
New Yorker in July checked that 
the media learned and reported 
that the number of burned 
churches fell within the normal 
pattern of such incidents. 

Michnelj. Kirkhom, a 1971 Nieman 
Fellow, worked for 14 yenrs ns reporter, 
columnist nnd editor for five newspnpers, 
including The Milwaukee journal and The 
Chicago Tribune. He has taught at the 
University of Kentucky and New York 
University and is now Director of journalism 
at Gonzaga University. He and his wife, lee• 
Ellen, and their I 0-momh old daughter, 
Amelia, recently completed a 4,500-mile trip 
to the Midwest and Mountain States. That's 
Amelia on his back in photo. 



• Television, especially local TV, by 
devoting so much of its time to 
street news, often from other 
cities-with flashing-light police 
cars, handcuffed suspects and 
blanketed bodies- gives a 
warped impression of the inci
dence of violent crime, thus 
raising fears of the viewing 
public at a time when statistics 
show that such crimes are de
creasing. Indeed, rates of mur
der, aggravated assault, and 
forcible rape have been drop
ping while the general crime rate 
has shown little change for the 
last decade. 

• 1V anchors sometimes add to 
fears of random acts of violence 
with comments like "No one is 
safe anywhere any more" with
out noting the decline in violent 
crime rates and without pointing 
out that most murders and. rapes 
are usually committed not by 
strangers but by people the 
victims know. 

• Despite years of scientific study 
and myriads of documents, 
reporters and editors have failed 
to recognize that violence is an 
American public health problem 
rooted in our hist0ry and culture 
and extending beyond criminal 
justice to race and economics. 

• While 1V producers and newspa
per editors are more sensitive to 
the risk of stereotyping criminal 
suspects-as Arabs or as Hispan
ics or especially as blacks
insufficient protective measures 
are used to avoid stigmatizjng 
whole groups. 

In recent years the American press 
has begun to explore several directions 
that have helped people understand 
violence, and while it is too much to 
hope that a skeptical public will appre
ciate tl1ese efforts, they should at least 
be noted. Journalists across the coun
try have begun to look closely at com
mon and once invisible forms of vio
lence, the "domestic violence" that 
destroys families. The press also is re
porting in detail on sex crimes, once a 
taboo topic seen darkly if at all. It pays 
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Kenneth Comeslast, left, in juvenile court where he was charged with killing two girls. 

more attention to victims and the suf
fering caused by violence. It has begun 
to devote increased attention to chil
dren, whose welfare is the test of any 
civilization. And journalists are learn
ing that a responsible form of dramatiz
ing events-short of sensationalizing
is tlle best way to report when it is 
necessary to focus public attention on 
violence. Joseph Pulitzer, the master 
sensationalizer, would have been proud 
to print The Chicago Tribune's series 
"Killing Our Children," which reported 
in detail on every Chicago child under 
the age of 15 who was murdered in 
1993. 

In the Comeslast case in Spokane, a 
bit of the testimony along with some 
descriptive detail reached the public 
through The Spokesman-Review. The 
district attorney was interviewed and 
the verdict and sentencing were noted 
along witl1 a few words from a state
ment read by a survivor. On that day 
notlling was reported from a dozen 
other busy courtrooms, including the 
juvenile courts across the street, where 
judges and commissioners spend about 
half their time on youth crime and half 
on depressing cases of child abuse and 
neglect. 

All of this took place in Spokane 
County, Washington, a relatively peace
ful, uneventful metropolis of 400,000, 
which regularly assures itself that it is 
less unruly than Seattle, as Seattle sees 

itself as a not entirely willing refuge 
from the greater disorder of Los Ange
les, which is filled with people who are 
happy they are not in ungovernable 
New York. 

Everywhere these days, violence and 
victims are part of the journalistic rou
tine. Is this emphasis justified or does 
the press exaggerate? Both the FBI and 
Bureau of Justice Statistics report a 
drop in some categories of crime in 
1994, which FBI Director Louis]. Freeh 
described as "moderate decreases." 

FBI figures, compiled from law en
forcement agencies across tlle country, 
show, for example, an 8 percent drop 
for 1994 in violent crime in nine cities 
with more than one million popula
tion. Preliminary data for 1995 show 
the first decline in juvenile crime in a 
decade, but tlle numbers are still alarm
ing. The 1994 FBI figures reported 716 
violent crimes for every 100,000 Ameri
cans, an increase of 40 percent from 
1985. The number of forcible rapes 
reported in 1994 was the lowest since 
1989, but tl1e total was still 102,096 in 
a category of crime that is reported at a 
lower rate than others. 

The Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
which surveyed 50,000 households and 
100,000 individuals, thereby providing 
a better indication ofunreported crime, 
estimated 10.9 million violent crimes 
in 1994 involving Americans over the 
age of 12. The bureau reported that 
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women are victims of 4.5 million vio
lent crimes each year, including 500,000 
rapes or sexual assaults. 

Crime rates fluctuate with demo
graphics. Freeh noted that the "omi
nous increase in juvenile crime coupled 
with population trends portend future 
crime and violence at nearly unprec
edented levels." 

In the past the press has reported 
inaccurately on the level of crime, often 
when politicized information was 
turned into journalistic boilerplate, as 
was the case when a decade or so ago 
the press reported an epidemic of kid
napping that turned out to be mainly 
the result of child custody disputes. 
The press too often is susceptible to 
claims from advocates for victims that 
contain alarming misinformation that 
is never subjected to critical judgment 
or even common sense before it is 
reported. 

But the problem is not erased by 
these discrepancies, partly because vio
lence is a permeating cultural fact as 
well as an actual occurrence. On the 
question of violence we often find our-

According to the National Crlmt
nal Justtce Commission's 1996 re
port, "1beRealWaronCrlme, "there 
are at least five major myths about 
crime that exercise a powerful in
fluence over criminal justice policy, 
despite the /act that they are de
monstrably false. 1bey are: 

Myth 1: Street Crime Is Increasing 
Reality: As studies have shown, street 

crime dropped slightly in 1993 and 1994. 
In the last 20years, robbery has dropped 
17 percent, forcible rape has dropped 30 
percent, and murder has stayed the same. 
Overall, rates for most categories of crime 
have been either stable or slightly declin
ing. 
Myth 2: Street Crime Is More Violent 
Today 

Reality: Street crime is no more vio
lent today than it has been in other 
periods in American history. The serious 
violent crime rate for the United States 
stands 16 percent below its peak level of 
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selves in the awkward position of de
ploring in one sphere what we prefer in 
another. We seem, most of us, to enjoy 
violence in entertainment, to celebrate 
it in movies and television and even at 
times in our popular music, to like it on 
Monday Night Football, to gloat over 
the superiority of our precise violence 
in the Persian Gulf War, perhaps even 
to harbor violent personal motives that 
we would never care to admit. 

Without question we live in a world 
where violence is common. When Wash
ington Post correspondent Blaine 
Harden begins a piece on Liberia by 
saying, "Serbs murder Muslims. Tutsis 
and Hutus murder each other. Liberian 
gunmen chop off human heads and set 
them out as turf markers" he is simply 
describing extreme examples of cruelty 
that in lesser form any ofus might find 
on any day, no matter where we live. A 
visit to the local courthouse is the easi
est way to test this premise. 

But we don't like to admit the fact. 
It's tempting to guess what might hap
pen if we dusted off a statement by H. 
Rap Brown tO see if it would cause the 

Five Crime Myths 
the mid-1970's. In the mid-1800's, sev
eral cities were convulsed by urban riots 
far deadlier than those in Los Angeles in 
1992.Juvenilegangscommonlybeatand 
mutilated Chinese immigrants in San 
Francisco in the late 1800's. Homicide 
was the tenth leading cause of death in 
1952. Today, it is eleventh. Moreover, 
the overwhelming majority of contem
porary crime is nonviolent. Injuries oc
cur in just three percent of all reported 
crime. 
Myth 3: More PoUce Officers Are Be
ing Killed 

Reality: Policing is highly stressful, 
but it is not the most dangerous line of 
work. Farmers are twice as likely as po
lice officers 10 be killed on the job. Largely 
because of bulletproof vests, killings of 
law enforcement officers dropped by 
half between 1973 and 1993. Police of
ficers spend most of their time doing 
routine administrative tasks or in peace
ful contact with civilians. Most officers 
spend their entire careers without fight
ing a street battle with firearms. 

same outraged reaction as it did when 
it was uttered a few decades ago. "Vio
lence is as American as apple pie," 
Brown said, and a righteous uproar 
ensued. People, including columnists, 
seemed flabbergasted by the notion, 
not because the statement could be 
disproved but because it didn't sit right 
with our idea of ourselves, and of course, 
coming from a black activist, it was seen 
as incitement rather than empirical 
observation. We don't like to admit it, 
and in certain, subtle ways the public is 
taught by the media not to acknowl
edge the consequences for all of us of a 
culture that smolders with violence. 

Journalists, however, cannot evade 
the issue. The press is often criticized 
for exaggerating or "sensationalizing" 
violence, and of course we will forever 
have the 0.J. Simpson case before us as 
a spectacle ofan entire profession jump
ing overboard in pursuit of sensation. 
But what choice do journalists have? 
Print the "good news"? Broadcast more 
happy talk? No. It would be an unforgiv
able breach of responsibility if the press 
deliberately downplayed violence more 

Myth 4: Street Crime Costs More Than 
Corporate Crime 

Reality: Corp0rate crime, like the sav
ings and loan scandal, costs Americans 
far more than street crime. According to 
the Justice Department, all personal 
crimes and household crimes cost ap
proXimately $19.1 billion in 1991. The 
comparable cost of white-collar crime is 
between $ 130 billion and $472 billion
seven to 25 times as much as street 
crime. Moreover, many more people die 
from pollution than from homicide. 
There are six limes as many work-related 
deaths as homicides. 
Myth 5: Criminals Are Different From 
the Rest of Us 

Reality: Actually, criminals are not 
that different from the rest of us. Many 
Americans admit tO having committed a 
crime punishable by a jail sentence some
time in their lives. These crimes include 
failing to report income, filing a false 
expense report, drunk driving, illegal 
drug use, stealing and spousal assault. ■ 



than it does already-as it was inexcus
able in an earlier period when the press 
overlooked violence in minority com
munities, Justifying ics deliberate indif
ference with various vicious theories 
about human nature. 

It may sound strange in this period 
of sensational coverage to suggest that 
violence is downplayed, but what the 
press tends to do is reach out for the 
lurid footage while overlooking the 
cases that parade through the juvenile 
and family courts every day, cases that 
are revealed in spotty ways through 
journalism's new emphasis on victims. 

The direction American journalism 
must take, and in some places already is 
taking, is to report the extent and con
sequences of violence by doing what 
the media is supposed to do, apply 
careful observation and intelligent ex
planation to the issues in combination 
with a careful examination of its causes 
and a refined sensitivity to its circum
stances and effects. If there are social 
and political reasons for the widespread 
prevalence of violence they should be 
explained to the American people. 

Are journalises equipped to report 
on violence, victims and suffering as 
part of the routine and not only as 
exceptional projects, and in ways that 
will truly enlighten the public? An: they 
prepared to connect the violence that 
pervades popular culture with violence 
in the streets and in homes? Can they 
bring revealing contextual information 
to the discussion? Can they help the 
public learn? The problem is deceptive 
because violence is both familiar and 
alien. I recognize the face of the young 
killer, I know how rare it is to find 
contrition among criminals his age, I 
have read the essays that cry to account 
for the typical triggerman's vacuum of 
human feeling. But I don't know him. 
The rage, contempt, thwarted affec
tion-whatever it was that brought an 
armed killer barely old enough to have 
a driver's license to the place the pros
ecutor called a "porchful of girls" is 
beyond me. To me his mind is a wilder
ness as trackless as the Gobi Desert. 

We have no Truman Capote in Spo
kane to explore the minds of the vio
lent, and in any case Capote spent seven 
years writing "In Cold Blood." It is fair 
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A porch light shattered by a bullet 
during Spokane shooting. 

to ask whether many news organiza
tions are prepared to do more than 
they do now: report the proceedings 
and outcomes. How many newspapers 
could undertake a project that required 
time from more than 30 staffers and 
resulted in four full pages of reporting 
on the life ofTheodoreJohn Kaczynski, 
accused in connection with the 
Unabomber case, as The New York 
Times did May 26? How many newspa
pers have 30 staff members? 

American journalism has reached a 
point in its evolution in which the pre
dicaments it fails co cover satisfactorily 
should also be seen as opportunities 
for reform. The problem of violence is 
a profound one, and in the public mind 
it consists nor of the daily reported 
incidents but of the threat to social 
stability that the incidents imply. 

I have an old friend who lives se
curely and happily with her husband 
on the Oregon coast. Every morning 
she drives to the post office to pick up 
The Oregonian. Does she unfold it con
fidently? No. She "peeks at it." She is an 
experienced woman, no wallflower or 
paranoiac, but she wants to avoid hav
ing her worst fears confirmed by the 
news. She skirts the predictable bad 
news. l have become convinced that a 
great many Americans reading the news
papers and watching broadcast news 
have a sort of cosmic dread of what the 
news signifies. 

These fears subside during periods 
of relative calm, but all it takes to revive 

them is the murder of four women in 
New York's Central Park, the downing 
of TWA Flight 800 off Long Island, the 
explosion of a bomb at the Atlanta 
Olympics Games or a terrorist act unre
lated to the American crime siruat.ion, 
like the bombing of the American build
ing in Saudi Arabia. 

Cosmic dread is not the journalist's 
outlook.Journalists are sunderers; they 
divide the world into stories. They move 
from scory to story, they switch inter
ests. The public moves more slowly. 
Some of these stories are parts of per
sistent problems. The public is inter
ested in the problems. Journalists must 
find ways to help the public solve prob
lems by applying intelligent observa
tion and explanation in ways that are 
interesting and in contexts that encour
age people to act. 

The movement called public jour
nalism is a step in this direction. A 
response to public defection from news
papers, an attempt to make daily jour
nalism more pertinent to the daily lives 
of citizens, it also intends to do some
thing about the crumbling of a coher
ent society based on citizen consent 
and involvement. When journalists 
make an effort to report on tl1e issues 
that bring about this apparent disinte
gration, or might correct it, or when 
they change their practices to allow 
greater public involvement in the news
paper, they often find that the public is 
grateful. The public tends to think of 
the local newspaper in an old fash
ioned way as a "common carrier" or a 
public trust. 

But while public journalism encour
ages journalists co be more sensitive, 
more involved, more agreeable to the 
idea that the press should be available 
as a way of bringing about constructive 
social change, perhaps simply more 
sociable, it does not necessarily require 
that they be smarter in their approach 
to the troubling topics they encounter 
every day. 

Sensitivity is not enough. Journalists 
are too good at practicing it. All too 
readily compassion becomes part of 
the reporter's repertoire, another way 
of eliciting information. Trauma itself 
has become an element in journalistic 
melodrama. Every other year or so, my 

Nieman Reports / Fall 1996 7 



t0wn, Spokane, experiences an event 
called "tlrestorm." At the end of a hot 
summer wildtlres burn down homes 
built in dry pine woods. I know that 
when the next firestorm strikes the 
television anchors will blame the "wrath 
of Mother Nature," and reporters will 
go out and interview the people who 
have lost their homes, describe them as 
victims (not as people unwise enough 
to buy or build homes in dry pine 
woods), draw out tearful stories ofloss, 
describe the arrival of grief therapists 
and conclude that the victims "will go 
on." It's the same on the East Coast. 
Winter storms and hurricanes erode 
beaches and destroy homes, yet the 
media treat owners, who know the risks, 
only as unfortunate victims. 

The same kind of stories are done 
regularly about victims of crime or vio
lence. If they encourage a sympathetic 
response, they are worthwhile. But 
maudlin journalism has its limits and it 
reveals the absence of other kinds of 
reporting. The stories that would ask 
intelligent questions about the factors 
that produce firestorm victims like 
clockwork: the building and real estate 
practices, the zoning laws, the plan
ning, the fire protection. Or those that 
would investigate local patterns of crime 
and violence, correct rumors and mis
conceptions, such as the common no
tion that downtown districts are neces
sarily more dangerous than other parts 
of town. Or focus public attention on 
largely unseen violence that goes on in 
households, often involving abuse of 
children, which leads in the next gen
eration to more violence. 

No, sympathetic reporting is not 
enough, and in any case, that struggle is 
over.Journalists have learned to report 
with compassion. The sympathetic re
porter is now so firmly fixed in the 
gallery of journalistic types that the 
opposite type can be parodied. The 
reporter who thrusts a microphone into 
the face of a suffering victim and asks 
her how she feels is a villain in journal
ism ethics courses across the land whose 
flagrancy ranks with other uninstruc
tive examples, such as the photogra
pher who makes pictures rather than 
dousing the self-ignited protester or 
the sensation-mongers who hounded 
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Violence and the First Amendment 

0 bscenity is a well recognized exception to First Amendment protection. Society has, however, 
lost sight of what is truly obscene. With regard to sex, the acts themselves are not offensive or 

disgusting. It is only the public (tisplay of those acts or depictions of those acts that society finds 
offensive. With regard to violence, the acts themselves are offensive and disgusting. Public display 
or depiction of such acts cannot make them anything but even more offensive. 

Obscenity speaks even better to violence than it does to sex. The history of the concept shows 
the earliest concerns to have been over the depiction of violence. The legal history, at all constitu
tionally relevant times, fails to distinguish between sex and violence for purposes of obscenity law. 
II is only the Victorian-era obsession 1vith limiting masturbation, and sex genera!Jy, that led to the 
capture of the word "obscene," and the claim of exclusive use of the word in legal contexts, by 
the forces opposed to the depictions of sex. Those opposed to depictions of violence have just as 
good a claim to the term and to the legal implications of such a label. 

A culture in which sexual expression is suppressed, while ,~olcnt depictions are permitted, is 
not a better place than a cuhure in which the exposure to violence is limited, whatever tre'dlment 
is accorded sex. It may not be certain that limiting media violence will lead to a more peaceful 
society. It is certainly likely that any resultant decrease in actual ,~olence would take years to 
develop. Nonetheless, it is rational to believe that the violence that is pandemic in our society 
would decrease as a result of a decrease in media violence, and the benefits seem worth the 
attempt. Something must be done. Restrictions on media violence seem a reasonable step, though 
not a cure-a!J, and the recognition that ,~olence may he obscene provides a constitutional basis 
for such restriclions.-Kevin IV. Saunders, Professorofl,mv, University of Oklahoma, in 
"Violence as Obscenity," Duke University Press, 1996. 

O.J. Simpson and everybody else in
volved in that case. 

In a few years the century will be 
over, so it's convenient to take a long 
view. Suffering has been a great theme 
of the 20th Century-suffering on a 
grand scale, made available to more 
and more people by more and more 
effective instruments, from machine 
guns to napalm to nuclear weapons, 
often in the hands of those bound by 
ideology or by fanaticisms. 

Journalists have responded to this 
great fact of human suffering, and their 
response transcends the sympathy for 
the underdog that has been part of the 
journalistic outlook since the crusades 
of Joseph Pulitzer. Because it is univer
sal and therefore compelling, suffering 
has its pitfalls. The pits are those into 
which intelligent judgment vanishes 
when the journalist's sympathies are 
too dt:t:ply t:ngaged. Or simply when it 
seems safe to go with a story because it 
involves authoritative sources, orat least 
sources whose authority ought to be 
reputable, as in naming a suspect in the 
Atlanta Olympics bombing. Or when a 
journalist does not bother to find out 

tht: disagreements between authorities, 
or to rt:ad the background material. 
The repressed memory controversy is a 
fairly good example of how much intel
ligence a complicatt:d story requires if 
it is to enlighten and noc mislead the 
public. 

A few years ago there was a reaction 
to victimization. Victims seemed to be 
overstepping and stretching public sym
pathy and credulity by declaring them
selves victims retrospectively, as they 
seemed to be doing in repressed 
memory syndrome, in which victims 
who had repressed memories of rape, 
incest or other violations, remembered 
them years later, often while undergo
ing tht:rapy, and then accused their 
suspected tormentors. The skepticism 
led to the publication of articles like 
one written by Joseph Epstein for The 
New York Times Magazine in 1989, in 
which he described victirnhood as a 
"real growth industry" with people 
"rushing to identify themselves as vic
tims." A veteran of the war on poverty, 
Epstein observed that while "once the 
idea was to shake off victimhood 
through acts of courage, now the idea 



seems to be to wallow in it." A victim, he 
said, "is simply someone who insis
tently declares himself a victim." 

The mainstream press, particularly 
in feature sections, seems fad-prone. 
Often stories that introduce informa
tion that is misleading, demoralizing or 
silly appear first as features, sometimes 
as features introducing new categories 
of victims. This is a legacy of the "new 
journalism" of the 1960's, a rebellion of 
feature writers who, led by Tom Wolfe, 
argued that the undervalued feature 
writer could explore the uncharted 
byways of American life more enter
taininglyand with less stiffness than the 
traditional news approach would al
low. The movement woke up newspa
per writing-the modern style section 
would be unthinkable without it-but 
like many innovations in journalism it 
expired before it happened-that is, 
the new journalism became a popular 
and easily cheapened style of writing 
and editing. Unfortunately reforms 
implied in its critique never emerged. 

Reporting that encourages people 
to protect themselves from reality by 
claiming innocence is another way that 
journalists mislead the public. Newspa
pers and lV newscasts overflowed with 
reports in which citizens expressed 
"amazement" or "horror" at the possi
bility that a bomb could explode in 
Oklahoma. Even the staid Economist 
headlined its piece "Horror in the Heart
land." 

Of course no Heartland is on the 
map. The Heartland is a rhetorical de
vice that journalists use when they want 
to invoke deep sentiment, in this case 
wounded innocence. In the folklore of 
journalism the Heartland is a fairyland 
where innocence prevails and nobody 
deserves co have bad things happen 
because unblemished virtue protects 
them. Invoking the counterfeit Heart
land is a way of cultivating public incre
dulity for the purpose of inviting people 
to believe that things that happen to 
other people should not happen co 
them. 

It should come as no surprise that 
terrorists plant bombs in Oklahoma or 
chat Americans soldiers are not univer
sally admired in Saudi Arabia. By coax
ing incredulity from the public, or by 
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Susan Smith and David Smith in .front of 
the Union, S. C., courthouse 11t II press 
conference concerning the dis11ppe11rance of 
their two young som. This was before she 
confessed and was convicted of drowning the 
children. 

assuming that the public's response 
ought to be "it can't happen here" jour
nalises employ their newfound com
passion for victims co create damaging 
illusions. 

The Heartland notion also is an indi
rect way of expressing a moral concern. 
1t suggests that we ought to be inno
cent. But what we really ought to be, 
with the help of journalism, is realistic. 
The next time a terrorist strikes it would 
be refreshing and useful to find report
ers going beyond empathy for victims 
to explain why these things happen. 

Do the ethical or moral responsibili
ties of journalism enter into the ques
tion of reporting on violence and vic
tims? Certainly there is a moral judgment 
in the recognition chat suffering is a 
journalistic responsibility-and has 
been, really, to pick a landmark, since 
Ernest Hemingway did his remarkable 
reporting on refugees in the Balkans in 
the early 1920's. In an age when vio
lence is an issue chat cannot be evaded, 
journalism's moral responsibility is in
tellectual. It is, simply, co be as smart as 
possible, therefore resourceful, there
fore imaginative, comprehensive and 
interesting, in its reporting on the topic. 

It's hazardous co invite any collec
tion of humans co see itself as a moral 

authority, and with journalbm there·~ 
the additional danger of warped pur
pose in the assumption that it ough1 10 

compensate for the failure of other 
authorities, to try to remind people of 
what they should have learned in school 
and through religious instruction. The 
indispensable purpose of journalism 
already is under strain from budget and 
staff cuts and the growth of its enter
tainment function. 

But a journalistic equiva.lent of moral 
purpose could be found in a deter
mined-indeed, a crusading--desire to 
bring to bear the powers of observation 
needed to allow us to explain to our
selves the wilderness of American vio
lence. The keystone of this effort would 
be, not empathy or sensitivity or com
passion, though these have always been 
ingredients of great reporting, but in
telligence. The victims for whom jour
nalists are learning to show sympathy 
are citizens, and as citizens they benefit 
from an intelligent daily press, printed, 
broadcast or computerized. The perpe
trators, coo, are citizens. How did they 
develop their violent behavior? Was 
there something beyond an extramari
tal affair that prompted Susan Smith to 
drown her two children in South Caro
lina? The media certainly need co cell 
the public more about what the experts 
say about causes of crime and possible 
ways to prevent it. 

Intelligence will be the most pre
cious commodity of the Information 
Age, when the truth about anything, 
including violence, will be as elusive as 
ever but less visible amid the drift of 
worthless and distracting information. 
Smart editors and smart reporters will 
be needed-smart enough to see 
through the deceptive assumptions of 
their own trade as well as the decep
tions of others. Good reporters and 
editors who are able co observe and 
study human behavior-and who are 
given time ( another precious commod
ity) to do so-.:an help us grasp the 
meaning of violence, victimhood and 
suffering that has been the constant 
theme of human life all this very long 
century. ■ 
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TV Violence and What to Do About It 

Bv GEORGE GERBNER 

F ormula-driven media violence is 
not an expression ofcdme statis
tics, popularity or freedom. It is 

de facto censorship that chills original
ity and extends the dynamics of domi
nation, intimidation and repression do
mestically and globally. The violence 
overkill is an ingredient in a global 
marketing scheme imposed on media 
professionals and foisted on the chil
dren of the world. 

There is a liberating alternative-an 
independent citizen voice in cultural 
policy-making, speaking for greater di
versity and creative freedom. 

Humankind may have had more 
bloodthirsty eras, but none as filled 
with images of violence as the present, 
primarily because of television's obses
sion with crime. Yet, while violent crime 
rates remained essentially flat or de
clined in the last few years, television 
networks doubled the time given to 
crime news coverage between 1992 and 
1993. Moreover, 1VGuide'sAugust 13, 
1994 survey showed a steep increase in 
stories of violence, especially in local 
television news. 

Other studies show that TV's stress 
on crime and violence skews news pri
orities. Monitoring by The Des Moines 
Register found that of the six top stories 
on Des Moines evening newscasts dur
ing February 1994, one out of four-
118 stories-dealt with crime and vio
lence. By comparison, 27 featured 
business, 17 dealt with government, 15 
reported on racial relations, and two 
discussed schools. A 1994 study oflocal 
news by the University of Miami found 
that time devoted to crime ranged from 
23 to 50 percent (averaging 32 percent) 
while violent crime in the city remained 
constant, involving less than one-tenth 
of one percent of the population. 

Minority leaders have often said that 
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blacks and Hispanics are demonized by 
the choice of faces shown in crime 
stories. Evidence supports this charge. 
For example, a study for the Chicago 
Council on Urban Affairs found that ua 
high percentage of African Americans 
and Latinos are shown as victimizers of 
society, and few as social helpers." This 
distorted portrayal, the council said, 
contributes to the notion that "the in
ner city is dominated by dangerous and 
irresponsible minorities." 

(Newspapers as well as television 
are also to blame. The 1994 winter 
edition of The Journalism Quarterly 
reported that Chicago newspapers car
ried stories on only one of every three 
homicides in the city and that the 
slayings most likely to be selected were 
those in which the victims were white 
rather than black or Latino, contrary co 
the actual crime statistics.) 

As part of the Cultural Indicators 
television monitoring project since 
1967, we studied local news on Phila
delphia television stations in the sum
mer of 1995 and concluded that crime 
and/or violence items usually lead news
casts and preempted balanced cover
age of the city. Furthermore, only 20 
percent of crime and violence on local 
news was local to the city and 40 per
cent was local to the area. As other 
studies have found, whites were more 
likely to be reported when they were 
the victims and African Americans when 
they were the perpetrators. 

While violence dominates much of 
television news, it plays an overwhelm
ing role in 1V entertainment children 
see long before they can read. An Ameri
can child today is born into a home in 
which television is on an average of 
over seven hours a day. By the time 
children learn to read and to distin
guish news from other stories, they are 

fully integrated into a television view of 
the world. 

Violence is a stable and integral part 
of that world. The percentage of prime 
time television dramatic programs with 
overt physical violence was 58 in 1974, 
73 in 1984, and 75 in 1994. The average 
rate of violent scenes was 5 per hour in 
1974, 5 per hour in 1984, and 5 per 
hour in 1994-unchanged. 

Violence is, of course, dramatic. It is 
not just legitimate news, it is necessary 

George Gerbner is Dean Emeritus of The 
Annenberg School for Communication, 
University of Pennsylvania, and Director of 
the Cultural Indicators research project. He 
was Executive Editor of the quarterly Journal 
of Communication, chair of the editorial 
board of the Intemational Encyclopedia of 
Communication, and reporter/or The San 
Francisco Chronicle and other newspapers. 
His recent publications include "lnvisibk 
Crises: What Conglomerate Media Control 
Means for America and the World" 
(Westview, 1966) and "Television Violence: 
The Power and the Peril, in Gender, Race, 
and Class in Media: A Critical Text Reader" 
(Sage, I 995). 



to show its tragic consequences. Excep
tional programs such as '"NYPD Blue" 
and "ER" still try tO do that. However, a 
tragic sense of violence has been 
swamped by "happy violence" pro
duced on the dramatic assembly line. 
"Happy violence" is cool, swift, pain
less, and always leads to a happy end
ing, so as to deliver the audience to the 
next commercial in a receptive mood. 

Action movies further escalate the 
body count. A count by Vincent Canby 
in the July 16, 1990 New York Times 
found that "Robocop's" first rampage 
killed 32 people; "Robocop 2" slaugh
tered 81. The sick movie "Death Wish" 
claimed 9 victims; the sequel disposed 
of 52. "Rambo: First Blood," rambled 
through Southeast Asia leaving 62 
corpses; "Rambo Ill" visited Afghani
stan killing 106. The daredevil cop in 
the original "Die Hard" saved the day 
with a modest 18 dead; "Die Ha.rd 2" 
achieved a phenomenal body count of 
264. I myself observed that the great 
movie "Godfather I" produced 12 
corpses, "Godfather II" put away 18 
and "Godfather Ill" killed 53. 

What Does it Mean? 
Violence is a demonstration of 

power. It shows who can get away with 
what against whom. That exercise de
fines majority might and minority risk, 
one's place in the societal "pecking 
order." 

The role of media violence can be 
seen in our Cultural Indicators analysis 
of prime time network programs moni
tored since 1967. Women play one out 
of three characters in drama, one out of 
six in the news. Young people com
prise one-third and old persons one
fifth of their actual proponions of the 
population. Most other minorities are 
even more under-represented. And 
most of the groups that are under
represented are also over-victimized. 

The typical viewer of prime time 
television drama sees, every week, an 
average of21 criminals arrayed against 
an army of 41 public and private law 
enforcers. Crime and violence engage 
more characters than all other occupa
tions combined. About one out of three 
speaking pares, and more than half of 
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Why Crime Stories Lead Local TV News 

I 'vc done my share of stupid hot-~ve-.ithe_r 
stories, stupid cold-weather stones, point

less, titillating murder stories, gratuitous 
urban minority pathology stories, celebrity 
stories, new gadget stories, and so on. I was 
one of the foot soldiers sent into banle every 
day by, in my case NBC, to make the money 
and wind up their viewers and in this context 
there is nothing more dangerous than a 
refonn sinner. I think there are several 
reasons why local 1V news is as bad as it is. 
One, it must-must-make money. Two, it is 
produced by a talent pool of writers, produc
ers, editors and reporters who are schooled 
in the wat-s of the business as it is and can't 
imagine doing things in any other way but the 
tried and true, the fonnulaic, the rote ways. 
Here's what I mean: 
Sil in at an assignment desk in a big-city 
newsroom and l.isten to the questions, Usten to 
the assignment editor bellow into radios, 
telephones and reporters' faces. "Did you get 
a shot of the victim? Did you get a shot of the 

all major characters, are involved in 
violence either as victims or as victimiz
ers, or both. 

But violence and victimization are 
not evenly distributed. As pare of the 
Cultural Indicators project, we calcu
lated a violence "risk ratio" by counting 
the number of victims for every 10 
perpetrat0rs of violence on television 
shows. That risk ratio expresses the 
"price" paid for committing violence. 
The overall average risk ratio (the num
ber of victims per 10 perpetrators) is 
12. But the ratio for women perpetra
tors is 17, meaning that for every 10 
women written into scripts exening 
power that men employ with impunity, 
women suffer 17victims. The figure for 
lower-class characters is 19, for elderly 
characters 20, and for women of color 
22. In other words, television tends to 
show minority groups paying a higher 
"price" for their use of force than do the 
majorities. 

hero? Did they walk the suspect yet? Did you 
get the family?" The desk, like the whole 
operation, is trapped in a daily morality play 
of bodies, heroes, victims, grieving families 
and clenched-jawed politicians going to pay 
their rt?l>'J)ects and get on 1V doing ii after the 
latest outrageous crime. And the last big 
reason (there arc plenty more) .. .is consult
ants.-Ray Suarez, host of National Public 
Radio's "Talk of the Nation," 011 the Alex 
Jones s/Jow "On tl>e Media," Marcb 24, 1996. 

What Are the Consequences? 
Our surveys show that heavy viewers 

are more likely than comparable groups 
of light viewers to over-estimate their 
chances of involvement in violence, to 
believe that their neighborhoods are 
unsafe, t0 state that fear of crime is a 
very serious personal problem and to 
assume that crime is rising, regardless 
of the facts of the case. Heavy viewers 
are also more likely to buy new locks, 
watchdogs, and guns "for protection" 
(thus becoming a major source ofhand
gun violence). 

Viewers who see members of their 
own group under-represented but over
victimized develop an even greater 
sense of apprehension and mistrust. 
Insecure, angry, mistrustful people may 
be prone to violence but are even more 
likely to be dependent on authority and 
susceptible co deceptively simple, 
strong, hard-line postures and appeals. 
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What Drives Media Violence? 
The usual rationalization that media 

violence "gives the public what it wants" 
is disingenuous. The public rarely gets 
a fair choice in which alJ elements are 
equal, including placement, headline, 
promotion, airtime, celebrity-value, 
treatment, etc., and, most importantly, 
cost of production. There is no evi
dence that, cost and other factors being 
equal, violence per se gives audiences 
"what they want." As the trade paper 
Broadcasting & Cable editorialized on 
September 20, 1993, "the most popu
lar programming is hardly violent as 
anyone with a passing knowledge of 
Nielsen ratings will tell you." 

We compared the ratings of more 
than 100 violent shows with the same 
number of nonviolent shows aired at 
the same time on network television. 
The average Nielsen rating of the vio
lent sample was 11.1; the rating for the 
nonviolent sample was 13.8. The share 
of viewing households in the violent 
and nonviolent samples, respectively, 
was 18.9 and 22.5. The nonviolent 
sample was more highly rated than the 
violent sample for each of the five sea
sons studied from 1989 through 1993. 
The amount and consistency of vio
lence further increased the unpopular
ity gap. 

The Globalization Factor 
On July 10, 1996, Reuters (but no 

major U.S. news outlet) reported that 
the European Competition Commis
sion raided the London, Paris and Brus
sels offices of United International Pic
tures, a U.S.-based, transnationally 
owned, film distribution cartel accused 
of violating European Union competi
tion rules. This is only a recent example 
of the world-wide revolt against a hand
ful of transnational conglomerates such 
as Time Warner, General Electric, 
Disney/Cap Cities, Westinghouse/CBS, 
Rupert Murdoch's News Corporation 
and the German Bertelsman group, 
which dominate more than half of the 
world's screens. 

Concentration of media production 
and distribution denies access to new 
entries and to alternative perspectives. 
Having fewer buyers forces the remain-
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ing "content providers" deeper into 
deficit financing. As a consequence, 
most television and movie producers 
cannot break even on the domestic 
market. They are forced into video and 
foreign sales to make a profit. There
fore, they need a dramatic ingredient 
that requires no translation, "speaks 
action" in any language, and fits any 
culture. That ingredient is violence. 

Syndicators demand "action" (the 
codeword for violence) because it "trav
els well around the world," said the 
producer of "Die Hard 2." "Everyone 
understands an action movie. Ifl tell a 
joke, you may not get it, but if a bullet 
goes through the window, we all know 
how to hit the floor, no matter the 
language." 

Our analysis shows that violence 
dominates U.S. exports. We compared 
250 U.S. programs exported to IO coun
tries with 111 programs shown in the 
U.S. during the same year. Violence was 
the main theme of 40 percent of home
shown and 49 percent of exported pro
grams. Crime/action series comprised 
17 percent of home-shown and 46 per
cent of exported programs. NAFTAand 
GATI will dump even more mayhem 
on the world in the name of "free 
trade." 

What to Do? 
People suffer the media violence in

flicted on them with diminishing toler
ance. A March 1985 Harris survey 
showed that 78 percent disapprove of 
media violence. In a Times Mirror na
tional poll in 1993, 80 percent said 
entertainment violence was "harmful" 
to society. 

Local broadcasters, legally respon
sible for what goes on the air, also 
oppose the overkill and complain about 
loss of control. Electronic Media re
ported on August 2, 1993 that in its own 
survey of 100 general managers, three 
out of four said there is too much need
less violence on television and 57 per
cent would like to have "more input on 
program content decisions." A U.S. 
News & World Report survey published 
on April 30, 1994 found that 59 percent 
of Hollywood media workers saw me
dia violence as a "serious problem." 

The liberating alternative to the 
present system exists in various forms 
in all other democratic countries. It is 
an independent citizen voice in cul
tural policy-making. One such alterna
tive is the Cultural Environment Move
ment. CEM is a Philadelphia-based 
nonprofit educational corporation, an 
umbrella coalition of independent 
media and professional, labor, religious, 
health-related, women's and minority 
groups opposed to corporate as well as 
government censorship. 

The role of Congress, if any, is to 
reverse those parts of the Telecommu
nications Act of 1996 that unleash me
dia monopolies, and turn its antitrust 
and civil rights oversight on the central
ized and globalized industrial struc
tures that have squeezed independents 
out of the market. 

More freedom from inequitable and 
intimidating marketing formulas, and a 
greater diversity of sources of support, 
are the effective and acceptable ways to 
increase diversity of content. That is 
also the democratic way to diversify 
media solutions to human conflict and 
co reduce media violence to its valid 
role and reasonable proportions. ■ 

'It's Very Dangerous' 
What the press does with the sort of 
bleed-lead philosophy is take the most 
unusual and extraordinary crimes and 
present those to people as though they 
are the everyday ordinary experience of 
the streets. They take the most unusual 
crimes and make them the most ordinary 
ones. And this in rum leads to some real 
fear and distortion of public policy. It's 
very dangerous.-B,uce Shapiro, a 
Contributing Ediror of The Nation, 
commenting on a Connecticut TV 
station's use of afilm clip of him after 
he was attacked by a mental patient, to 
illustrate a proposal, to get tough on 
criminals. National Public Radio's "On 
the Media," February 11, 1996. 
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A Major Public Health Crisis 

BY ROBERT E. McAFEE 

W 
may live in the most violent 

ountry in the world. U.S. ho
micide rates far exceed those 

in any other industrialized country, and 
our rates of violent crime are always 
among the world's highest. Violence 
does affect all of us-if not through 
individual expel'iences, then through 
the daily confrontation of news accounts 
of violence, terrorism and its aftermath. 
Although violent crime rates appear to 
have stabilized since 1992, after rising 
significantly for the previous seven 
years, increases in juvenile crime, as 
well as homicide rates in the 18-24 age 
group, have increased sharply since 
that time. (Preliminary data for 1995 
show a significant drop in youth crime 
from 1994, but the numbers are still 
large.) It may be that we are allowing, if 
not teaching, our children to become 
violent, and while most agree that vio
lence is learned behavior, there is no 
question that it is higher in neighbor
hoods with high poverty, inadequate 
housing and high unemployment. Much 
needs to be known about the biology of 
violence and more research needs to be 
done. 

Because of major medical expendi
tures in addition to loss of life and 
disability, the problem of violence, par
ticularly family violence, has been iden
tified by the American Medical Associa
tion as a major public health crisis and 
problem to be solved. Family violence 
includes child physical and sexual 
abuse, domestic or partner abuse and 
elderly abuse. There is, indeed, fre
quently a connection in all these forms 
of violence and several studies have 
indicated that children growing up in 
an environment in which parents fight, 
are much more likely to adopt similar 

behavior when they become parents, as 
well as be victims of abuse themselves. 
Elderly abuse probably remains the 
most underdiagnosed abuse in our so
ciety, and yet one that physicians see on 
a daily basis. 

Child abuse remains a reportable 
condition for all physicians who treat 
these victims in every state; elderly abuse 
is reportable in 42 states, and domestic 
violence is required currently only in a 
handful of states. This discrepancy takes 
into account the safety of the victim 
once reporting has occurred. We have 
resources by and large to protect the 
child, as well as the elderly patient, 
once violence is reported. But there is 
a paucity of resources to provide the 
safety net for victims of domestic vio
lence. In fact, that reporting seems at 
present to increase substantially the 
danger of violence to the victim. It is for 
that reason that debate continues as to 
whether reporting from a public health 
point of view should be carl'ied out. 

The American Medical Association 
presents an annual Report Card on 
Violence. The first report, given by me 
in 1995, indicated an overall grade of 
"D" for four categories: family violence, 
sexual assault, public violence and vio
lence in entertainment. The "D" indi
cates little progress based on four crite
ria: (1) Whether the problem is getting 
better or worse according to statistics. 
(2) The status of public awareness and 
attitudes toward violence. (3) The ef
fectiveness and availability of treatment 
and intervention programs. ( 4) The cost 
to society in dollars, pain and human 
suffering. This year's Report Card, pre
sented in June by Dr. Lonnie Bristow, 
then President of the AMA, also regis-

tered a "D." We will continue to moni
tor those kinds of violence as an ongo
ing alert to policymakers in this coun
try. 

The American Medical Association's 
"Physicians Coalition Against Family 
Violence" is now entering its fifth year 
in an attempt to develop a broad-based 
coalition of physicians. The coalition 
was formed after research found that 
when victims of domestic violence were 
asked who could have made a differ
ence in their lives, and whom they 
would have preferred to tell of the 

Robert E. McAfae, a surgeon practicing in 
South Portland, Maine, is the immediate 
Past President of the American Medical 
Assodation. Dr. McAfae has taken an active 
role in his community and state on health
care issues, .focusing on domestic violence. He 
also serves on a number of Federal boards 
dealing with violence. 
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repetitive events that may have led up 
to a near fatal injury their family physi
cian was, surprisingly, identified 87 
percent of the time. That was slightly 
more than would wish co tell their 
priest, their pastor or rabbi, and con
siderably more than would wish to tell 
the police. 

Given that ominous responsibility, 
one then asks how good a job as physi
cians do we do when the victim is in our 
office, our clinic, our emergenq, ward. 
Additional research indicated that we 
average probably less than 10 percent 
of the time to routinely ask or screen for 
violence. It then became apparent to 
the American Medical Association that 
we needed to elevate the discussion of 
violence to the public health problem 
that it is, encouraging dialogue and 
routine screening. It also was apparent 
that we needed to improve each 
physician's diagnostic ability. Therefore 
we have published six separate proro
cols dealing with aspects of family vio
lence. 

The Physicians Coalition now has an 
advisory council with over 3 7 specialty 
societies and organizations involved in 
an ongoing effort to help disseminate 
information and create new knowledge. 

No initiative on violence can be suc
cessful without acknowledging the im
pact of"virtual violence" in our society. 
The impact of television, motion pic
tures, video games and rap music enter 
our lives on a regular basis. The AMA 
has been part of initiatives within the 
network and cable television programs 
to assess the degree of violence, to 
advise regarding research allocations, 
to make suggestions regarding an im
proved rating system, particularly for 
children, the manner in which gratu
itous violence may be diminished, as 
well as ongoing parental advice to moni
tor and develop better viewing habits 
of children growing up in our society. 
The next protocol from the AMA will 
deal with the physician's role in advis
ing patients and parents of the impact 
of the media and how we can minimize 
its adverse affect. 

The National Family Violence De
fense fund in San Francisco, which has 
been working for a number of years in 
the field of domestic violence, contin-
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Getting Guns Out of Kids' Hands 

Alfred Blumstein, Dean of the H. John 
Heinz 3d School of Public Policy and 

Management at Carnegie Mellon University 
in Pittsburgh, has said that the most dra
matic change in the crime story in the last 
five to IO years is the growth of homicide by 
young people of young people. Asked in an 
interview in the April 30, 1995 edition of 
Law Enforcement News, a publication of the 
John Jay College of Criminal Justice in New 
York, for suggestions on dealing with the 
problem Blumstein said: 
"I think that in almost all jurisdictions it's 
illegal for young people to be carrying a 
gun-and 'young people' may mean 18, it 
may be 21, and maybe it should be some
thing like 22 or 24. They are violating the 
law, and enforcement of that would entail 
not violation of Constitutional rights that has 
been claimed by some .... 
"We have been obsessed ,vith the illegal 
drug markets for the past 15 years and have 
paid no attention to the illegal gun markets. 
So we should do that quite aggressively. In 
the federal crime bill of 1994, both posses
sion of guns by kids and the sale of guns to 
kids were made Federal crimes. The first 

ues its significant agenda and has been 
a depository of information that has 
been disseminated to the country. Con
tacts to the corporate world, particu
larly with organizations such as 
Marshall's, Polaroid, and others have 
indicated the corporate commitment 
for diminished violence in the work 
place and to assist in the family violence 
that may pervade employees lives. These 
initiatives will continue because it is a 
substantial source of absenteeism and 
disability in the work force. 

Within the federation of organized 
medicine, initiatives at state and county 
levels have been significant throughout 
this country. I can think of no state in 
which some initiative on family vio
lence has not taken place within the last 

one hardly seems an appropriate Federal 
crime because that really relates to local 
enforcement. The second is clearly an 
appropriate Federal crime because much of 
the gun sales do, in fact, involve interstate 
commerce. 
"In most cases, the police confiscate guns 
and don't do anything \vith them. They may 
put them in a gun locker but they don't use 
tbem as a means of investigating that gun 
market. Just as we do plea bargains, there 
might well be 'gun bargains:' attach bar
gains to giving information in regard to the 
gun and the source of it. That allows the 
police to track the chain of supply up from 
the bottom. There is also a serial marker 
on the gun, which you don't have with 
drugs. The serial marker allows them to 
track the chain of supply down from the 
top. Fm1hermore, they should be doing 
much more in the way of matching serial 
numbers that link guns confiscated in 
crimes, guns confiscated from kids, pawn
shop records, records maintained by 
manufacturers and wholesalers and retail
ers, so that we can do a much better job of 
tracking how these guns got there." ■ 

five years, most of which are on an 
ongoing basis and will not only provide 
direction, information and assistance 
at the organizational level, but also com
mit their members tO an important role 
with their patients in their own offices. 

The increasing number of efforts by 
all parts of our society to eliminate the 
problem of family violence must be 
recognized. It may take a generation to 
save a generation in this country. We 
need to continue to heighten our ef
forts in the educational arena, particu
larly involving children, to accept alter
natives to violence i.n our society, if the 
races of youth violence are to continue 
to fall. ■ 
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A Grueling Standard to Live By 

Bv CAROLE KNEELAND 

V:
·olent crime rates have been fati
ng, yet sensational crime cover 
age on Lelevision news has been 

rising. So have the fears of viewers who 
have an exaggerated sense they might 
be victims of such crimes. At KVUE-'IV, 
we decided it was time to fight back 
against a perceived crime wave we in 
the media helped create. We vowed to 
take a more responsible approach, try
ing to paint a more balanced picture of 
violent crime in our community. We've 
been working all year to raise the stan
dard for covering violent crime news 
on television. 

Violent crime can be easy to cover. 
It's shouted out to us on police scan
ners in our newsrooms. The video is 
dramatic. The police do the research. 
Often all the people we need to inter
view are right there at the scene-the 
victim, the suspect, the police, the neigh
bors. Our tendency has been to gather 
our video as quickly as possible and 
rush to air. Often the only questions 
asked were "How good is the video?" 
and "Can we get live?" It's as if the 
police scanners were hot-wired into 
the television set. And the result is one 
meaningless violent crime scory after 
another, wallpapering the television 
newscasts with blood, body bags and 
police tape. 

We decided we must begin asking 
ourselves the same type of questions 
about violent crimes as we ask about 
every other story we consider covering. 
After months ofanalyzing how and why 
we were covering individual violent 
crime scories, we arrived at these five 
questions as guidelines: 

1. Is there an immediate threat to 
public safety? 

2. Is there a threat to children? 
3. Do viewers need to take action? 

4. Is there a significant community 
impact? 

5. ls it a crime prevention effort? 
Violent crimes that didn't meet at 

least one of these guidelines would not 
appear in our newscasts. 

There were daily, heated discussions 
as we made decisions, one violent crime 
at a time. We received dramatic video 
from our network of a man shooting 
another man in the head in Hawaii. 
Other stations aired it. We did not. The 
network sent video of a New York sub
way scene where four people had been 
killed by a gunman. Other stations aired 
that. We did not. An 82-year-old Austin 
man stabbed his wife and the police 
SWAT team surrounded his house for 
several hours before he came out. 
Clearly feeble and nearly blind. the 
man was arrested without incident; the 
woman survived. There was no history 
of abuse. Neighbors and family felt it 
was an isolated, private matter unlikely 
to recur. The other stations led their 
newscasts with it. We did not air it at all. 

But these guidelines are a grueling 
standard to live by. It takes more time to 
be this deliberative about covering vio
lent crimes. We still rush out to cover 
violent crimes, but we expect our jour
nalists to gather more information. And 
there is considerable discussion before 
we air a story. Sometimes we don't. We 
deliberate while the competition is go
ing to air with sketchy details and breath
less reports live from the scene of the 
crime. We're not used to getting beat 
on a story. We're used to being first on 
the air with it. This sort of thoughtful 
delay goes against our competitive in
stincts. 

One of the most difficult calls was a 
weekend murder of three people in the 
tiny neighboring town of Elgin. They 
were strangers to Elgin citizens-three 

men from Mexico, working temporarily 
in Austin, who came out to an aban
doned house in Elgin to party. There 
was a lot of drinking, and then they 
started frring guns at each other. Three 
died. We spent two days asking our 
questions before deciding not to air it. 

• Is there an immediate threat? Po
lice said no. They told us the men had 
killed each other and they weren't look
ing for any suspects. 

• Is there a threat to children?There 
were no children in the vicinity. 

Carole Kneeland directs a news stajf of50 tts 

Vice President/News Director of KVUE-7Y, 
an ABC affiliate in Austin, Texas. She 
covered state government for WFAA in Dallas 
from 1978 to 1989 and was the A us tin 
Bureau Chief from 1981 to 1989. She also 
covered the 1988 presidential election and 
many spot news stories, including hu"icanes, 
the lxtoc I oil spill train derailments and 
fires. Born in Salem, Oregon, Kneeland grew 
up in Kent, Washington. She is a Phi Beta 
Kappa graduate of the University of Wash
ington. 
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• Do viewers need co take action? 
The incident was over. The problem 
wasn't expected to continue. There 
were rumors this house had been used 
as a place of prostitution. Neither the 
neighbors nor the authorities could 
confirm that. We don't air rumors. 

• Is there significant community 
impact? For two days we asked neigh
bors and other citizens of Elgin how 
they felt. We couldn't find anyone ex
pressing great concern. People said no 
one knew these three men. They said it 
wasn't surprising when three men mix 
drinking and shooting, someone might 
get killed. They didn't feel the aban
doned house would be used again for 
such purposes, or that anyone would 
follow their example. 

• Is it a crime prevention effort? 
None was initiated. 

Worried we might be accused of 
minimizing the scory because they were 
Mexican nationals rather than U.S. citi
zens, we hypothetically changed them 
to three white guys from Lubbock, 
Texas. We came to the same conclusion 
that it wasn't important to air the story. 

There were other violent crimes that 
did fit the guidelines, and we aired 
them: 

• A University of Texas student mur
dered his wife and 4-year-old child with 
a gun that was illegal on UT property. In 
addition, there was a history of domes
tic abuse that, had it been stOpped, 
might have prevented these murders. 

• A white man pulled up in front of 
a black family gathering, pointed a shot
gun, shouted some racial threats and 
killed one black man. 

• A young woman hitch-hiker was 
killed in a hit-and-run case by two men 
pulling a cattle trailer and police were 
still looking for them. Another woman 
was abducted from the parking lot of 
the grocery store as she arrived for 
work in the early morning hours. Police 
were still looking for her killer. As part 
of our more in-depth investigation of 
both of those crimes, we uncovered a 
serious situation in a neighboring 
county where the sheriff's office didn't 
have a big enough staff to continue its 
pursuit of criminals. As a result, county 
officials allocated more money. 
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• An 11-year-olcl was indicted for the 
beating death of a 4-year-old in day 
care. We did, of course, a number of 
stories about the circumstances. But 
we also reported that the age of violent 
juveniles was dropping and we investi
gated clay care standards. 

• When a gunman killed many chil
dren in a schoolyard in Scotland, we 
aired it. We also aired a similar attack on 
tourists in Australia. 

Because we were spending less air 
time on individual violent crimes, we 
also had more time for stories on other 
important subjects: an explanation of 
how the flat tax proposals would affect 
viewers; an analysis of why the cost of 
living had skyrocketed in Austin; the 
story of a principal of an elementary 
school full of higher-income, success
ful students who cleciclecl to transfer to 
a low-income school where kids are 
failing because she thought she might 
be able to make a greater difference 
there. We did numerous stories on vio
lent crime prevention efforts by neigh
borhood groups and people working 
specifically to bring down the juvenile 
crime rate. 

We don't hold our criteria out to be 
perfect. And we're not sure we've al
ways made the right call. But we do feel 
we're making a difference by making 
the effort. We advertised that we were 
going to cover violent crime more re
sponsibly, that we would give viewers a 
more balanced picture of violence in 
our community. We asked for feed
back. We got a lot, overwhelmingly very 
positive. Viewers told us that they felt 
valued by us, that finally someone was 
listening to their concerns. Some said 
they had started watching local news 
again. Austin Police Chief Elizabeth 
Watson called it commendable from a 
community service standpoint because 
she feels sensationalized reporting fu
els unjustified fear. 

But a few people worried that they 
might mi.ss crimes they should know 
about, that we were somehow sanitiz
ing the crime situation. They were help
ful and instructive. Still, even now we 
carry far more crime, as a percentage of 
our newscasts, than the rate for Austin. 

A few also suggested that by not 
reporting every violent death we were 

devaluing the life of each victim. Yet we 
also don't report on dozens of other 
lives lost each week because of heart 
disease, cancer, diabetes, and AIDS. Far 
more people die of these diseases than 
die of violent crimes. 

One of our competitors labeled it 
censorship, as if every crime has a con
stitutional right to be on the television 
news. Yet that station, like all of us, 
chooses every day not to air some news 
for lack of interest or time. We've sim
ply raised our standard for including 
violent crime in our newscasts and we've 
let the public know our standard .. 

The effect on the KVUE 24 journal
ists has been profound. They are inves
tigating violent crimes more thoroughly. 
The level of discussion about violent 
crime coverage is more thoughtful and 
constant, and the search for solutions is 
much more determined. We plan to 
continue on this course, trying to air 
information viewers need on violent 
crimes, while not deluging them with 
sensational violence. But we consider 
it a work in progress. 

Of course, there's the bottom line: 
ratings. In February, the first ratings 
period when we were implementing 
this policy, we came out a strong num
ber one, across the board, with every 
newscast. They were our highest num
bers in a decade. We held our lead in 
May. There's no way to tell how much 
the new approach to crime is contribut
ing to our success. But it certainly isn't 
hurting. ■ 

Causes of Violence 
[Television I accounts for about I 0 
percent of violence, which means that 90 
percent is caused by other things. Vio
lence is a multideterm.ined behavior. It's 
caused by genetic, biological, physiologi
cal, macroeconomic and macrosocial 
factors, all of which can account for some 
part of the variance.-leo11ard Ero111 

Adjunct Research Scientist at the 
University of Michigan Research Center 

for Group .Dynamics, in Michigan 
Today,June 1996. 



VIOLENCE 

Trying to Muzzle the Beast 

BY DIANA K. SUGG 

R
unning up the wide steps two at 
a time, I suddenly realized the 
huge mansion was empty. Noth

ing decorated the beige walls, or cov
ered the oversized windows. In room 
after room, pieces of hot sunlight hit 
the naked hardwood floors. My sneak
ers squeaked against the shiny wood. 
The portable police scanner shoved in 
my purse beeped and echoed through 
the hall. I turned the corner. The meat 
freezer sat in the exact center of the 
room. l charged over to it, lifting the 
heavy white top. The body was inside, 
blood leaking thick over the ice. 

I let the top drop shut and scribbled 
down some notes. l felt everything in 
my stomach coming up as l tried to run 
out. But my legs wouldn't work right. It 
was 4:20 a.m. I was a police reporter at 
The Sacramento Bee, and I was sleep
ing. This was one of my nightmares. 

A full five years after covering crime, 
I can still remember every detail of this 
dream, and of so many real tragedies 
that I came upon every day in a four
county area of 1.5 million people. Us
ing arrest sheets, rounds of phone calls, 
and, most often, visits to crime scenes 
and interviews with families and vic
tims, I sifted the facts, trying to deter
mine which ones should get my time 
and the newspaper's space. 

But, unlike other beats, crime often 
lacks elements that can help measure a 
story's worth. A shooting doesn't in
volve 467,000 people, or $2.2 billion, 
like Maryland's Medicaid program. Still, 
in our efforts not to overplay crime and 
to put it in context we sometimes make 
arbitrary judgments and miss human 
stories. 

We need to follow our instincts, get 
to know the cops and the coroners, and 
dig up the details on a shooting that 
might seem routine. That's because try
ing to create rules for which rapes, 
murders or beatings to cover, or how to 
play them, can be like trying to muzzle 
a raging beast. 

At least that's how it seemed to me. 
Day after day, I carefully wrote down 

all the details. The woman raped in 
front of her two children. The baby 
stabbed after her mother held her up as 
protection when her boyfriend came at 
her with a serrated kitchen knife. The 
11-year-old girl who watched, through 
her apartment window, as a man ki!Jed 
her best friend's father, leaving the body 
in a puddle in the parking lot. 

With all the basic information, I num
bered the potential stories and marched 
up to my editor. I ran down the list, and 
we disposed of items quickJy. The 
woman who saved herself from rape by 
running into her bathroom, locking the 
door, and caUing 911 with her cellular 

Diana K Sugg, 31, covered 
crime at The Sacramento 
Bee. The photo shows Sugg 
interviewing Carl Webb, a 
Blood gang member, m he 
was booked in the Sacra
men/Q County Jail. Sugg 
had been riding with 
narcotics officers when 
Webb pulled a sawed-off 
shotgun on one of the 
officers. 
Sugg was the first winner of 
the Al Nakkula Award for 
Police Reporting, a national 
prize. Her account of 
working the police beat will 
be published this foll with a 
dozen others in "Crime on 
Deadline." She hm worked 
for The Associated Press in 
Philadelphia and The 
Spartanburg (S.C.) Herald
joumal. She earned her 

phone, earned a digest item because of 
her ingenuity. A mentally ill man who 
held off several officers on the roof of 
his house for more than an hour with a 
steak knife-until he was temporarily 
shocked with a taser-was crossed off 
because it was considered a family situ
ation. 

But creating neat lists and being effi
cient can never clarify a thing that is 
living. The police beat sucks a reporter 
into a vortex of painful Lives and intense 
emotions. I felt that nothing was more 
important. This was life and death, and 
all shades in between. 

l can still hear the screeches of the 
woman high on crack, or the hiss of the 
crack dealer into the narcotic officer's 

master's degree on a Kiplinger Fellowship at Ohio State Univenity in 1992. !n 1993, she 
became the medical writer at The Bee, winning a national prize as the outstanding young 
health/science/medical reporter. She is now a health reporter at The Baltimore Sun. 
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hidden microphone: "Ifl find out you' re 
a cop, I'm going to slit your throat." I 
can still see the mother falling co the 
ground and pounding the turf of a golf 
course where her daughter had been 
killed by a falling tree. 

At The Bee, the editors encouraged 
these human stories. But I still wonder 
about the ones I passed on. 

The mentally ill man who was finally 
brought off the roof, for exam pie, was a 
story I considered at the time to be too 
long, too complicated, a private situa
tion that had suddenly boiled over into 
a public spectacle. I watched as police 
flashlights exposed the man in shafts of 
white light. The story was important, 
about a man and his illness, and how 
millions of American families struggle 
to take care of relatives because there 
are so few places for them to live. But 
we never wrote about it. Like so many 
other items these incidents were some
how ruled out. That can be a blessing 
when you are struggling to write two or 
three daily stories and several digest 
items, and you've just heard a "possible 
kidnapping" call over the scanner. 

However, the police beat is a gold 
mine, an almost endless continuum 
that holds so many gems. Ordinary 
people who make an extraordinary 
impact. Police officers who become so 
jaded they can't bring themselves to 
live within a half hour of the area they 
patrol. Sherry McGowan, a middle-aged 
clerk at Goldie's Adult Bookscore, a 
woman who always had spare change 
and a kind word for the lonely and the 
homeless-until she was murdered. 

The crime beat is also the place where 
so many of society's troubles eventually 
come to the surface, from the power
lessness of restraining orders, to the 
families who struggle to live with a 
mentally ill relative. Interviewing neigh
bors on one particularly crime-ridden 
street, Caselli Circle, I discovered that 
these people were discriminated against 
because of their location. No one would 
deliver a pizza or even a newspaper 
there because of the danger. 

Deaths, be they accidental or crimi
nal, also point up holes in the social 
safety net. The lax oversight of the men
taUy retarded and other needy people 
who receive Social Security checks 
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wasn't exposed until seven of their 
bodies turned up in the yard of a down
town boardinghouse. The woman who 
was supposed to be watching over them 
was cashing their checks. 

Other trends may not be as sensa
tional, but still warrant attention. \Vhile 
following narcotics officers for three 
months on a series, I noticed how we 
kept running into children on drug 
raids. They poked their heads out of 
bedroom doors to see their parents 
shoved on the carpet and handcuffed. T 
wrote about the increasing number of 
children who were themselves taken 
away in police cars to the receiving 
home, and how it affected them. 

Reporters do have time and space 
constraints. Editors are careful to 
present crime in context and not over
play it. The sheer volume and often 
sensationalistic tone of many television 
news programs and true crime shows 
have only increased the print media's 
burden to use perspective. 

Over time, many newspapers have 
developed a rough set of standards. 
The determining factors are often the 
location of the crime, who the victim 
was, and whether there were any ex
tenuating circumstances that increase 
the incident's importance. With these 
realities and their workload, though, 
reporters often don't find out about the 
extenuating circumstances. A quick 
check to make sure the area is a high
drug zone, and a comment from police 
that it's no big deal, can squelch inter
est on the part of reporters or editors. 

It is easy to grow cynical, to dismiss 
anything that doesn 'tabsolutely require 
attention. Perhaps the most important 
job of a reporter is to care, even after 
covering dozens of child murders, even 
when editors are dismjssive. 

We have an obligation to break down 
stereotypes, to check out some 
shootings labeled "drug-related" by 
police, to talk to the criminals as well as 
the victims. They are the citizens of our 
community. They have been lost. Some
one should recognize that. Their sto
ries are the ones that readers remem
ber-and learn from. 

I once wrote about a homeless man, 
Joseph King Jr., who committed sui
cide. He jumped from the loading dock 

behind Sacramento's Memorial Audi
torium on a December night. I discov
ered that King, 49, had worked as an 
electrical engineer. When his marriage 
broke up, he began drinking and lost 
his job and everything else. 

But this tall, shy man couldn't fend 
for himself on the streets. Another 
homeless man, Michael Lockhart, be
gan to watch out for him. For four years 
Lockhart caught him how co get ser
vices in shelters and beat the cold. In 
the parks at night, King slept in the 
middle, with Lockhart and another 
friend on either side for protection. In 
turn, King caught them co be gentle, to 
call their mothers the few times they 
stayed in motels. He once stopped them 
from stepping on a line of ants. 

On this chilly night, though, King 
seemed co be worn out. He talked with 
his friend about finding a job, maybe at 
Taco BelJ or Burger King, and living 
normally again. Then he looked 
Lockhart straight in the eye and, inex
plicably, said, "Please don't leave me. 
Don't leave me." He walked quickly 
over co the railing and without a 
moment's hesitation, dove over the side. 

Lockhart found his friend face down 
and called 911. But he didn't know for 
sure chat King had died until homicide 
detectives told him. I heard the tape of 
their conversation. "That was my part
ner. He can't go out of here like this," 
Lockhart said, kicking his chair and 
banging his head on the table. Then, he 
whispered under his breath, "God, 
please take care of him." 

The next day, I talked with him. Only 
31, Lockhart was wrinkled, dry and 
dirty. He was almost yelling and crying 
at the same time. "He was my best 
friend. That was the only friend I ever 
had that was something co me." 

I don't have an answer for how news
papers play crime and violence. My 
perspective as a police reporter is chat 
maybe I lost my perspective. The people 
I wrote about still crowd my mind and 
my heart. Even though it could be a 
terrible grind, I brought their details 
back to the newsroom, and I fought for 
chem. I consider it one of the most 
important things I have ever done. I 
can't forget them. 

And I'm saying we shouldn't. ■ 
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The Test of a Sportswriter 

BvBILLDWYRE 

Looking back now, all the way to 
the late 1960's, I still remember it 
vividly. In fact, I'm both amazed 

and ashamed at the color and texture of 
my recall. It happened in Des Moines, 
where I was a very young sportswriter, 
fresh out of college on my first job, and 
taking a night off from The Register and 
Tribune by attending a hockey game. 
When you are 23, employed full-time 
on a big paper sports desk, with a 
regular salary and perks like good 
hockey tickets with which to impress 
your new wife, life doesn't get much 
better. 

These were, after all, the Des Moines 
Oak Leafs, a scrappy contender in the 
International Hockey League. This was 
pro sports, up close and personal. This 
was well before journalistic cynicism 
set in, well before I was old enough to 
notice that all the players in this league 
were either too young to shave or so far 
on the other side of the hill that they 
couldn't even make out the peak in the 
distance. Nor would I have paid atten
tion to the clientele in attendance, their 
red necks nicely accenting their hefty 
bellies. At this stage of my impression
able life, I thought it was neat to stand 
in the aisles, belch loudly and bellow, 
"Kill the SOB." 

On this night, before a thousand or 
so of the "rounded red ones," as I took 
to calling Midwestern hockey fans later 
in life, my Oak Leafs were playing Billy 
LeCaine and the Port Huron, Michigan, 
team. I think their team name was the 
Flags, but whatever nickname it was, it 
and all the rest paled badly in compari
son co the Fore Wayne Komets. To this 
day, I remember that name, and to this 
day, there is a Fort Wayne Komets 
hockey team. 

The big match-up of the night was 
going to be LeCaine versus Des Moines 

defenseman Ivan Predigar. LeCaine was 
a journeyman, which really was a nice 
way of saying that he was old and play
ing out his string in the IHL because 
nobody in a better league would have 
him any more and because he didn't 
know a lot of other ways to make a 
living, meager as it must have been. 
LeCaine could still skate and score. He 
also used his stick in a lot of ways not 
recommended in rhe hockey rule book 
of proper etiquette. Thus LeCaine was 
hated by Oak Leaf fans, who hated all 
opposing players, but hated him more. 

Predigar was younger. He was a big 
guy, the player designated as the en
forcer for his team. If there was a pen
alty to be had, or a fight to be started or 
joined, Predigar was your man. With a 
few more years of experience, he had a 
chance co become a full-fledged goon, 
but at this stage of his career, he was 
more reckless and exuberant than ma
licious. 

Two guesses what his nickname was. 
Yup, Ivan the Terrible. That might some
how sum up nicely the wit and wisdom 
of Des Moines, Iowa, sports fans in the 
early 1960's. 

Some even said he had a chance to 
make itin the big time. Afewyearslater, 
when I knew a few people up the rung 
a few notches in hockey, I brought up 
his name, asked if he had ever even had 
a chance, and was answen:c.1 with laughs 
and sneers. But in Des Moines in the 
late 1960's, the Oak Leafs were pretty 
big stuff, even if reality wasn't part of 
the show. 

From our seats right behind the glass 
on the ice level, we could see things 
building early. Predigar would check 
LeCaine hard and LeCaine would el
bow or slash back. Soon, the worst
and most exciting-moment I had ever 
seen in hockey developed. 

With the rest of the players and the 
officials standing back a bit and trying 
half-heartedly to intervene, LeCaine and 
Predigar circled each other, ready for a 
Stick fight. 

Even back then I knew how serious 
this was. Even in a sport that condones 
its violence by its very rules-making and 
look-the-other-way approach, a stick 
fight is a mortal sin in hockey. Never 
can two men be allowed to slash at each 

Bill Dwyre, Sports Editor of The us Angeles 
Times, ir the J 996 winner of the Red Smith 
Award for service to sports journalism. 
Nicknamed "Billy Red" in Sheboygan, 
Wirconsin, where he was born 52 years ago, 
he received hir A.B. degree at Notre Dame 
and began hir journalism career at The Des 
Moines Register, writing picture captions. 
The next stop was The Milwaukee Journal 
where he served as a reporter, columnirt and 
eventually Sports Editor. He joined The Los 
Angeles Times in 1981. He was honored for 
his coQrdination of The Times coverage of the 
J 984 Olympics. 
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other with sharp, lethal pieces of wood. 
The hockey people are all in synch on 
this: break some arms, bash some heads, 
punch some noses, but never, never 
fight with sticks. 

Yet it happens, and when LeCaine 
started maneuvering on Predigar and 
cutting and slashing at the slower, less 
crafty defenseman, you could also see 
what a terrible thing this was. 

LeCaine made two or three thrusts 
foIWard and connected at least once. I 
know that for sure, since speckles of 
Predigar's blood landed on the glass 
right in front of me. Thankfully, one of 
the officials and a couple of the more 
mature players on both teams were 
able to dart in and wrest the sticks from 
each player. Murder had been averted 
and I'm not sure the "round reds" 
around me were happy about that. 

Nor were the "round reds" particu
larly happy that both players were re
moved from the game and the Arena 
and that both would not come back for 
four or five games. "Let 'em finish," one 
beer-breathed Rhodes Scholar yelled, 
time after time, invoking an age-old 
macho cry that reaches new levels of 
disregard for pain with true hockey 
fans. 

When tennis player Monica Sdes 

Violence as Art 
We traveled on Friday evenings by 
subway to the old Madison Square 
Garden. Before the fights, the lobby was 
jammed with neighborhood tough guys 
and off-duty cops, old fighters with 
crumpled faces, gamblers with dead eyes 
and pearl-gray hats and velvet collars on 
their coats. There were a lot of pinkie 
rings. Some guys brought their women 
with them, great fteshy creatures with 
blinding hair and glistening scarlet lips. 
Everybody smoked. And the very air 
seemed charged with the coming blood 
rite. We were all there to see violence 
transfonned into art-Pete Hami/J, 
now disillusioned, describing his 
infatuation with "the great dark 
prince of sports." Esquire,June 1996. 
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was stabbed in the back during a match 
by a German fan and ended up missing 
a couple of years of competition, the 
hockey guys around my sports desk at 
The Los Angeles Times were fond of 
telling each other, "Hell, if she'd been a 
hockey player, they'd have stitched her 
up and she would have finished the 
game." 

When the LeCaine-Predigarstickfight 
was over, the game went on, almost as 
if nothing had happened. Players skated, 
checked, shot and scored. Amazingly, 
my interest in the game went on, too. 
Then and there, although I didn't real
ize it, or think about it until much later, 
I had passed my first test as a sports
writer. I had accepted what had hap
pened as part of the game, part of my 
life for years to come as an observer, 
editor and writer. 

This meant that I would have what it 
takes to view these things and report on 
them as an observer. I could do this job. 
I was, at birth or somehow along the 
way, equipped with a shield of insensi
tivity; I had a mechanism that told me to 
report about and analyze LeCaine and 
Predigar, rather than call the police and 
scream and holler until they book ev
erybody in the place for felony, inhu
manity and stupidity. 

Yup, I was going to make it. I would 
stand back in years to come, a leader of 
opinion, while Kermit Washington 
nearly killed Rudy Tomjanovich with 
one roundhouse punch at center court 
in the Forum in Ingelwood one night; 
or as Woody Hayes sucker-punched the 
kid from Clemson; or as boxer after 
boxer bloodied opponent after oppo
nent; or as Nick Van Exel knocked the 
referee over the table; or after a Colom
bian soccer player was gunned down at 
home after he suffered the misfortune 
of kicking in an own-goal against the 
United States in the World Cup in 1994. 

It is many years later now. I've seen 
hundreds of such things. I always think 
they are frightening, often even stupid. 
But if I'm being honest, I also tend tO 

find excitement in them. I reason that it 
is the excitement of having something 
high profile and different to write 
about-that it is the writing opportu
nity, not the violence itself, that drives 
my sweat glands. 

I also know that, even when I write 

or edit in a way that tells the public what 
a bad thing certain violent events are 
(Van Exel, Woody Hayes, etc.), I harbor 
no expectations that either my editorial 
stance or my eloquence will change 
anything. 

The games we play in this country 
feature large athletes with huge com
petitive drives and huge financial stakes. 
Nothing is going to change. We just 
need to keep the level of violence rea
sonable. Huge explosions should be 
the exception rather than the rule. 

A week after we saw LeCaine and 
Predigar's stick fight, my wife and I saw 
Predigar. He was in church for Sunday 
mass, dressed in coat and tie, his wife 
nicely dressed and holding hands with 
their young son, whose scrubbed look 
and fresh face made him look like a 
choir boy. 

I remarked on this to my wife. She 
snarled a reply that indicated she had 
no tolerance, in any situation, for some
body who could, and did, willfully pur
sue the act of murdering another with 
a hockey stick. 

I was stunned. I had already sepa
rated the game and the church scene in 
my mind. She never could. 

Nor, clearly, could she ever make it 
as a sportswriter. ■ 

Tabloid Spirituality 
And at its best, a healthy tabloid culture 
raises spiritual questions otherwise 
unaddressed in a secular environment. 
I New York I Post columnist Andrea 
Peyser's book "Mother Love, Deadly Love: 
The Susan Smith Murders," broached the 
issue in the plainest language: "Why 
would a mother kill her OWD children?" 
lo fact, of journalism's famous five W's-
who, what, when, where, why-the last, 
taken in its metaphysical sense, might be 
the tabloid sensibility's deepest expres
sion. The tabloid "why" is inherently 
unanswerable.-Steven Cuozzo, Bxecu
tive Editor of The New York Post, in 
"It's Alive! How America's Oldest 
Newspaper Cheated Death and Why It 
Matters." Times Books. 
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A Primer on Covering Victims 

Bv FRANK 0CHBERG 

W
henever a reporter meets a 
survivor of traumatic events 
there is a chance that the jour

nalist will witness-and may even pre
cipitate-posttraumatic stress disorder. 
Therefore it is important that working 
journalistS (including grizzled veterans) 
anticipate PTSD, recognize it and re
port it, while earning the respect of the 
public and those interviewed. The rec
ognition of PTSD and related condi
tions enhances not only a reporter's 
professionalism, but also the reporter's 
humanitarianism. 

PTSD is three reactions at one time, 
all caused by an event that terrifies, 
horrifies or renders one helpless. The 
triad of disabling responses is: 

I. Recurring intrusive recollections. 
2. Emotional numbing and constric

tion oflife activity. 
3. A physiological shift in the fear 

threshold, affecting sleep, concentra
tion and sense of security. 

This syndrome must last at least a 
month before PTSD can be diagnosed. 
Furthermore, a severe trauma must be 
evident and causally related to the clus
ter of symptoms. There are people who 
are fearful, withdrawn and plagued by 
episodes of vague, troubling sensations, 
but they cannot identify a specific trau
matic precipitant. 

PTSD should only be diagnosed 
when an event of major dimension-a 
searing, stunning, haunting event-has 
clearly occurred and is relived, despite 
strenuous attempts to avoid the 
memory. 

1. Intrusive Recollections 
The core feature of PTSD, distin

guishing the condition from anxiety or 
depression, is the unavoidable echo of 
the event, often vivid, occasionally so 

real that it is called a flashback or hallu
cination. The survivor of a plane crash 
feels a falling sensation, re-visualizes 
the moment of impact, then fears going 
crazy because his or her mind and body 
return uncontrollably to that harrow
ing scene. A victim of the "cooler ban
dit," whose modus operandi was to rob 
urban convenience stores at gunpoint 
and force the clerks into refrigerated 
storage rooms, had nightmares for more 
than a year. 

There are important distinctions 
among traumatic memories. Some are 
clearly memories. The beholder knows 
this is a recollection, painful but not 
terrifying. Through time and (often) 
through telling and re-telling of the 
trauma story, the memory is muted, 
modulated and mastered. It no longer 
has a powerful, disruptive presence. It 
is a piece of personal history. On the 
other hand, that personal history may 
burst forth into awareness and a trauma 
survivor may feel and act as though 
bombs are falling, a rapist is ready to 
strike or the death of a loved one is 
witnessed again. (The loss of a loved 
one and the consequent bereavement 
is not, by definition, a source of PTSD, 
unless the death evoked images ofter
ror or horror. Tragic loss is often an 
aspeccofPTSD, bur shocking imagery is 
not usually part of natural death.) 

Some repetitive recollections include 
regrettable acts by the person with 
PTSD. A patient of mine killed a boy in 
Vietnam. It was self-defense, in combat, 
but indelible and inexcusable in my 
patient's overactive conscience. Guilt
crushing guilt-was a major compo
nent of his intrusive recollection. 

2. Emotional Anesthesia 
Constricting Life Activity 

The numbing may protect a person 
from overwhelming distress between 
memories, but it also robs a person of 
joy and love and hope. While partici
pating in a national PTSD research ef
fort, I interviewed dozens of soldiers, 
decades after their service in Vietnam. 
To these veterans, "survivor" meant 
being no more than a survivor and 
considerably less than a fully function
ing human being. Painful memories 

Dr. Frank Ochberg is II pioneer in the study 
of victims of violence. A psychiatrist, 
Ochberg has worked with nnd studied 
victims of wnr, terrorism, domestic violence, 
rape, incest nnd natural disaster in many 
countries. When American hostages were 
released .from 444 days of capitivity in 
Teheran, he was the expert commentator for 
ABC, "Nightline" and "Good Morning 
America." When human shields were held 
by Saddam Hussein, he helped organize a 
resette mission by hostnge wives. He holds 
adjunct professorships in psychiatry, crimi
nal justice and journalism at Michigan 
State University. 

Nieman Reports / Fall 1996 21 



might have subsided. Anxiety attacks 
were tolerable. But the capacity for 
feeling pleasure was gone. 

These victims were not necessarily 
sad or morose, just incapable of de
light. Why bowl or ride horses or climb 
mountains when the feeling of fun is 
gone? Some marriages survived, dutiful 
contracts of cohabitation, but devoid of 
intimacy and without the shared pride 
of watching children flourish-even 
when the children were flourishing. 

Numbing and avoidance are less 
prominent, less visible and less fre
quent than the more dramatic memo
ries and anxieties. Early on, most survi
vors of trauma will consciously avoid 
reminders and change familiar patterns 
to prevent an unwanted recollection. 
For example, some ex-hostages from a 
notorious train hijacking in the north 
of Holland avoided all trains for weeks. 
Some avoided only the particular train 
on which the hostage incident had oc
curred. Others took that train, but 
changed to a bus for the few miles near 
the site of the trauma. 

Numbing and avoidance are adap
tive to a point, then become a serious 
impediment to recovery. They can also 
mislead an interviewer of a survivor 
into seriously underestimating the se
verity of a traumatic event. There is a 
popular belief that victims of rape, kid
napping and other violent crimes 
should be full of feeling, tearful, shud
dering, even hysterical, after the assail
ant leaves. When feelings are muted, 
frozen or numb, the survivor may not 
be believed. When testimony in court is 
mechanical and unembroidered, jurors 
may assume that damages were mini
mal or never inflicted. I have testified as 
an expert for the prosecution (and for 
the plaintiff in a civil suit) on several 
occasions to explain this phenomenon. 
The victims were numb or withdrawn 
or both and therefore did not come 
forward immediately. When they did 
come forward, they appeared to un
trained observers to be indifferent, 
unconcerned and unharmed, when, in 
fact, they were in a state of profound 
posttraumatic stress. 

This dimension of PTSD includes 
psychogenic amnesia. Along with loss 
of emotional tone and limited life pur-
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suits are holes in the fiber of recollec
tion. For example, an opera singer, 
battered by her husband, could not 
recall the most serious beatings. She 
was finally ready to divorce him and she 
needed to testify in court at a settle
ment hearing. After several supportive 
sessions, including hypnosis, she re
membered his choking, almost stran
gling her. Eventually, all of the memo
ries returned, and she could joke, "He 
not only threatened my life but my 
livelihood! No wonder I put that out of 
my mind." 

3. Lowered Threshold 
This is physiological. Unexpected 

noises cause the person to shudder or 
jump. The response is automatic and 
not necessarily related to stimuli asso
ciated with the original trauma. 

A patient of mine, a bank teller who 
was robbed, held hostage, then kid
napped, was not exposed to gunfire or 
loud sounds during her ordeal. But six 
months later, she was visibly startled 
and upset by the rumble ofa train near 
my office. 

It is as though the alarm mechanism 
that warns us of danger is on a hair 
trigger, easily and erroneously set off. A 
person lives with so many false alarms 
that he or she cannot concentrate, can
not sleep restfully and becomes irri
table or reclusive. A normal sex life is 
difficult witl1 such apprehension. PTSD 
therefore impairs the enjoyment of in
timacy, and this, in turn, isolates the 
sufferer from loved ones-the ideal 
human source of reassurance and re
spect. 

Often, the anxiety takes familiar 
shape: panic and agoraphobia. Panic is 
a sudden, intense state of fear, fre
quently with no obvious trigger, in 
which the heart beats rapidly, respira
tions are quick and shallow, and finger
tips tingle. There is light-headedness. 
There may be sensations of choking or 
smotl1ering, and the person feels he or 
she is dying or going crazy or both. After 
a few panic attacks, a person will often 
suffer agoraphobia, avoiding places 
such as shopping malls and supermar
kets, where an attack would be particu• 
larly embarrassing. 

Few Reach This Condition 
Thus PTSD has not only a variety of 

dimensions and components, but vastly 
different effects and implications. Some 
trauma survivors are continually re• 
minded of their victimization and expe• 
rience relief when they tell the details 
to others. Some survivors are humili
ated by their dehumanization or laden 
with guilt for harming another person. 
They refuse to discuss details. Some are 
dazed, moving in and out of trance-like 
states. Some are full of fear, 
hypervigilant, easily startled, unable to 
concentrate, wary of strangers. The syn• 
drome may be evident soon after the 
trauma or may emerge years later. 

Who Gets PTSD? 
Most current research shows that 

the intensity and duration of traumatic 
events correlates positively with the 
occurrence of PTSD. But individuals 
exposed to the same extreme stress will 
vary in their responses. Heredity could 
play an important role. Just as some 
children are born shy and others ex
hibit a boldertemperament, some of us 
are born with the brain pattern that 
keeps horror alive, while others quickly 
recover. As a varied, interdependent 
human species, we benefit from our 
differences. Those with daring fight the 
tigers. Those with PTSD preserve the 
impact of cruelty for the rest of us. 

I tell patients that there is nothing 
abnormal about those who suffer. It is 
a normal reaction to abnormal events. 
Anyone could develop PTSD given 
enough trauma. 

Other Difficulties 
Victims of human cruelty (as op

posed to victims of natural disasters) 
experience additional emotional diffi
culties that are not listed in the official 
diagnostic manual and are not part of 
PTSD. Foremost among these is shame. 
Although violent criminals should feel 
ashamed, they seldom do. Instead, the 
victim who has been beaten, robbed or 
raped is humiliated. This person has 
been abruptly dominated, subjugated, 
stripped of dignity, invaded and made, 
in his or her own mind, into a lower 
form of life. 



Who cannot recall being bullied as a 
child, forced to admit weakness, morti
fied by the process? As an adult, this 
shamequicklybecomes self-bfame: Why 
was I there? What could I have done 
differently? Why did I let it happen? 

Self-blame may actually be a good 
sign, correlating with self-reliance and 
self-regard. But it may also be hostility 
turned inward, a relentless self-criti
cism and downward spiral into pro
found depression. 

Hatred is another human emotional 
response to trauma with no reference 
in the diagnostic manual. On the path 
to recovery and possible forgiveness 
victims of cruelty are entitled to hate 
their abusers. But survivors often do 
less hating than one might expect. 
Sometimes they are simply grateful to 
be alive. They may, ironically and para
doxically, love the kidnapper who could 
have killed them, but instead gave them 
life. This is called the Stockholm Syn
drome, named for the bizarre outcome 
of a crime in Sweden in 1974 when a 
hostage-taker and a bank teller fell in 
love and had sex in the vault during a 
siege. Like Patty Hearst and countless 
others, the teller denied that her assail
ant was a vilJain, but responded pas
sionately to his power to spare her life. 

It is the Mothers Against Drunk Driv
ers who are MADD. The co-victims, the 
next of kin of the injured and dead, are 
more often the ones moved to rage and 
vengeance, if not hatred. Obsessive 
hatred is a corrosive condition, seldom 
the focus of psychiatric treatment, but 
of major concern to historians and jour
nalists. 

A Guide to Interviewing 
An understanding of posttraumatic 

stress disorder is vital to journalists in 
their coverage of the way victims expe
rience emotional wounds, particularly 
wounds that are deliberately and cru
elJy inflicted. 

A relatively recent area of clinical 
science, traumatic stress studies teaches 
us that victims of violence have several 
distinguishable patterns of emotional 
response. These patterns are easily rec
ognized once their outlines are under
stood. Seeing the logic in a set of psy
chological consequences re-humanizes 
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Incest a Major Problem 

Awell-publicized posttraumatic 
condition different from posttrau

matic stress disorder was known until 
recently as multiple personality disorder 
(MPO). It is now renamed dissociative 
identity disorder (DID). More than 90 
percent of the sufferers are female and 
more than 90 percent were abused as 
children, often father-daughter incest 
There are many more cases in treatment 
in the United States than anywhere else 
in the world. 
I am convinced that incest is a major 
problem in many countries. Currently, 
there is a debate raging about false 
memories, pitting adults who recall 
childhood sexual abuse decades later 
against parents who deny being sexual 
abusers. Hospital records and child 
protective services document hundreds 
of thousands of cases of child sexual 
abuse each year in this country and 
roughly half involve fathers or stepfa-

and dignifies a person who may feel de
humanized and robbed of dignity. A 
sensitive explanation of the traumatic 
stress response aids recovery. When we 
as a society pay attention to the victim 
as he or she heals, we are less likely to 
be consumed by hate and focused on 
perpetrators, thereby contributing to a 
contagion of cruelty. 

Journalists can report on victims, 
help victims as multi-dimensional hu
man beings and possibly, just possibly, 
reduce the impulse toward vengeance 
in the process. 

Timing 
When reporters seek a trauma 

survivor's comments soon after the 
event, they have a high likelihood of 
encountering one or more of the emo
tional states mentioned above. As time 
passes, there is a greater possibility of 
emotional composure. But there is also 
a possibility of distorted recollection, 
selective memory and competition from 
many other interviewers, each with a 
different agenda, each raising new ques-

thers, so there can be no doubt that 
incest is occurring. 
Both boys and girls are usually abused by 
men. The children chosen for these 
deviant acts are quite young, five or six 
being the preferred age. One way that 
little girls defend themselves psychologi
cally is by going into a trance. little Mary 
says to herself, "Daddy isn't doing this to 
me, he's doing it to Belinda." Belinda 
exists, at first, only during abuse epi
sodes. She ls an altered state of con
sciousness, or, in the language of special
ists, "an alter." As she matures, her 
personality develops. She becomes a 
separate self who may or may not com
municate with Mary. If this separation 
into two personalities is effective, Mary 
may then generate three or four-or 
dozens-of alters in response to abuse 
and other life traumas . ._Frank 
Ochberg. 

tions in the mind of the person inter
viewed. Therefore, even from a psychi
atric point of view, there is no formula 
for setting the ideal time for a posttrau
matic interview. 

Assume you have access to a clerk 
who was robbed at gunpoint an hour 
ago. She appears uninjured. You might 
begin, "Have you had a chance to dis
cuss this with anyone else?" This tells 
you where this interview is in the pre
dictable sequence of police investiga
tions, insurance and management in
quiries and conversations with family, 
friends and others, including other re
porters. 

It also allows you to follow up with 
questions about those discussions, if 
they occurred. An interviewee reveals a 
lot about conversational preferences, 
when given the chance. For example, 
he or she might indicate a desire to talk 
at length, to be briefand to the point, to 
learn about the incident from you or to 
get away from the scene-all in re
sponse to an open-ended question such 
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as, "How was that previous discussion 
for you?" 

Then you can set the stage for your 
interview, having assessed your 
subject's attitude and emotional state 
before he or she regards you as being 
responsible for his or her feelings. Have 
your subjects focus on how someone 
else made them feel. 

Consider a very different interview. 
It is the one-year anniversary of a major 
catastrophe such as the Oklahoma City 
bombing and you are assigned tO inter
view a survivor who now lives outside 
of Oklahoma in your small town. You 
telephone to arrange a meeting. This 
story, a year rather than an hour later, 
will deal with emotions throughout that 
year and on this anniversary date. The 
incident is less imponant than the im
pact of the incident on one individual 
through time. The interview may
probably will-cause vivid recollec
tions. Do you mention this over the 
phone? Or do you assume that a will
ingness to be interviewed signifies a 
willingness to revisit painful memo
ries? 

The fact that this is a feature rather 
than a news story gives you more flex
ibility in arranging the time and place, 
meeting once or on several occasions. 
But you the journalist may be the cause 
of emotional injury, since this person 
was exposed to major traumatic stress 
and has reached some new adjustment 
state that you wiU disrupt. In a way, this 
is a more delicate, difficult situation. 

Setting the Stage 
Setting the stage is important re

gardless of the timing of an interview. A 
trauma survivor should be approached 
with respect, neither gingerly nor casu
ally. This is a person who has witnessed 
and lived through a newswonhy event 
outside normal experience, someone 
who has something to share with the 
community and who undertakes some 
re-exposure to traumatic memories by 
talking with you. If you convey respect 
for this situation, then you are off to a 
good start. 

Consider the possibility that a survi
vor might be more comfortable at home 
or might want to be out of the family 
circle. Some might feel more secure 
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with a friend or relative present. 
The clerk robbed at gunpoint would 

probably be encountered first at the 
convenience store. But if she had the 
authority to leave, to be joined by a 
friend, you might get more details, more 
spontaneity, than if you stayed at the 
scene of the crime. Of course, a dead
line might preclude taking an extra 
hour tO learn about the emotional im
pact of the robbery on your witness/ 
victim. Obviously, if you can remove 
someone tO a comfortable, secluded 
place, the chance of interruption is 
reduced and concentration is enhanced. 

Interviewing people as a Red Cross 
volunteer at disaster sites is more like 
the field conditions journalists encoun
ter. When serving in that capacity, I set 
the stage as best I can, trying to assess 
quickly whether a person wants privacy 
or the proximity of others and whether 
the comfort level is greater with the 
door open or closed. One woman pre
ferred to sit on the floor, surrounded by 
her soggy belongings, as she sought 
help at a shelter after the 1994 North
ern California floods. This woman was 
agoraphobic before the floods, more so 
afterward, and I earned her trust by 
bringing social workers and small-busi
ness loan specialists to her, rather than 
having her join the crowd in the busy 
service center. 

To set the stage for an interview, 
remember that the person may be in a 
daze, may be numb, may be easily 
startled, may be hypervigilant, may be 
confused. But the victim can usually tell 
you the setting that will suit them best. 
This may require a companion, an open 
door and several breaks for self-com po
sure. 

Eliciting Emotion 
As an interviewer, you can either 

elicit or avoid emotion. Do you want to 
see and hear a person's emotional state? 
Or do you want the individual to de
scribe his or her feelings without dis
playing them? A person can tell you, "I 
was very upset, crying all the time, 
unable to work .... " Or they can sob as 
they speak. 

Most reporters would prefer to have 
their interviewees describe rather than 
display strong emotions (1V talk-show 

hosts excepted). So would I, in initial 
interviews with trauma survivors. My 
ultimate objective is to help them mas
ter their uncontrolled feelings. There
fore, I usually say that we can, if pos
sible, defer dealing with the full impact 
of the event until we know each other 
better, until some progress has been 
made. 

I explain how, several weeks hence, 
we wiU get to the central part of the 
traumatic experience. But that is done 
when I am treating PTSD, by definition 
a persistent problem, at least a month 
long, with intrusive emotional recollec
tions. At other times, for example, when 
de-briefing Red Cross volunteers, I want 
to see strong feelings, if they are present, 
to get them talked out before the volun
teer goes home (and to show respect 
for the person and for his or her emo
tions). That is the point of the de
briefing. 

But journalists are not PTSD thera
pists or after-incident crisis debriefers. 
You are interviewing a witness who will 
become the subject of a story. 

From an ethical point of view, you 
shou Id afford your interviewee as much 
control as possible and as much fore
knowledge as possible. You can do this 
by explaining your journalistic objec-

This Brooklyn high school student was 
attacked with razor blades by a gttng of 
girls, leaving her face with scars thttt look 
like tribal marks. 



tive. For example, you might begin, 
"I'm really interested in the facts of the 
robbery. I know this may be upsetting 
right after it happened, but I won't be 
reporting on how he made you feel." 
However, if your intention is other
wise, you could say, " ... and I am inter
ested in how he· made you feel, then 
and now. Readers need to know what 
kind of impact these even cs have, and I 
thank you for being willing to describe 
them." 

It is not uncommon for tears to flow 
during the telling ofan emotional event. 
Therapiscs offer tissues. I usually say, 
"I'm accustomed to hearing people 
while they are crying, so don't worry 
about me." l neither urge nor discour
age someone from continuing to talk, 
but I do try to normalize the situation. 
Reporters should bring tissues if a tear
ful interview is anticipated. 

When survivors cry during inter
views, they are not necessarily reluc
tant to continue. They may have diffi
culty communicating, but they often 
want to tell their stories. Interrupting 
them may be experienced as patroniz
ing and as denying an opportunity to 
testify. Remember, if you terminate an 
interview unilaterally, because you find 
it upsetting, or you incorrectly assume 
that your subject wants to stop, you 
may be re-victimizing the victim. 

Some people who have suffered 
greatly-for example, torture victims 
in Chile-have benefited psychologi
cally from the opportunity to provide 
testimonials, and the benefits have been 
substantiated by research. 

Members of the Michigan Victim Al
liance, who serve as interviewees for 
the journalism students at Michigan 
State University, report afterward some 
PTSD symptoms (anxiety and intrusive 
recollections for one or two days), and 
an overall increase in self-esteem, be
cause their stories have been heard. 
Often, the facts are told with consider
able depth of feeling. 

So the issue is not really should you, 
the journalist, attempt to control your 
subjects' emotions, but rather, how can 
you best facilitate a factual report, a full 
report, and give your interviewee a 
sense of respect throughout. 
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Informed Consent 
Should journalists offer the equiva

lent of a Miranda warning? "You have a 
right to remain silent. Anything you say 
can and will (especially if it is provoca
tive or embarrassing to somebody im
portant) be used on the front page." 

That would not work. But the medi
cal model of informed consent could 
be adapted for interviews with trauma 
victims. You might explain: "This pro
cedure-interview and article-has 
benefics for the community and may 
benefit you. Remembering, however, 
maybe painful for you. And your name 
will be used. You might have some 
unwanted recollections after we talk 
and after the story appears. In the long 
run, telling your story to me should be 
a positive thing. Any questions before 
we begin?" 

Stages of Response 
The first set of responses after shock

ing evencs involve the pathways of the 
autonomic nervous system, connect
ing the brain, the pituitary gland, the 
adrenal gland and various organs of the 
body. Blood is shunted from the gut to 
the large muscles. The pupils dilate. 
The pulse accelerates and the stroke 
volume of the heart increases. 

These physiological changes, shared 
by all mammals, prepare us for fight or 
fligl1t. We are in a state of readiness for 
dealing with the threacs our ancestors 
faced on the great plains of Africa: wild 
beasts, sudden storms, deadly enemies. 
We are not adapted for fine motor 
movements, nor for deep conscious 
thought. The surge of adrenaline and 
pounding heart we experience when 
our car skids on an icy highway does 
not help us maneuver that piece of 
machinery. Our danger biochemistry is 
atavistic. We have to fight these bodily 
changes as we respond to modern me
chanical dangers, such as a high-speed 
skid. 

There are perceptual changes as well. 
Our focus on a source of danger, be it a 
wild beast or a pistol pointed at us, is 
intensified. Objects in our peripheral 
vision begin to blur, a function not only 
of the organs of perception but the 
result of how impulses are received, 
recorded and analyzed in the brain. 

Detectives, doctors and journalists 
all know the implications of this phe
nomenon: details arc notoriously dis
torted, except for a few central fea
tures, when eyewitnesst:s rcport from 
incidents of threat and suddcn dangcr. 

Sometimes, a powerful threat is pro
longed, as in a hostage inciclcnc. a kicl• 
napping, some assaults and rapt:s. Many 
natural disasters-a flash flood or hur
ricane-may place one in mortal dan
ger for hours rather than seconds or 
minutes. Such short, deadly traumas 
include gunshots, explosions, earth
quakes and fires. 

When extreme stress is prolonged 
(days or weeks), adaptive mechanisms 
collapse. This is rare. But in animal 
experiments, mammals suffer hemor
rhagic necrosis of the adrenal gland
literaJly a bloody death of that organ, 
and, soon after, death of the organism 
itself. 

Far more frequently, humans in states 
of prolonged catastrophic stress enter 
a second stage ofadaptation. Hans Se lye, 
the physiologist whose stress studies 
guide the modern era, called this a 
stage of resistance following a stage of 
shock. Now the organism is on high 
gain, accustomed to the increased flow 
of adrenaJine, consciously appraising 
what has previously been grasped auto
matically. 

At this point, a crime victim knows 
that he or she is a victim, although the 
person may be thinking, "This can't be 
happening to me." At this point, details 
do become evident, particularly to the 
trained observer. And, in group hos
tage situations, there is often a ritual 
calm, when confusion and feelings of 
threat diminish. This is the time when 
negotiations may be successful. 

Disaster workers recognize a heroic 
phase, a second stage after the initial 
bedlam, when all is shock and confu
sion. In the second stage, people help 
one another, lives are saved, lost chil
dren are found. Hope and exhilaration 
coexist with fear and grief. 

Eventually, tl1ere is a return to some 
equilibrium in the body, the mind and 
the community. This may be a time of 
depression and demoralization: the 
high-energy condition is gone. There is 
debris. There is loss. There is pain. 
Reality sinks in. 
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This is also the time when the press 
leaves. A survivor who might have been 
annoyed by too much attention could 
feel abandoned and forgotten. 

Several authors describe stages of 
impact and recovery after shocking 
events or disturbing news. Elisabeth 
Kubler-Ross defined the denial, fear, 
anger and eventual acceptance after 
learning one has a fatal illness. A jour
nalist may want to consider the particu
lar sequence of stages or phases that an 
interviewee has experienced, where that 
person is now and how each stage 
affects the perception of events. 

A discussion of stages may help the 
interview process, without actually 
"leading the witness." Consider saying, 
"Sometimes people go through a stage 
when they act without thinking, when 
they don't even know what is happen
ing," and you may elicit an interesting 
narrative. Some people need to be re
minded that they acted instinctively. 
Then they can recall what occurred just 
before that phase and right afterward. 

My patient who was thrown co the 
floor by the "cooler bandit" recalled 
months later chat she hid her wedding 
ring under a shelf, as she lay in the fetal 
position, expecting co be shot. She for
got this particular event during the time 
that she was experiencing fear and 
shame and all of the diagnostic PTSD 
symptoms. 

For me, it was of special note-her 
instinctive protection of a valuable sym
bol, her refusal to yield that icon co her 
assailant. This woman was full of self
blame for not sounding the secret alarm, 
for behaving like a coward. Therapy 
required a diligent search for evidence 
to the contrary, proof that would con
vince her. (I was already certain chat she 
had done what any reasonable person 
would have done to survive an armed 
robbery.) She recalled hiding her ring 
as we talked about the instinctive, au co
matic things chat some people do. And 
she finally agreed that her instincts were 
correct. 

The Humanitarian Role 
Of the Reporter 

Journalises and therapists face simi
lar challenges when they realize their 
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subjects are at risk of further injury. 
Techniques may differ, but objectives 
are the same: to inform about sources 
of help. A therapist is not a lawyer or a 
security consultant, but a battered 
woman and an abused child need co 
know that shelters, restraining orders 
and a network of advocates are avail
able. Therapy includes such referrals. 

The reporter is not responsible for 
individual referrals, but could include 
sidebars about community resources 
when covering individuals who typify 
the kinds of victims who would benefit 
from such resources. 

Journalists can also mobilize col
leagues in the helping professions when 
they come upon problems chat appear 
neglected. Ed Chen, a reporter for The 
Los Angeles Times, called me twice in 
recent years, not just for quotes about 
PTSD, but for help with neglected prob
lems. 

Ed covered the Gulf War. Before 
becoming the Dhahran Bureau chief, 
he interviewed wives of prisoners used 
as human shields. Many of these women 
were Middle Eastern and were senc to 
cities in the United States where they 
had no family, friends or resources. 
Their mental health needs were consid
erable and there was no federal agency 
equipped to respond. Several thera
pists, inspired in part by Ed's reporting 
and his requests, established an ad hoc 
charity, USA Give (Leslie Kern, Ph.D., 
director). Fifty trauma experts donated 
free care to 90 individuals. 

Ed benefited also. Our network 
found him a place on the plane when a 
delegation of "wives of shields" flew to 
Baghdad to petition Saddam Hussein 
for the release of their husbands. 

Secondary Traumatic 
Stress Disorder 

Journalists are candidates for sec
ondary traumatic stress disorder, an 
empathic response that affects us, thera
pists included, when our professional 
detachment is overwhelmed by certain 
life events. 

Images of dead children leave an 
indelible mark. Firefighters, who would 
rather not admit that they have tender 
feelings, find themselves vulnerable to 

the haunting memory of a burnt child 
or the sight of a tiny form in a body bag. 

The sheer numbers of unexpected 
dead in one place will penetrate the 
defenses of hardened rescue workers. 
Plane crashes rank among the most 
difficult assignments for American Red 
Cross workers who normally handle 
floods, earthquakes and fires. At an air 
disaster, there is a concentration of 
death images that few doctors, nurses 
or ambulance drivers have ever seen. 

Writing about journalists covering 
Rwanda, Roger Rosenblatt mused in 
The New Republic: 

"Most journalists react in three stages. 
In the first stage, when they are young, 
they respond to atrocities with shock 
and revulsion and perhaps a twinge of 
guilty excitement that they are seeing 
something others will never see: life at 
its dreadful extremes. In the second 
stage, the atrocities become familiar 
and repetitive, and journalists begin to 
sound like Spiro Agnew: if you have 
seen one loss of dignity and spirit, you've 
seen them all. Too many journalists get 
stuck in this stage. They get bogged 
down in the routineness of the suffer
ing. Embittered, spiteful and inadequate 
co their work, theycurseouttheirbosses 
back home for not according them re
spect; they hate the people on whom 
they report. Worst of all, they don't 
allow themselves to enter the third stage 
in which everything gets sadder and 
wiser, worse and strangely better." 

In one or two decades, PTSD will be 
universally recognized, de-stigmatized, 
and well-treated. To be dazed at first, 
then haunted by horrible memories 
and made anxious and avoid ant is to be 
part of the human family. When delib
erate criminal cruelty is the cause of 
PTSD, we often neglect the victim and 
become captives of collective outrage, 
focusing attention on crime and crimi
nality and those who are to blame. 

BydiscussingPTSD, wedisarmPTSD. 
We do not prevent it, but we minimize 
its degrading, diminishing effects. We 
help victims become survivors. We help 
survivors regain dignity and respect. ■ 
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Tips on Interviewing Victims 

BY WILLIAM COTE 

AND BONNIE BUCQUEROUX 

H ere are basic tips and tech
niques that the Michigan State 
University School of Journal

ism suggests journalists follow when 
covering victims of violence: 

Grant the victim a sense of power 
and control. Remember that victims of 
violence and their family and friends 
are suffering from horrific stress that 
has robbed them of their sense of mas
tery. Also remember that they are nor 
expertS in journalistic conventions. One 
small thing to address both concerns: 
tell people they can take a break from 
interviews whenever they need to. In
stead of discussing the theory of "off 
the record," empower victims by giving 
them permission to turn off the tape 
recorder whenever they want to say 
something that they do not want used. 
Tell them to cell you to put down your 
notebook. Take advantage ofopporru
nities to include them in the decision
making. A.re you ready to go on? Is it all 
right for me to ask a tough question? An 
excellent way to even the playing field 
is to give the subjects your business 
card-tell them that they can call you to 
discuss the story or just to talk. 

Take care with first impressions. 
How you initially approach the victim 
can set the tone for all succeeding inter
actions. Body language in particular 
can be important, and the goal is to 
exude confidence, poise and caring. 
Reporters who seem pushy turn vic
tims off. Nothing turns them off faster 
than feeling that they are being am
bushed or railroaded. If you have any 
doubts about how you are perceived by 
others, ask for critic ism from colleagues 
and former interviewees. 

Discuss ground rules up front. 
Some experts have suggested, only half
jokingly, that reporters should be forced 
to read a version of the Miranda warn
ing: you have the right to remain silent. 
Ambush tactics have no place in a vic
tim interview, and experience confirms 
that discussing issues of privacy and 
confidentiality at the beginning can pre-

vent misunderstandings and problems 
later. Discussion of the rules of engage
ment also can help establish trust. This 
is the time for you to explain what you 
need, when the article will appear, 
whom you want co talk with and for 
how long. Encourage the victim to ask 
questions. 

Prepare for the possibility you 
will be the first to deliver the bad 
news. Time and again, reporters have 
telephoned or appeared on a family's 
porch looking for quotations about 
someone who has been killed or 
maimed, only to find that no one had 
yet been informed. The time to decide 
what you would do and say is before 
you make the call or ring the doorbell. 
The military always sends two people 
to deliver a death notice, one of whom 
is a chaplain, and both receive exten
sive training in how to deliver the news 
and provide comfort. The role of the 
reporter is different, and you do not 
always have the luxury of a companion, 
but at lease you should organize your 
thoughts before you act. 

Ask permission. This is particularly 
important whenever you approach the 
victim's physical "zone of intimacy." 
Even caring gestures can be misinter
preted as threatening or out of bounds. 
It is best to approach without your 
notebook in hand. Ask if you can take 
notes. Ask if you can use a tape re
corder. It is better to say, would you 
like a tissue, than to thrust the box at 
them. 

Watch what you say. Devotees of 
the 'IV show "NYPD Blue" know that 
the detectives alwayssay"Sorry for your 
loss." To our ears, the phrase may begin 
to sound u·ite and artificial, but it is far 
better tO use a canned phrase that strikes 
the right note than wrong words that 
wound. Martin Symonds, a former 
NYPD deputy police commissioner who 
went on to become a therapist, sug
gests that at least one of the three fol
lowing sentiments will always be ap
propriate: 

I'm sorry this happened to you. 
I'm glad you weren't killed. 
It's not your fault. 

Avoid the banal. Never say, "I know 
how you feel." You don't (even if you 
think you may have suffered a similar 
victimization). In an egregious case a 
reporter approached a man who had 
just learned that his daughter had been 
savagely raped and murdered. "I know 
how you feel, I remember when my dog 
died," the reporter said. If you find 
yourself at a loss forwords,John Brady, 
author of "The Craft of Interviewing," 
suggests asking a "when" question: 
When did you hear the news?When did 
the police arrive? Not only are such 
queries less threatening for reporter 
and interviewee alike, but they also 
tend to elicit derailed responses. 

Be accurate above all. Accuracy is 
the overarching goal in all reporting, 
but the stakes are much higher in cases 
of violence. Keep in mind that errors 
that make ordinary people angry can 
become monumental issues for trau
matiZed people looking for a target for 
their frustration. 

Be especially sensitive to imputa
tions of blame. Fortunately, we have 
come a long way since the days that 
rape reports regularly included men
tion of what the victim was wearing
but only if it was "scanty." Yet victims 
often question why certain details are 
used or how they are handled. If you 
mention that the victim had been drink
ing, does it imply that he or she was 
drunk? Editors should always fix their 
antennae to spot any inadvertent sug
gestion that the victim was at fault. 

Be alert to the special impact of 
photos, graphics and overall presen
tation. A picture can also cut a thou
sand times deeper than words. How 
much blood do readers need to see? 
Time and again, a sensitive and respect
ful story on a difficult issue like domes
tic violence is undercut by an illustra
tion of a fearful woman, portrayed as 
cowering and pitiful. Or there is the 
headline that obliterates all of the nu
ances crafted into the story. ■ 

William Cote is Coordinator and Bonnie 
811cqueroux is Assistant Coordinator of the 
Victims and the Media Program at Michigan 
State University. 
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Race and Violence 

BY LF.STER SLOAN 

The image was all too familiar: a 
young black male lying in his 
blood in an urban street. This 

scene, projected on a screen, greeted a 
class of20 journalists returning from a 
break at the Poynter Institute in St. 
Petersburg, Florida. It was as if the 
spacious, modern lecture hall had sud
denly become a mortuary, as we wan
dered back for an afternoon session of 
a week-long seminar about ethics in 
journalism. 

"What can you tell us about this 
picture?" the instructor asked. One of 
his colleagues, a young, bright African 
American who had just joined the staff, 
volunteered an opinion: "A black youth, 
perhaps a gang member, shot in a pos
sible drive-by or hold-up attempt," was, 
to the best of my recollection, his as
sessment. 

I remember thinking that his re
sponse was a clever and provocative 
way to draw out the rest of us. But no, 
he explained later; these were his true 
feelings. 

Given the image of the black urban 
male projected daily over the airwaves 
and in print, I suppose it's easy to see 
how he had come to this conclusion, 
but it disturbed me that the man in the 
picture had seemingly been tried by a 
one-man jury of his peers, no less, and 
found guilty of a crime that he didn't 
commit. The fact was the man was an 
innocent victim, shot dead when he 
came upon a robbery in progress. 

The sad thing about this scenario is 
that the response is all too often the 
same in newsrooms. As journalists, 
many of us, black and white, bring 
preconceived notions to stories. The 
myth of objectivity is just that-a myth. 

Jack Lyle, a former Professor of Jour
nalism at the University of California, 
spoke to chis issue nearly 30 years ago 
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in the introduction of a book, "The 
Black American and the Press:" 

" ... even the u·ained reporter sees 
an event from the particular points of 
view shaped by time, geographic loca
tion and psychological filters of past 
experiences." 

The views expressed in the book 
were the result of a symposium held at 
the University of California at Los Ange
les after the 1965 Watts riot. Some 
topics explored acrthisconference: What 
can be done to develop a rapport be
tween the black community and the 
press? Does crisis reporting inevitably 
lead to sensationalize reporting? How 
should news of the city's racial prob
lems be handled? 

Karl Fleming, a former Los Angeles 
Bureau Chief of Newsweek magazine, 
had this to say: " ... studies have shown 
that a large number of people, maybe 
two-thirds, get most or all their news 
from television. If these people never 
see anything about Negroes except 
when they are shown in a bad light, this 
certainly constitutes biased reporting." 

Ne;u·ly 30 years lacer, the image of 
the black commrunity, according to 
Fleming, hasn't improved greatly. "In 
fact, it has gotten worse. Before the 
60's, the problem was one of abandon
ment: the black community was invis
ible; blacks were ignored, as if they 
didn't exist. The problem of television 
and its impact, along with its appetite 
for violence, exacerbates the problem. 
A part, if not the total picture, of the 
minority community is completely nega
tive," says Fleming. 

An advisor to "Rebuild L.A.," a non
profitorganization ofbusiness and com
munity leaders created after the riots 
following the Rodney King verdict, 
Fleming believes more greed than rac
ism is at the bocrom of the problem, 
although subtle racism is involved. "To 

an inordinate degree, lV news shows 
are about violence, and show these 
people [blacks and Chicanos) as vio
lent people who won't work, and only 
care about booze, sex, violence and 
fathering illegitimate children." 

The police, according to Fleming, 
have a vested interest in maintaining 
this image in order to justify their power 
over the community. "The L.A.P.O. (Los 
Angeles Police Dep.u1:ment J has adroitly 
positioned itself to support the enter
tainment shows that support this im
age. The so-called reality shows are 
totally negative. The fictional [sitcoms] 

Lester Sloan has worked as a journali.st for 
netJr/y 30 yetJrs in television, prim tJnd radio. 
He began his career as II c11meram11nlreporter 
for a CBS affilime in Detroit in 1968. He 
moved on to Newsweek magazine in 1970, 
where he u1as II staff photographer for 25 
years. Currently, he is a contract photogra
pher for Newsweek and a regular contributor 
10 National Puhlic Radios Sunday Edition. 
Sloan is a graduate of Wayne State Univer• 
si1y 11J1d i.s a 1976 Nieman Fellow. 



are positive. In the fictional, blacks and 
Chicanos are funny and nice. In the 
reality, they m·e hopelessly violent and 
unredeemably amoral and lazy." 

The Center for American Politics and 
Public Policy at UCLA recently pub
lished a paper in the Harvard Interna
tional Journal of Press/Politics, provid
ing an academic underpinning to many 
of Fleming's assertions. The center 
monicored local network affiliate news 
shows from March 1993 co March 1994. 
The resulting document, "Crime in 
Black and White: The Violent, Scary 
World of Local News," demonstrates 
that local TV's "preoccupation" witl1 
crime is occurring in an environment 
where crime has decreased in the lase 
two decades. 

The center's paper quotes results 
from a book titled "Is Anyone Respon
sible?" a 1991 University of Chicago 
publication that provides a content 
analysis of national newscasts between 
1981 and 1986. It found tl1at ABC, CBS 
and NBC television networks "broad
cast more than 1,100 reports on crime, 
for an average of more than 15 stories 
per month. The book, authored by Pro
fessor Shanto Iyengar of UCLA, sup
ports ocher studies showing that crime 
accounts for an increasingly ''heavy 
share" ofbroadcasc news programming 
over the lase decade. 

The srudy pointed co "two quali1a
tive features of news programming
violence and race," as especially impor
tant. "Noc only does the news coverage 
hjghlight violent crime, it also links the 
issues of race and crime by over repre
senting minorities in the role of violent 
criminals and by according them dis
tinctive forms of coverage. In summary, 
the typical news story on crime consists 
of two 'scripts': crime is violent, and 
criminals are non-white." 

There is a second "discorcion"-de
fining crime in racial terms-which 
"serves co activate widely shared ste
reotypes about racial minorities." 

In addition, the study concluded that 
there were significant differences in the 
"pattern of sources" used in the news 
reports. "When the news story featured 
a black perpetrator, the reporter relied 
on sources hostile to the perpecracor 
nearly 50 percent ofche time. Hispanic 
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perpetrators were accorded similar 
treatment with 41 percent of their cov
erage including unsympathetic 
sources," according to the report. 
Whites received "most favored perpe
trator" treatment, with only 25 percent 
of the stories dealing with white perpe
tracors relying on hostile sources. 

Lest we think that television is solely 
responsible for the negative images of 
minorities in the news, the report found 
that studies of news magazines yielded 
similar results, leading co the conclu
sion that "criminals m·e conceptualized 
as black people, and crime as the vio
lence they do to whites." 

One highly publicized story that re
ceived a great deal of media coverage 
was a February 16, 1993, page one story 
in USA Today. The story was a mood 
piece about Los Angeles prior to the 
climax of the second Rodney King trial. 
Illustrating this story was a photo show
ing a group of young black men hold
ing guns. The picture was obviously 
staged and all were named. What the 
caption didn't say was chat the young 
men, although they were gang mem
bers, were posing for a picture that 
would illustrate an article about a "jobs
for-guns" program in tlle community. 

USA Today went to extraordinary 
lengths to rectify the error, devoting an 
entire page co the story under the head
ing "Accuraq, and the Press," in which 
both sides of tlle controversy were ad
dressed by community activists and a 
USA Today writer. While USA Today 
admitted misrepresentation, it did not 
acknowledge the gang members' effort 
to reform. 

As consumers of media, the public 
has a responsibility co challenge the 
veracity of what is presented, botll the 
content and point of view. Like it or 
not, we must also acknowledge that 
there is some truth to the charge tllat 
mass media reflect and reinforce tlle 
status quo. Minorities can ill-afford the 
luxury of thinking otherwise, given the 
reality that perceptions, real or manu
factured, often translate into public 
policy. ■ 

David Burnham 
NotJust the Tabloids 

For reasons that are not entirely clear, in 
the last few years news organizations, even 

responsible ones like The New York Times 
and The Washington Post, have been giving 
the crime issue more and more play even 
though the best available measures of the 
overall crime rates are holding steady or 
declining. This is no longer just a question of 
the tabloids providing the subway 
straphangers a sleazy scare. Now it is the 
serious media talking directly to the career 
politicians who control Congress, the White 
House and the governors' mansions. 
The obsession with crime has been especially 
noticeable in television, where powerful visual 
images-the weeping mother, the blood
stained street, the chalked outline of the slain 
victim-are especially effective in arousing 
primal emotions and undermining any serious 
thought.-David Burnham in "Above tbe 
!,aw: Secret Deals, Political Fi:xes and Other 
Misadventtires of tbe U.S. Department of 
Jiistice. "Scribner. 1996 
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Reporters Are Victims, Too 

Bv CHAROLETTE AIKEN 

My friend Ted's brain ended up 
splattered across his desk on 
April 19, 1995. l stood on the 

sidewalk below and cook noces and did 
my job. 

I cover city hall now, but I've been 
both police and courthouse reporter. l 
read autopsies everyday on those beats. 
I flipped through them, glanced at the 
grim details and tossed them aside in 
search of a news angle on crime and 
violence. That's how we survive in this 
business. We find it, read it and report 
it. 

I've always reminded myself that I 
did not commit the murder, rape, rob
bery or child abuse. r simply wrote 
about it. I described the victim, defen
dant, death site, cops, judges or prop
erty owners. Sometimes I wr·ote about 
heroes. I informed the public. I moved 
from one grisly report to another. I 
kept my sanity. 

Ted's body was blown apart in the 
Murrah Building bombing. When I 
helped his four children write their 
eulogy-sitting at the table where Teel 
once ate-I could not forget the words 
in that state medical examiners report. 
My journalist's safety net was gone, the 
counselor said later. 

I also try to remember that we jour
nalists sometimes make our living off 
misery. But the terrorist attack on the 
Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in 
Oklahoma City was not "just another 
story." 

I felt guilty when l collected my pay
check that week. Ted's death and the 
gruesome bombing that killed 168 
Americans netted me $500 in overtime 
pay. lt also changed my outlook on life, 
helped end a three-year personal rela
tionship and pushed me into therapy. 
I'd gladly give back the extra cash. 

30 Nieman Reports / Fall 1996 

I have covered homicides, arson fire, 
police murders, gone into burning 
buildings with firefighters and stared 
down at mutilated bodies alongside 
detectives. None of that had prepared 
me for the carnage that morning at the 
Murrah building. 

Gut-wrenching screams pierced the 
air. Bloodied, hysterical people poured 
onto the streets. Uniforms were every
where-police, state troopers, military, 
ambulance crews. Firefighters in full 
bunker gear hung onto fully extended 
ladders as they coaxed the injured 10 

safety. I will never forget the acrid smell 
of gunpowder. Chalk-once solid con
crete walls-floated in the air. Glass 
shards crackled under my feet and 
ripped my hosiery. I could hardly 
breathe. People caked in blood sat on 
curbs clutching bandages. A deputy, 
cradling a child, hurried to an ambu
lance. 

A soldier whose dress greens had 
been ripped from his shoulder brushed 
away blood pouring down his face. He 
tried to help a woman desperately fight
ing to get inco the federal building. She 
was crying out tO no one in particular 
and began hyperventilating. She 
crashed into me. 

"My babies. Oh God, my babies," she 
cried. I put my arms around her and 
tried tO calm her. I told her she would 
pass out if she didn't stop screaming 
and urged her to breathe slowly. The 
woman collapsed into my arms. The 
soldier and a trooper led her away. 

Then the news-gathering adrenaline 
kicked in. I grabbed people, asked ques
tions. Kicking glass away from my 
pumps, I hiked my calf-length dress up 
to my knees and got t0 work. l never 
wore that dress again. 

As the sun heated up, I stepped over 
broken dolls and toys scattered in the 

street. I knew what else had been in
side-a daycare center. I scribbled 
notes. The debris led me to search for 
answers: who, what, when, where, how 
and above all else, why? 

Many hours later our staff ftled re
ports. Editors fed them into compiled 
stories. No one worried about bylines, 
credits or beats. The pieces fell toged1er 
like an interlockjng puzzle. 

Ch,1rolette Aiken joined The Daily Oklaho
m1111 in 1989. She resides in Norman 11nd 
has two children. A gr11du11te of the Univer
sity of Ok/11homa with a journalism degree, 
she completed course work for a masters 
degree concentrating on /1110 enforcement and 
medi11 re Int ions. Numerous first place awards 
recog11ized her investigative reporting on a 
jiJOd basket drive co11ducted by the Fraternal 
Ord/'/' of Police. She was part of 1111 i11vestig11• 
1i11e tl'llm rh,,r won an Associated Press 
sweepstakes for coverage of a multicounty 
gmml jury probe of an Oklahom11 governor. 
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Flora! remembmnce at site of bombing of Oklahoma City Federal building. 

Some time after dark my children 
got through the clogged telephone 
lines, desperate for word of their 
mother. This time, I did not say, "Mom's 
on deadline and will have to get back 
with you later, sweetheart." 

I was plugging quotes from the 
screaming woman and descriptions of 
smashed toys into my computer when 
the phone rang again. It was Laurie, my 
best friend and Ted's wife. She won
dered whether I could find out any
thing about her missing husband that 
she could share with their children. Oh 
my god, I had forgotten about Teel. I 
burst intO tears. City Editor Gene 
Triplett walked by and asked if l was 
OK. I nodded, sobbing and finished my 
report. 

The HUD office t0ok the brunt of the 
blast. There was no way Ted, who 

worked there, could have survived. 
Images of him clowning on the soccer 
field or at school functions raced 
through my mind. At 6 feet 6 inches, he 
always looked silly ducking t0 get in
side my house. My heart filled with 
dread. 

for a week, until all the bodies were 
recovered, the medical examiner held 
daily briefings to release victims' names. 
I was sitting inside a small campus 
theater chatting with a Texas reporter 
when l heard Ted's name called. Later, 
I would read the autopsy report over 
and over. Laurie told the kids he had 
died quickly. 

Editors in our newsroom established 
a policy early on not to write gory 
details. We did not cover funerals. We 
would humanize the victims and 

Uttlt 

downplay the grief. I passed on details 
from Ted's death to the state desk whid1 
put together the obituaries. 

We struggled with the very defini
tion of sensationalism. Was it fair to 
report on rescuers who may have pock
eted valuables or were we harming our 
community image? Should we report 
on the woman who lost her child even 
though her grief led to marital prob
lems? What was sensitive reporting and 
what was sensationalism? 

Personal lives were at stake here
not only downtown but in our own 
newsroom. News people are almost as 
bad as the macho types some of us 
report on. To admit feelings of depres
sion, fear or anxiety is to admit you 
can't cover the beat. We mostly keep 
those feelings buried deep inside our
selves. 

In the past year, throughout the news
room, personal relationships have been 
shaken or ended. Eating disorders and 
other emotional problems have devel• 
oped. Use of sick time has skyrocketed. 
Management brought in a counselor 
immediately. The voluntary option was 
taken up by a few female reporters, but 
by none of the editors who experi• 
enced the same fatigue and tension 
reporters had. 

The counselor told us that our habit 
of compartmentalizing stress was im
practical now. Normal stress such as 
crime beats, deadlines or family pres
sures were already st0red away sepa
rately in our minds. The bombing 
caused those compartments to over
flow. The safety net was gone. It was 
time t0 deal with the pain. 

Also gone was my sense of security. 
I resented the national media types 
who came into our city and made fools 
of themselves. I resented the federal 
agents who rank among the most arro
gant of law enforcement types. I cried 
every time I saw a military humvee 
parked on a street corner on my beat. 

I began to dread the endless bomb
ing stories that we wrote everyday for 
an entire year. Enough was enough. 
Every time I wrote something, I heard 
that woman screaming for her dead 
babies. 

Ted's funeral was a news event draw
ing 1,200 people that I could not write 
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about. When the eulogy was read, I 
knew it was among the best writing I 
had ever done. My writing was my gift 
to a friend from a skill God had given 
me. 

I hated leaving my children each day. 
Although they are teen-agers, they were 
scared ofanotherexplosion. They know 
I never pass up a chance to cover the 
news. They know I will go wherever the 
story takes me. Now, they knew I could 
go co work and die. I hug them now 
more than before. For a while, I felt 
guiltier than I had before. 

Others were suffering, too. At City 
Hall, budget woes and squabbles in the 
administration were related co the April 
1995 event. I began to question whether 
it was fair to report on soaring overtime 
at police and fire departments. These 
were the same cops and firefighters 
who had dug into that rubble until their 
hands bled. 

I wrote my stories more cautiously. I 
began to bou nee ideas off other report
ers. When I had a question on whether 
or not to hammer a point about eco
nomic devastation, I'd seek advice. 

But not from an editor. None of 
them went downtown that day. None 
of them saw what the mayor did on 
those streets during recovery efforts. 
None of them cried when they asked a 

Angels on ribbons worn by rescue 
workm at the Oklahoma Federal 
Building bombing represent gratitude 
and hope. They were provided by 
families of those stitl missing. 
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fireman to explain 
why Ted's personal 
belongings were 
burnt and mangled. 
None of them were 
there when cops 
unashamedly cried 
together over a 
charred baby they 
never knew. 

The staff at The 
Oklahoman changed 
as we changed th-e 
way we did our jobs. 
We learned how 
strong our ties were 
to one another, but 
we also split into re
lationships accord
ing to whether we 
could admit our suf
fering or not. Those 
who could helped 
one another cope 
day by day. 

The anniversary 
memorial service in 
April 1996 was a 
turning point for 
many of us. We had 
our assignments and 
most of us dreaded 

Rebecca Denny, 2, who survived the bomb blast at her day care 
center in 1h1• ji•dmt! h11ildi11g in Oklahoma City, holds hands with 
her father, Jim Dm11y, while leaving Southwest Medical Center. 

that day. More tears. More anguish. 
Would it never end? How much more of 
this stuff could we record? Reporters 
squabbled over who would get whkh 
credentials and who would stand where. 
The story developed a life of its own 
and it was a nightmare. 

Some reporters who made it through 
the yea1· didn't make it through tha1 
day. Among the most affected were a 
state reporter who had covered prison 
executions and who developed the for
mat for the bombing obituaries, and a 
cop beat reporter. Another cop bca1 
reporter cried at her terminal. Report
ers and edirors gathered around TV 
sets and hugged one another when the 
memorial broadcas c was over. We were 
finally putting it to rest. 

At the bombing site during the anni
versary events, I watched one of our 
toughest phorographers toss aside his 
cameras to step inside a perimeter m 
hug close friends whose daughter had 
died there. 

At the end of that anniversary, we 
compiled our reporcs. Like a year be
fore, no one worried about by-lines. We 
just did our jobs. What we turned out 
was one of the finest reports ever writ· 
ten. And we did it as a group that had 
been hurt together, had grown together 
and had healed together. 

We felt invincible after that. None of 
us ever wants to cover another such 
event, but now we know we can. It's a 
fact. It's recorded. We still suffer from 
insecurities, grief and stress. But we're 
puttingourdoubts behind us and we've 
become stronger, better reporters be
cause of the confidence we gained. 

And I keep in mind my mortality. 
Like many people who lived in Okla
homa City lase year, I never forget I 
could die tomorrow. I spend more time 
with my children. I put in a good, hard 
JO or 12 hours each day but when I 
leave the newsroom now, I leave the 
job at work. There are other things in 
life even more precious than writing. ■ 
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Swimming a ' Wild, Raging River' 

BY ROGER SIMPSON 

l 
eanette Marantos had faced every 
possible news test in 15 years of 
daily journalism. Yet one day last 

arch she faltered for a moment as she 
faced an audience and said that work 
on a small-town daily in central Wash• 
ington state for the last two years had 
been like swimming "a wild, raging 
river'' every day. 

She was one of a handful of 
Wenatchee World reporters who had 
covered an unusual number of emo• 
tionallytaxingstories-murders, a high• 
way collision that killed nine members 
ofa family and the nation's worst forest 
fire that year. But the story that con• 
sumed Marantos and the newspaper 
for two years was an adult-child sex• 
ring case that drew international media 
in swarms to the farming town 150 
miles east of Seattle. Now for the first 
time she was sharing with oursiders
the Western Conference onJournalism 
and Trauma at the University of Wash• 
ington-the pain and anger of those 
years. 

"Everyday I get up and there's this 
river, this wild, raging river, and I take 
a deep breath, and I dive in and at the 
end of the day I claw out, and the ne,rt 
day I jump back in. I don't feel chat I 
ever have time to think about what I'm 
doing." 

In the audience, reporters from ocher 
newspapers in tl1e region said they knew 
about "the raging river." Robin Stanton 
and Scott North, crime reporters on 
The Herald in Everett, a city 30 miles 
north of Seattle, went home from the 
conference and insisted that a new beat 
system being forged at the paper assign 
an extra person to the team that covers 
death and violence co provide greater 
support to each team member. At The 
Seattle Times, reporter burnout and 
overplaying of crime news were 

thrashed out in a workshop put on by 
the Journalism and Trauma Program, 
and then reporters and editors volun
tarily continued to talk about changing 
crime reporting in forums that contin• 
ued into the summer of 1996. 

As for Wenatchee, speeches by 
Marantos, reporter Michael McCluskey 
and Managing Editor Steve Lachowicz 
at the March conference were part of 
that harried staff's efforts co get used co 
talking candidly about the stress of re• 
porting. Seven months earlier, a team 
from the Journalism and Trauma pro• 
gram found World reporters haltingly 
describing difficult stories, while an 
ediror wondered aloud if such talk 
wasn't getting in the way of doing the 
job. Today, reporters and that editor 
are trying to change a newsroom atti• 
rude that denigrated talk about report• 
ers' stress. Lachowicz, agreeing the pa• 
per did too little co take care of its 
reporters during the turbulent two 
years, interviewed his key writers and 
told the conference what he learned: 
make time for the staff to talk about 
traumatic stories, provide counselors, 
give clear feedback from edicors co the 
staff about how well they are doing 
their job, give more time off, rotate srnff 
assignments and accept that reporters 
have limits. 

Most newspapers show the strains 
evident in Wenatchee, Searrle and 
Everett. The March conference and our 
outreach efforts revealed how crime 
reporting had taxed these n1.:wspapers. 
We found newspeople asking how much 
crime co cover and when co leave vie• 
tims alone, but we also found editors, 
reporters and photogrnphers starting 
to breach unwritten newsroom rules 
against talking about weariness, frus• 
tration and the absence of comfortable 

dialogue between chose on the firing 
line. 

In Everett, Scott North and Robin 
Stanton have had a long stint with the 
"ugly stories" in a market where they 
are forced by the omnipresent Seattle 
media co cover every lurid detail. 
Stanton, who was assigned the crime 
beat shortly after the deaths of two 
close family members, asked for help 
and North joined the team. The pres• 
sure has mounted steadily for the pair 
as they·ve continued co cover the 
region ·s violence and North, in particu• 
Jar, has com1.: under fire from a group 
called tht: Patriots, which issued 
"wanted" posters bearing the reporter's 

Roger Simpson is 11n Associate Professor in the 
School of Communications 11t the University 
of Washington, where he e11med a doctorate. 
He directs the school's three-year-old Journal• 
ism 111,d Trauma Program, sponsor of the 
March, I 996, conference mentioned in this 
artick. A former newspaper reporter in 
Chicago, Detroit and Los Angeles, he teaches 
jo11rn11lism, ethics 11nd media history 11nd 
economics. 
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picture. Stanton and North attended 
the conference, then asked their edi
cors to invite a ream from the program 
for an in-house workshop. 

Meanwhile, Herald reporters and 
editors were redesigning their beat 
structure with the encouragement of 
Executive Editor Stan Strick. After the 
new scheme has its shakeout during 
the fall, Strick and Kathy Anderson, 
Director of Local News, expect staff 
sessions to focus on the level of crime 
that should be reported. Meanwhile, 
North and Stanton have pushed discus
sion about trauma issues repeatedly in 
the newsroom, and Anderson has urged 
weary reporters to cake time off. Man
agement has made counseling avail
able to reporters under stress, seem
ingly a good sign. But Stanton points to 
the factor that undermines even these 
well-intended gestures: "It is still diffi
cult to admit you're having trouble; it's 
shooting your career in the foot." 

At The Seattle Times, staff members 
have continued to talk about crime 
coverage since 60 orso were challenged 
at a March workshop by Dr. Frank 
Ochberg, a Michigan psychiatrist, to 
understand the toll ofbeing exposed co 
coo much death and violence. When 
Ochberg finished, l'eyt0n Whitely, a 

The American 
Way of Death 

"Who killed him?" asked the four-year
old girl when her parents told her of the 
death of her playmate's father. The 
parents were prepared to discuss the 
many concerns that a child might have 
about the death of a parent, but not the 
question tbat she asked. After explaining 
that her playmate's father had died of a 
disease, they asked why she thought 
someone had killed him. "Isn't that the 
way people die?" the girl asked. "That's 
the way people die on TV."-Ronald G. 
Slaby, senior scientist at the Education 
Development Center, Newton, Mass., in 
The Cbronicle of Higher Education, 
January 5, 1994. 
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Times reporter, said he had tallied his 
work in one recent 11-month period-
216 stories, all on deaths and killings. 

The workshop apparently couched a 
nerve ac the paper, which, according to 
Executive Editor Michael Fancher, had 
been reassessing its crime coverage for 
some time. Editors and reporters held 
three more meetings on crime cover
age during the spring and by mid-sum
mer a draft "statement of philosophy 
was circulating for staff reactions, ac
cording to Local Editor Arlene Bryant. 

The Wenatchee World wears its in
dependent ownership and national 
journalistic reputation proudly and its 
reporters call it a caring newspaper. In 
March, Marantos mentioned some ways 
the struggle against the raging river had 
been eased-more dialogue with edi
tors and other reporters and the chance 
tO do worthwhile stories thoroughly. 
Butthatdidn'tcornpensateforthedaily 
barrage on her morale as she covered 
the two-year-long child sex-abuse case. 
She and others were attacked in the 
community as well as by the national 
media. She avoided television news, 
justifiably expecting tO see the story 
routinely butchered, and avoided con
tacts with others. "I didn't want tO hear 
anyone else telling me I was screwing 
up again." 

Yet, she had to buy groceries, and 
there she'd meet her critics, and acer
tain mother and child, knowing the 
little girl's allegations against adults 
played a key role in the prosecutions. "I 
wrote 392 stories in 1995," she said, 
"and 118 of them ,referred co this girl. I 
knew that every time I wrote a story 
about her, l was hurting a little girl who 
might be a terrible liar or a terrible 
victim." 

Marantos concluded: "One of the 
biggest frustrations of my job is the 
pretense that you can do a good job and 
still work normal hours and live a nor
mal life. Steve, my editor and friend, 
says you have co sec limits, but where do 
you set those limits with stories like 
these, without compromising your job 
as a journalist?" ■ 

David Lamb 
Fears Awash In U.S. 
, , Meanness in the land." I had never heard 

that phrase to express the fe-MS awash in 
America. Violence. Drugs. Gangs. Those were 
the operative words. But meanness implied 
something had gone awry in the national 
character. It referred to attitude as much as to 
behavior. The notion that a basic change had 
taken hold in the United States was an unset
tling one-and one I heard uttered over and 
over in back-road towns from Virginia to 
California. People worried they were no 
longer immune from the ills of our cities. 
They worried that their insular communities 
were easy prey for st11111gers in an increasingly 
mobile society. They worried about the 
randomness of violence, and the more they 
worried, the less safe they felt. No one in the 
diner could remember the last time Bean 
Station had had a robbery or a serious crime. 
("Miss Anita's lawn mower was stole last 
summer, but I guess that don't count,'' one 
man said.) Still, the perception of violence 
wa5 all about them. They saw it on television 
every night, they read about it in city newspa
pers. They probably knew a local boy who had 
gotten in trouble with the law. This was not 
the world they had grown into a generation or 
two before, when strangers helped stnmgers 
and went on their way with a tip of the hat. 
ilfeanness might have been used in those days 
to describe the tempe111ment of the town 
bully, but not the disposition of a nation.
David Lamb on a conversation he had with 
people in a diner in Bean Station, Tennes
see. "Over tbe Hills," Random House/J'imes 
Books. 



I VIOi.ENCE 1c___ J 

Why I Turned Down Oprah Winfrey 

Bv M1GAEL SCHERER 

, , We're putting together a program 
about couplt:s dealing with rape," 
the producer-I 'II call her Linda

said over the phone. She had intro
duced herself quickly, almost breath
lessly. "We're looking for an expert on 
the subject, and saw an article about 
your book in The New York Times:· 

My first response was exhilaration. 
An appearance on the "Oprah Winfrey 
Show" is an author's dream, an oppor
tunity for extraordinary exposure. 

Linda plunged in with her questions. 
How long have I been married' Did the 
rape cause problems between us' How 
had we handled them? When did the 
rape occur? (The answer to this one
six years ago-caused her ro falter a 
moment; "Oh," she murmured. ·'1hat's 
an old one."') I explained that mine is 
not a typical case, that most women 
never tell their partners, that most mar
riages fall apart within five years after a 
rape. I reminded her that most often 
the rapist is someone known to the 
victim and may be known to her hus
band as well-his boss or brother or 
friend. I gave examples of how partners 
blame victims: '"I told you not to go 
jogging alone." "Why were you walking 
on that side of the road?"' "What did you 
do to lead him on?" 

I should have saved my breath. Linda 
wasn't interested in learning about 
sexual assault. She had a show to put 
together. "We're taping this Tuesday," 
she said, never asking if the time would 
work for me. She assumed I was inter
ested. 

She was right. I was eager to be her 
"expert," a woman who had recovered 
from rape with an intact marriage and 
had written about it. But that wasn't all 
Linda wanted. She wanted my husband 

© 1996 Mignei Scherer 

on the show with me. No husband, no 
show. 

"I'm afraid that's out of the ques
tion," I said, trying not to sound as 
invaded as I instantly felt. ·'He's very 
supportive of my book and the public
ity around it, but he doesn't want to be 
public himself." I didn't explain that if 
we were going to open up together 
about our marriage, it certainlywouldn't 
be in the free-for-all of talk TY. I offered 
a compromise: I could elaborate on the 
marital adjustments described in my 
book as well as generalize on the sub
ject from my rape crisis training. The 
show would get an "expert" and my 
husband would remain private. 

The word "private" didn't make an 
impact on Linda. "It would be so good 
for so many couples if the two of you 
would appear," she persisted, in a voice 
that was suddenly soothing and warm. 
I could feel myself bristling. Hadn't she 
heard me? "Maybe I could explain bet
ter. Why don't you give me his work 
number and I'll call him direct?" 

The thought of my husband taking a 
call from the Oprah Winfrey Show in his 
office, architectural drawings and speci
fications piled high on his desk, amused 
me, but only briefly. "That wouldn't be 
wise," 1 said. ''I'll call him myst:lf.'· And 
as soon as I hung up I realized 1ha1 I had 
offered to do something I had not 
wanted to do. I felt a link: sheepish as I 
explained it all tO my husband, going 
over a decision we'd already made. 
Such is the power of 1clcvision, I con
soled myself. II can make you stupid. 

Linda didn't take it personally when 
I turned her down. She went on to call 
the local rape crisis center for a "couple 
in crisis," as if such understaffed agen
cies are in the business of brokering 
those who rely on their confidentiality. 
She even called me later that evening, 

still trying ro find another couple, won
dering if I knew any. "I know quite a 
few," I said, ·'but every one of them has 
approached me in confidence, and"
ancici pati ng her next quesrion-" I won't 
breach that confidence by asking them 
for you:· 

As producers for such shows go, 
Linda wasn't unusually pushy or insen
sitive. She was just doing her job. In 
order w keep ratings high, new angles 
must be continually tried, boundaries 
tested. On the subject of rape, I've 
experienced this TV approach any num-

Mignel Scherer is the nuthor of "Sti/L Loved 
by the Sun: A Rape Survivor's joumni" 
(Simon & Schuster 1992), which won n 
Pncijic Northwest Booksellers Associntion 
Awnrd nnd n PEN/Albrnnd Citation far 
distinguished nonfiction, n11d "A Cruising 
Guide to Puget Sound" (McGraw-Hill 
1995). In ndditio11 to her writing, she works 
ns n guest spenker nnd ed11cntio11nl cons11/tnlll 
far the Joumnlism and Trnumn Progrnm at 
the University of Washington in Senttle. She 
nnd her hu.sbnnd live 011 n sniibont in Senule. 
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ber of times. The producer for "The 
Home Show" initially wanted me co 
appear with my therapist in order co 
give the audience an "inside view" of 
my recovery. I pointed out as gently as 
I could that what she was asking was a 
little like asking a journalist to publicly 
reveal her sources; she found a local 
crisis counselor instead who could 
speak in general terms about recovery 
from sexual assault-a good balance. 
Another producer discarded me after a 
brief conversation because, as she put 
it, I was a writer and wouldn't be "raw" 
enough. Another wanted me to appear 
with my husband and describe details 
about our sex life since the rape; that 
conversation left me feeling like a side
show freak. 

Talk shows have been described as 
the modern equivalent ofover-the-fence 
gossip. Despite their topics, they aren't 
meant to go deep. The format guaran
tees it. A typical example is "The Sally 
Jessie Raphael Show" I was on (Title: 
"Victims \Vho Helped Catch Their Rap
ists"). During the first two segments 
(about 10 minutes each, separated by a 
cluster ofads), Ms. Raphael saton stage 
next co the guests, two women who had 
been raped by strangers in separate 
incidents and whose pluck and powers 
of observation had given police enough 
information to make arrests. She drew 
them out, shook her head slowly in 
sympathy, opened her mouth in amaze
ment. Then I was brought out for the 
third and fourth segments. Everything 
sped up, and the ads increased dra
matically. Ms. Raphael now stood with 
the audience, sending a clear signal 
that she was with them, taking their 
questions. During the frequent breaks 
for ads, the producer rushed over to 
coach us: "Show the way you feel." 
"Interrupt each other." "Be lively." 

Under conditions like these-this 
was considered a thoughtful show
it's impossible co explain anything com
plex. The best you can do is "tell your 
story" (three minutes or less please) 
and add a cliche ("It takes time to heal"). 
You've rehearsed with the producer 
already, but the host often diverges 
from the prepared script. Questions 
from the audience-some of them have 
been planted and rehearsed as well
must be answered quickly, in palatable 
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bites. Tension builds as the "discus
sion" is volleyed from audience co host 
to guests. The producer is alert for the 
moment you can be interrupted for ads 
without losing viewers. Confrontations 
may surface; there may be an outburst 
of anger, or real tears. 

After the show, the host disappears, 
or moves to the next topic as you are 
moved off-camera. There is no debrief
ing. You are left alone with all the 
stirred-up memories and emotions; if 
the topic is your own victimization, you 
are probably re-traumatized-so much 
for the "recovery" aspects. 

The "Oprah Show" I turned down 
was taped and aired on schedule. The 
producer had found two couples, one 
"in crisis." I never nmed in. Knowing 
what I knew, I would have felt like a 
voyeur. Friends who saw the show de
scribed it as "interesting," "OK," "a cir
cus." Typical, in other words. 

Many serious journalists would prob
ably laugh at me for complaining about 
talk shows. They are entertainment, 
after all, at best "infotainment." Be
sides, many people who appear on 
these shows feel the effort was worth
while-I among them, and not because 
of book sales. Public awareness can 
grow, a sense of justice can emerge
for a moment. Tomorrow there is al
ways another show, with more revela
tions, more shock. 

The mainstream press contends it 
holds a higher standard. Unfortunately, 
as a victim of rape, I have seen televi
sion news cover traumatic events with 
as much thoughtlessness as talk TV. 
Intrusion witl10ut apoloi,,y seems the 
rule. Over the Associated Press wire 
comes the latest survey results on the 
rates of sexual assault, and reporters 
are on the phones to rape crisis agen
cies, asking for a victim to interview. 

For Victims Who Go Public 

1. Set limits. What do you not want 
to talk about? What won't you do (e.g. 
filming in your home, appearing with 
partner or children, appearing with an 
offender, etc.)? How much time are you 
willing to spend? Don't be afraid to 
communicate these limits before the 
interview or appearance. 

2. Ask about format. ls the article a 
lengthy feature or a short news piece? A 
two-minute spot or a half-hour inter
view? Live or taped? Call-in? If a panel, 
when do you come on, how are you 
introduced, who else is on the panel, 
and who is in the audience? 

3. Ask about the focus. \Vhat point 
is being made? How does your partici
pation help make this point? 

4. Don't overlook the commercial 
aspect. Is a product being promoted? If 
so, what is it? 

5. Be extra careful if a case is in 
progress. Anything you say to media 
can be used against you in trial. It's a 
good idea to check with an advocate, 
prosecutor or detective first. 

6. Guard against "off the record" 
statements. Assume that reporters are 

always listening and taking notes, and 
that microphones and video recorders 
are always turned on. 

7. Have an advocate or buddy 
present. The stress of going public is 
considerably reduced when you can 
share observations. In addition, your 
"media escort" can take care of trans
portation details and-if necessary
terminate the interview for you. 

8. Always debrief within the week. 
Plan for this. Debriefing can take many 
forms: a phone call, a walk, talking over 
coffee or a drink. 

9. Beware of talk shows and town 
meetings. These are considered enter
tainment, not journalism. The host is a 
"star" whose livelihood is closely tied to 
ratings. Viewers are accuscomed to tun
ing in to see conflict, not tO be edu
cated. The adversarial tone and dizzy
ing pace can be overwhelming. 

10. Be ready for disclosures.Jour
nalists and photographers are people. 
They have their own histories; some 
have stories that will be triggered by 
yours. You may be the first person they 
have ever rold. ■-Migael Scherer. 
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Few seem aware of how hurtful it is to 
ask a survivor-especially one in cri
sis-to go public. It's getting so that l 
jokingly advise agencies co cell media 
who are trolling for rape victims to ask 
around in their own newsrooms. Of 
course the interview or taping must be 
done today in order to make the evening 
news deadlines, preferably in your 
home. "How about your place?" I sug
gested to one reporter after I explained 
that l didn't want my home on camera. 
Gamely, she agreed, and later confided 
that she'd gotten up at 5 that morning 
to clean house. "l never realized what 
people went through for us," she said. 
Exactly. 

As with any talk show, interviews 
take time away from your life and work, 
but with news the hour or two spent is 
likely to be condensed to a few lines of 
type or a few minutes of air time. The 
best advice I received on this issue 
came from a woman whose daughter 
had been murdered in a high-profile 
case in Seattle: "Never g.ive a reporter 
more than 30 minutes. All they want is 
a quote anyway." 

With breaking news, mainstream 
media, like TV talk shows, seem driven 
to follow a formula. Especially in cases 
of sexual assault, reporters often present 
morality tales about "good" and "bad" 
victim behavior. Trials are usually cov
ered like sporting events, with blow-by
blow descriptions of offensive and de
fensive strategies. If the accused is an 
athlete, the trial probably will be on the 
sports page, but unlike sports report
ers, court reporters are usuaJly unin
formed about sexual assault or the ef
fects of trauma. It shows. 

Through it all the victim is beside the 
point unless she is exceptionally virtu
ous or wicked. Forever after she is re
ferred to by a news "handle" that can be 
as diminishing as the on-screen label 
that floats beneath your chin in TV talk 
shows. ln my case, my entire testimony 
was reduced to a mistake in eye color, 
as if that were the only descriptive de
tail I'd given police. The final lead all 
but chided jurors who "were not both
ered by a sexual-assault victim's re
peated erroneous statements about [ the 
assailant's J eye color and speedily con
victed him." Not only did this hurt me 

personally, but more important, such 
unnecessary skepticism discourages 
other victims from reporting to police. 
Where's the "public good" in that? 

On-going cases provide opportuni
ties for in-depth stories, but there is 
rarely a glimmer of what talk shows at 
least make a pretense ac doing: en
lightening viewers about the issue in 
general, including experts in victimiza
tion, offering crisis-line numbers. Fol
lowing a televised panel I was on to 
"analyze" the verdict in the William 
Kennedy Smith trial, l asked the re
porter to please show the phone num
bers of local rape crisis centers. She 
countered that doing so wouldn't be 
"fair." Fair to whom? 

At least talk shows warn of their 
approach, a consideration survivors of 
violence don't always get from "real" 
reporters. There's the TV van parked 
across the street from your home. (One 
enterprising family placed a large sign 
reading "FUCK TV NEWS" in the win
dow nexc to the front door; unwilling 
to film that, the cameras left). There's 
the microphone shoved in your face as 
you emerge from the courtroom, the 
reporter caJling on a ceJlular phone 
from your driveway. 

So in the encl, the reasons I turned 
clown Oprah Winfrey were the same 
reasons I've turned down some news 
reporters: an intrusion that went too 
far, a line of questioning that told me 
the reporter knows little about sexual 
assault beyond the myths and doesn't 
want to learn, a sense that the story had 
already been written. 

The causes and the effects of vio
lence are complex. But until journalists 
educate themselves about trauma and 
put that learning into practice, inter
views will continue to be clumsy, news 
stories formulaic-not always, of 
course, but often enough. Journalists 
must change the way traumatic inci
dents are covered. The motive for 
change is more than avoiding harm to 
victims. Finally, the real motive must be 
to avoid harming the public. We are not 
served by reporting that merely causes 
us to recoil in horror. We need report
ing that enlightens, that moves us to 
put clown the paper, turn off the televi
sion and take action. ■ 

I lllllf-

Geoffrey Canada 
'War Never Ending' 

What if I were to tell you that we arc ap
proaching one of the most dangerous periods 
in our history since the Civil War? Rising 
unemployment, shifting economic priorities, 
hundred~ of thousru1d~ of people gr01ving up 
poor and wilh no chance of employment, 
never having held a legal job. A whole genera
tion who serve no useful role in America now 
and sec no hope of a future role for them
selves. A new generation, the h:mdgun genera
tion. Growing up under the conditions of war. 
War as a child, war as an adolescent, war as 
an adult. War never ending .... 
For the hru1dgun generation there is no 
post111111matic stress syndrome because there 
is no ''post."-GeojJrey Canada, President 
mu/ CEO of the Harlem-based Rbeedlen 
Centers for Children mu/ Families in "Fist 
Stick Knife Gun," Beacon Press, 1995. 
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Cops on the Edge 

BY HUBERT WILLIAMS 

P 
olice are the guardians of a 
community's peace and safety. 
They do their job at great risk to 

their lives, going from one unpredict
able situation to another. But who 
guards the guardians who work under 
such stressful conditions? Who makes 
sure that those officers who begin to 
show signs of succumbing to stress are 
helped? When police officers crack, they 
may take it upon themselves to dis
pense "street justice" as they see fit, 
exercising excessive force against the 
people they are sworn to serve. 

When a rogue cop brings attention 
co himself through a public, and per
haps extreme, act of abuse, newspaper 
pages and television screens carry his 
picture and some of his personal his
tory. They also provide a forum for 
protests from the community and as
surances from the police department 
that a full investigation.is under way. If 
the officer is put on trial, local media 
outlets may cover it. Their attention 
may last till the verdict is read. If civil 
disturbance follows on the heels of the 
verdict, that is big news. The media 
send out helicopters and give a blow
by-blow account, sometimes contribut
ing to the size of the disturbance by 
pinpointing the flashpoints' exact loca
tions. 

But does the public gain any insight 
into the making ofan abusive cop orthe 
steps that a police department must 
take to identify and curb officers like 
him? For the public to be informed on 
these important workings of their po
lice department, journalists would first 
have to educate themselves on them. 
Yet reporters seldom seem interested 
in the preventive work that police agen
cies must do. Their attention is glued co 
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the big story, to the explosion rather 
than to all the effort that must be ex
erted and the obstacles that must be 
overcome in order to prevent the big 
story from ever occurring in the first 
place. 

One question pursued by many re
porters after an incident of alleged po
lice excess is whether there is a national 
standard for policies and procedures 
covering police use of force and how 
well the agency in question's own poli
cies may accord with those purported 
standards. At the Police Foundation we 
get many such inquiries. Yet the real 
story is more complex and therefore 
harder to investigate. 

Studies have shown that the mere 
existence of departmental policies and 
procedures limiting the use of force are 
not sufficient to curtail it. Policies must 
be backed by managerial supervision 
and enforcement. The ultimate super
visory responsibility rests with the po
lice chief or director. 

The police executive is, or should 
be, the community's trustee, just as the 
chief executive officer of a corporation 
is the stockholders's. He has the fidu
ciary responsibility to provide the mu
nicipality with the most effective and 
humane police services possible at the 
greatest cost efficiency. This efficient 
use of resources is driven not only by 
moral responsibility, but also by the 
current realities of public funding. Fed
eral and state funding of local services 
has been severely reduced in the past 
two decades. Moreover, citizens have 
grown weary of being asked to pay 
higher and higher taxes without evi
dence that service providers are man
aging available resources prudently and 
well. When these public service agen
cies are made to pay out large sums of 
the community's tax money in damage 

awards because of the actions of some 
of their employees, people's confidence 
and support erodes. A Police Founda
tion study, "Police Use ofForce: Official 
Reports, Citizen Complaints, and Legal 
Consequences," found that in a one
year period, 72 city police departments 
paid almost $45 million in 79 civil suits. 

In order to manage effectively and 
efficiently, a police chief must be able 
to exercise his executive authority over 
all departmental resources, especially 
its personnel. However, like other gov
ernment agencies, police departments 
have multilayered bureaucracies. In
formation is scattered throughout the 

Hubert Williams is President of the Police 
Foundation, a private, nonprofit research 
and technical assistance organization in 
Washington, D.C. He has been a leading 
advocate for higher professional standards 
and uniform practices in policing and has 
presided over the design and implementation 
of scientific fiel.d experiments that are on the 
leading edge of the develcpment of modern 
police policy and procedure. 



divisions of the agency, each of which 
may function as a fiefdom, guarding its 
information from the rest. Citizen com
plaints are kept in internal affairs and 
illness records in medical services, for 
instance. A police chief seeking agency 
information through established chan
nels can unwittingly send signals about 
his own leanings regarding upcoming 
policy changes or program initiatives. If 
1111::s<:: in any way afft:n th<:: vital int<::r<::sts 
of persons within the bureaucracy, then 
resistance can build tO undem1ine de
partmental plans before they have been 
developed. This is particularly prob
lematic with respect to issues of cor
ruption or abusive practices. Prema
ture access co this type of information 
can jeopardize the department's ability 
tO maintain the integrity of the force. 

A chief should have the means of 
retrieving sufficient significant infor
mation about his officers so as to track 
troubling signs that may be ignored by 
sergeants and other supervisors too 
close to the officer. This information 
must be readily available and reliable. 
Obviously, it is vitally important to have 
an early warning system for possibly 
troubled behavior that is linlked to an 
intervention strategy. Yet in most de
partments, this process is not system
atized. In a study by Ellen M. Scrivner 
for the National Institute of Justice and 
published in 1994, 65 police psycholo
gists were interviewed. The smdy found 
that "psychologists were more involved 
with counseling and evaluating func
tions than with training and monit0r
ing of police officer behavior, and coun
seling was more likely to take place as a 
response to excessive-force incidents 
than as a means of prevention." 

The cop who uses excessive force 
seldom gets to that point without prior 
behavior that could have put supervi
sors on notice. If the officer is in at-fault 
traffic accidents, for instance, he may 
be overly aggressive. Ifhe is racking up 
many days of sick leave, he may have 
personal problems that could explode 
in the streets. A young cop who has not 
been adequately trained may discharge 
his weapon more often than circum
stances warrant. In a well-designed cen
tralized information system, these and 
other significant traits could be flagged 
to alert those in command. 
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Moreover, such an information sys
tem would provide valuable statistical 
information to the central office about 
situations that are problematic for of
ficers in that particular agency. Train
ing could then be tailored to enable 
officers to deal more constructively with 
them. For example, if an unusual.ly high 
number of incidents occur at night, the 
department may choose t0 provide 
training umkr nighttime conditions. If 
domestic disturbance calls are result
ing in a disproportionately high num
ber of citizen complaints, an agency 
may wish to re-train its officers. 

There has been some very bad news 
about cops recently. Sworn officers of 
the law have been shown to have planted 
evidence, extorted drug money, par
ticipated in armed robbery, acted as hit 
men, and engaged in sundry other acts 
that are supposed to be prosecuted 
rather than committed by them. We 
have even heard on national television 
the hate-filled ramblings of a racist cop. 
It would be a mistake tO cease coverage 
there. A story of long-term conse
quences is waiting t0 be told. When the 
reputation of the police becomes tainted 
and relations with the community 
strained, the credibility of a police 
agency can become the central issue at 
trial, resulting in jury nullification and 
the release back to the street of crimi
nals whose guilt is well established. 
The resulting diminution in the public's 
respect for the criminal justice system 
and support for the police creates con
ditions that are optimal for crime and 
fear to flourish. This not only under
mines public safety but diminishes the 
quality of our democracy as well. 

Police departments that have become 
concerned about these issues have 
sought to strengthen their internal af. 
fairs units and adopt standards and 
practices consistent with the philoso
phy and goals of community-oriented 
policing, a concept with which the press 
has become familiar in general terms if 
not always in its particulars. The com
munity-oriented approach has the po
tential for turning divisiveness and dis
trust into partnership and is therefore 
an important and popular strategy 
among police agencies. But it lacks a 
strategic focus for addressing issues 
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associated with the problem officer and 
therefore leaves cities vulnerable to the 
spark that so often ignites urban un
rest: abusive behavior and excessive 
force by the police. 

Enlightened leadership within the 
police community has long recognized 
this problem but has lacked the capac
ity to address it effectively. With the 
advent of new technology and the com
mitment to community-oriented polic
ing, there is a window of opportunity 
for addressing this complex and diffi
cult problem-a problem that has un
dermined the public trust in law en
forcement and cost taxpayers millions 
of dollars. 

The Police Foundation hopes 
through the RAMS (Risk Analysis Man
agement System) to help law enforce
ment agencies around the country im
prove their management capabilities, 
protect their communities, and iden
tify and assist troubled officers. The 
system combines, in a centralized data
base, information on such critical areas 
as use of force, vehicular accidents, sick 
leave and injury records, and citizen 
complaints. The database, which fits in 
the hard disk of a laptop computer, 
easily provides the police executive with 
the concrete feedback necessary to 
evaluate how well the department's 
policies and other restraint-of-force 
messages are being applied in the field. 
The system can be programmed to is
sue yellow or red flags that alert admin
istrators when an officer's behavior has 
reached an undesirable or unaccept
able level, thus prompting supervisory 
intervention before a serious incident 
can occur. 

Aswe head toward the 21st Century, 
we witness almost daily advances in 
technology. We find that we must adopt 
attitudes of openness in order to adapt 
to the rapid changes that surround us. 
We realize that we have the opportu
nity to apply our ingenuity to analyze 
problems in fresh ways and to create 
innovative solutions to old problems. 
This is as true in the criminal justice 
system as it is in news dissemination. 
With today's tools-and a lot of dedica
tion and heart-we can take significant 
steps toward protecting the future from 
the abuses of the past. ■ 
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JOURNALIST'S BEAT 

Until the End, a Working Reporter 

Bv ]ON MARGOLIS 

H aving read the schedule for Dan 
Quayle's long, hard campaign 
day, I was looking out the air

plane window wondering whether I 
was too old for this stuff, when a famil
iar voice spoke from the aisle: 

"Pardon me, sir. But is this seat avail
able for a working reporter?" 

Standing there looking like a happy 
owl was John Chancellor, 14 years my 
senior and acting on no one's assign
ment but his own. 

"It is," I said. "But what on earth are 
you doing here?" 

"What am I doing here? Listen, you 
young fellas may not know it, but this is 

where the story is." 
So it was, and where the story was, 

there Jack would be. He was rich, fa. 
mous, and his only job was to do some 
1V commentary. But he was covering 
the news. 

By the last stop in Indianapolis, I was 
tired and Jack was pale with exhaus
tion. But we found a good restaurant, 
and midway through the second mar
tini, he revived. When·the coffee came 
he said, "This is what I call a pretty good 
day-a good story, a good meal, a couple 
of good martinis. I could get used to 
this." 

Last April, at his home in Princeton, 

John Chance/l;Jr in his study at home in Princeton, New jersey. He died on 
}11Ly I 2, I 996. 
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the jolly owl look was gone. His face 
was thin and his gait a touch awkward. 

But it was the same voice: "Would 
you like a drink before lunch?" 

We sat next to a coffee table piled 
with magazines and books-Jim Fal
lows on the press, Stephen Ambrose on 
the Lewis and Clark expedition, Alfred 
Kazin on literature. 

'Tm trying to read them, but I get 
tired so easily," he said. "The Ambrose 
is really good, but I haven't gotten very 
far into it." 

lunch was at the Institute for Ad
vanced Studies cafeteria. The drink and 
the food perked him up, and the talk 
came easily-about the silliness of 
Whitewater, about Bosnia and the 
Middle East. Then he mentioned some
thing about what his sources in Mos
cow had been telling him about Yeltsin, 
and I remembered what he'd called 
himself that day in 1988. A working 
reporter. Now John Chancellor was dy
ing, and he knew it. But he was still 
working the phones. 

"They're going to try something 
new," he said, referring to his doctors, 
on the way back to his house. "Maybe it 
wil1 work and maybe it won't." But he 
didn't sound gloomy, and when he got 
out of the car, he turned back as he 
closed the door, smiled, and said "Mean
while I can still have gin before lunch." 

I drove away subdued, but informed. 
In this age of excessive self-analysis can 
there be a more valuable lesson than 
the one which tells you to do your 
work, enjoy life and not complain? 

Work the phones, everyone, and 
once in a while, have a martini before 
lunch. ■ 

Jon Margolis was the National Political 
Correspondent for The Chicago T rib11ne from 
I 973 through I 988, and later a col11mnist 

for The Tribune. He now lives in and (when 
not standing in one of several trout streams) 
writes from northeastern Vermont. 
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A Shaman Looks at Campaign '96 

BY ROBERT D. DEUTSCH 

As an anthropologist who has 
traded backpack and quinine tab
lets for a Hartmann three-suiter 

and Dramamine, l thought it my obHga
tion to return to the jungles I once 
worked in so that l might help solve a 
present-day political conundrum. I went 
to describe to the shaman ofa preliterate 
tribe the recent stirrings in postmod
ern America about networks giving 
presidential contenders free and free
ranging air time during campaign '96. 
He was a leader without media. He 
should know how best to solve our 
problem. 

I had to start from the basics. He 
asked me what networks were. 

I was undaunted. Many good-inten
tioned people from the First World 
have risked life and limb to save 
Neolithic society from extinction. 1 
thought the lease my shaman friend 
could do is return the favor and givt: me 
his reading on an observation attrib
uted to Larry Grossman, the former 
President of NBC News. Grossman said, 
MTelevision has a kind of primordial 
power." We in America need to know 
the meaning of that statement before 
we proceed. 

To the jungle I brought with me 
(along with tht: traditional survival gt:ar) 
several battery packs and a portable 
VCR from which 10 show the shaman 
examples of political commercials and 
other specimens from media archives 
of a number of past presidential cam
paigns. I also showed him print copies 
of presidential poses from Washington 
to Dole. Often, my shaman friend 
pointed quizzically at what I was pre
senting him and laughed. At other times 
he scratched his head. Once, a tear 
came 10 his eye. 

He started a long discourse with me 
by saying: 

1. The choice ofa leader is the grand-

est ritual in the natural world. You muse 
keep it sacred. 

2. The choice of a leader is an act of 
hope. It is related to the future, 001 the 
past. What matters is that the people 
see themselves in you and at the same 
timt: see what they aspire to be. 

3. A leader shouldn't be perfect. 
People can't identify with perfection. 
You must have a forgivable flaw. (He 
smiled as he said chis, then addt:d: 
"That's easy for me.") 

4. The choice of a leader is a ritual 
working-out of a tribe's self-definition. 

I asked him (rhetorically) when lase 
he had been in D.C. 

We talked for many hours. We shared 
food and walked together under the 
intense heat of the jungle canopy. I 
slept restfully in a hammock. 

Over the next days, here is what he 
said about television: 

I. In interpreting the world, we re
duce complexity to sensibility. Mean-

Robert Deutsch is II cognitive 11111hropowgist. lie directs the Communications Pla1111i11g & 
Eva/11atio11 LAboratory (COMPEL} at £BR Consulting. Inc. in Vienna, Virginia. Bob has 
observed •tending men• in chimpanzee groups, preliterate tribe1 and post-modem politics. 
SMrring lift three months premature and living in an incubator, Bob early-on WIIJ cast (and cast 
himself) in the rok of observer. He stilt likes to watch the human animal worm its 111ny 11round. 

Nieman Reports / Fall 1996 41 

TTTTll 111 ti L 



ing is extracted selectively from only a 
small portion of what is actually observ
able. We take those things that stand 
out and make them fit with what we 
already know and expect. (Mind you, 
we do not think our way through this; 
we just do it.) Using this abbreviated list 
of personally meaningful attributes, we 
assume consistency with what might 
yet come, fill in any blanks and concoct 
an image with an emotional bottom
line: positive or negative. Through this 
reduction process we are taking some
thing from the outside and making it 
our own. This is what people do. 
\'(lhether it's your world or mine, it 
doesn't make a difference. We are all 
image-gatherers. 

2. Your 1V makes everything into a 
ritual. Everything on it seems to be 
already in a compressed and exagger
ated form. The rough edges, false starts, 
and open-endedness of everyday life 
are smoothed-out and prettied-up in 
such a way that people can easily read 
into it what they want. Here, in the 
jungle, we have ritual, too. But we see 
everything. Here, there is nothing in
side the box. (He pointed to the box 
that was the VCR and then asked , "Do 
your people know their leaders outside 
the box?") 

3. Your TV is like chimpanzee behav
ior with words. Your leaders in a box, 
all they do is talk. But all they seem to be 
doing is hitting out at the other guy, 
running away or presenting their rump. 

4. Your1Vis so small and so fast that 
if you show me real life on it I would 
probably feel uncomfortable. It would 
be like staring at something I am not 
supposed to look at. 

He soon extended his talk on the 
dimension and pace of 1V by saying: 

5. Your TV is of such a small scale 
that when I watch it, my experience of 
time speeds up. And the pictures fly by 
at such a rapid pace. I can only under
stand what is already familiar. 

In response, I gave him the follow
ing analysis of America: 

In American society with its prepon
derance of mediated experiences, an 
authentic sense of familiarity is hard to 
come by. So we go for its prefabricated 
look-alike. In America, images operate 
in a unique environment. America is a 
perfonnance culture. 
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Power of Repetition 

Some consultants don't care what 
reporters say about political ads. 
Do ad watches, call them mislead
ing, it doesn't have any effect. They 
figure commercials run 50 or 100 
times for every time a [critical] story 
runs.-Brooksjackson, CNN corre
spondent and ad watcher on tele
vision program «Media Today." 

Americans like to think that they are 
free: free to be who they want and free 
tO wipe the slate clean and start anew 
any time they desire. There is no one 
standing between an idea and its real
ization. Social structures-societal, fa. 
milial, occupational-are much less cir
cumscribed than in most other cultures. 
Relatively little is proscribed. Almost 
nothing is cut and dried. In America, 
change is ever present. The future is 
now. To stand in place you have to run. 
No behavior, no feeling, no aesthetic is 
allowed the time to mature-to be
come routinely complex. Instead, most 
everything is "plucked" while still green 
and hard. 

America is a creative idea, but to be 
cut loose as free individuals-to have 
no ready-made and permanent niche 
to relax in - is not easy. This inherent 
freedom and the pace of change it sets 
in motion create certain desires: conve
nience, instant decodability of the so
cial environment and the avoidance of 
struggle. Fast food, fast talk, "fast for
ward" on our VCR have all become part 
of a common American ethos. 

Not only free but created equal by 
political doctrine, Americans seek to 
make themselves different. Americans 
can tell themselves "belonging" is a 
"want," not a "must." With status not 
legally conferred, Americans are com
pelled to make something different out 
of equality. Performance is their means. 

He looked at me pensively. I con
cluded by saying that in America the 
performance of power was always 
equated with power. 

He sat silently for a while. I did not 
interrupt his quiet. Then he moved a bit 
closer t0 me, still sitting in his charac
teristic squat. He told me this: "The 
leader must ride the cusp between ap
peasement and power. All people are 
primed to orienttosuch a performance. 
We feel it without logical processing 
and respond to it as inherently compel
ling. We absorb such a presentation 
without any conscious and objective 
analysis-it's bred in the bone." 

Then the shaman concluded: "The 
leader must seem to know the way but 
never lose the feel or smell of the people. 
And there must be a fit between the 
leader's intent and gesture. This is what 
we have a nose and a belly for. To sniff 
out the inauthentic. Your people can 
lose that if they only see the leader in 
that box of yours ( again, he pointed to 
the VCR). If you lose your nose you can 
lose your culture. 

These are the words from the prime
val forest, age-old and ageless. 

Grossman was on to something. His 
intuitionwaskeen.SowasTomWicker's 
when he said: "Television has worked 
enormous changes, in politics, and in 
the governing of the country, as in life 
generally. Those changes have been so 
great that we don't yet fully realize 
exactly what they are; until wedo, we're 
not really going to know how to cope." 

So let's not kid ourselves. It's not the 
cynicism or venality of media advisers 
nor the supposed liberal bias of jour
nalists that the American people are up 
against when trying to make an in
formed decision about who will lead 
them. And the recent genre of the "Me
dia Watch" columns that analyze a 
candidate's message for truthfulness 
and relevance is not a panacea for what 
ails us. The dichotomy between sub
stance and image is a red herring. What 
we are dealing with is the nature of a 
medium-television-that so perme
ates our lives that it tacitly but tena
ciously influences how we know and 
what we know. 

Twisters are fine for the big screen, 
but for campaign 1996 on TV, let's at 
least get the spin right. ■ 
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Travails of a Textbook Author 

Bv MELVIN MENCHER 

As I prepare the next edition of 
one of my reporting and writing 
textbooks my eye wanders 10 an 

evaluation of the current edition sent 
co me by the publisher's New England 
sales representative. The fonn was filled 
out by a journalism instructor who has 
been using the book. Never again, she 
writes. 

She objects to a series I quote from 
The Toledo Blade, which she finds is 
"skewed anti-feminist," and also cites a 
photograph I reproduce from The Con
tra Cosca Times as evidence of my .. bias." 
She finds the reasons I give for using 
this material to be "excuses that are 
reprehensible." 

I have been tolcl that my books
"Basic Media Writing" and " ews Re
portingand Writing" -are too detailed, 
too long; that the design is dull, the 
photos too graphic; that I am mystify
ing students with references to 
Watergate, the Vietnam War and such 
ancient history as World War u. 1 am 
accused of racism, homophobia and 
sensationalism-and now I am guilty of 
antifeminism. 

When you come clown to it, journal
ism textbook publishing may not be 
much different from the practice of 
journalism. Take a stand on controver
sial issues, challenge readers, avoid a 
value-neutral position and the critics 
are at you, both public and in-house 
no-sayers. I could take a safer route in 
my books, as l believe too many news
papers have. Despite the complaints, 
though, my books do well, as I believe 
journalism will, coo, if it re-examines 
its assumptions about the profitability 
of a reader-friendly, entertainrnent-fo
cused catering to markets. 

For what it"s worth, then, herewith a 

journey into the business of writing 
journalism textbooks. 

The Blade series that the Massachu
setts college teacher found anti-femi
nist challenges assumptions about rape
victi.m ization data, which range from 
Ms Magazine's one woman in cwo 10 

one in five or six used by feminine 
groups on campuses in a campaign 
known as "Take Back the Night." The 
Blade reporters found the figures to be 
vastly inflated, that there was no facrual 
support for them; and they contend 
that funds for rape counseling and edu
cation are misdirected to areas Like cam
puses that are far less affected than 
minority communities where the rates 
are inordinately high. 

I use The Contra Costa Times photo 
to illustrate decision-makjng under 
deadline pressure. The photo shows a 
girlracingacross a field toward a police 
officer. She has just been released by 
her kjdnapper. A close examination of 
the tiny figure in the photo reveals chat 
she is covering her bare breast. 

The California newspaper decided 
to go with the dramatic shot, and r 
present the editor's reasons for doing 
so as well as some of the objections 
including a furious letter to the eclito; 
after publication. 

I think these are good examples of 
enterprise reporting and of the trouble
some moral issues confronting journal
ists. Neither ~vas an easy out for the 
newspapers, and that nags at me as I 
weigh tlie instructor's objections to my 
using the material. Should I retain it in 
the next edition? 

I did eliminate in the current edition 
ofk ews Reporting and Writing" a de
scription of Milton Coleman's decision 
to use Jesse Jackson's reference to New 
York City as kHymietown" in Coleman's 
Washington Post interview. That sec-
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tion drew from an instructor the com
ment: "I have black students in class 
who were offended by the material." 

You may recall Jackson's objection, 
that when he said to Coleman, "Let's 
talk black talk," he presumed Coleman 
would understand he was going off the 
record. In his explanation for using the 
quote many considered offensive 
Coleman srud that since Jackson was ~ 
candidate for president people were 
entitled to hear it. 

That was a while back and I have 
more current examples that illustrate 
the problems of on/off-the-record ma-
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terial. And yet I am not sure that is my 
reason for dropping the Jackson inci
dent. 

My editors try t0 anticipate objec
tions. My copyeditor is especially vigi
lant about the slightest hint of anti
feminist language. She diligently 
changes every "he" to "she" when, tired 
of the awkward "he or she" construc
tion, I write: "The journaJist ... he .... " 
Or: "When she writes a lead, the city 
hall reporter .... " 

The first reporter undergoes a sex 
change whereas the second reporter 
remains female. 

"Chairman" is always replaced by 
that abomination "chair," even when I 
am describing a man who holds the 
position. 

"Journalism is the art of the specific," 
I cell the copyeditor. '"Chairman' says 
more than 'chair."' But she is wise in 
the ways of textbook adopters, and I go 
along on this. 

I also concede her substitution of 
"gay" for "homosexual." which she 
seems to think is taboo in the gay com
munity. 

But when the book editor refused to 
run a photograph that had become the 
basis of a lawsuit, I balked. 

The photo, which had appeared in a 
university yearbook, showed a student 
couple naked from the wais! up. On the 
yearbook's publication, the university 
president fired the student editor. With 
the help of an ACLU lawyer, the student 
successfully sued the university for vio
lating his First Amendment rights. He 
was awarded Sl0,000, and the univer
sity was ordered to buy space in news
papers around the state to declare its 
respect for the constitutional rights of 
its students. 

Not a bad example, it seemed to me, 
of the various concepts of what consti
tutes good taste. As a judge remarked in 
a similar case, "One man's lyric is 
another's obscenity." The student edi
tor found it an apt illustration for his 
piece about love on the campus, and 
the president saw it as a lewd photo. 
Also, it would show journalism Stu• 
dents, many of whom work on student 
publications, that they have the same 
First Amendment protection as jour
nalists who work for commercial publi
cations. 
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No photo, my editor ruled. Why? 
"We could be sued for sexual harass
ment," he answered. I cold him this was 
the nuttiest idea I'd heard in a long 
time. He countered by saying he had 
floated the photo to some journalism 
instructors, and they felt it could be so 
offensive to some women they would 
sue. 

Book contracts give the publisher 
the last word on content. I decided to 
make the incident public. I have writ
ten about the silence of biology text
book authors who made Charles Dar
win a non-person and barely mentioned 
his theory of evolution in response to 
demands by fundamentalists. So I wrote 
a piece about the photo censorship for 
the journal of a textbook writers orga
nization. The Washington Journalism 
Review picked up the incident and ran 
a piece scoffing at the overprotection of 
college youth by the publisher. A jour
nalism instructor in New Jersey who 
was using one of my books saw the 
article and informed the publisher she 
supported my position: she dropped 
my book in protest. 

Back to the present. The manuscript 
in front of me contains this sentence: 

"The feature writer knows chat great 
writers inspire us to see ourselves in 
Tolstoy's Natasha, Fitzgerald's Nick 
Carroway and Melville's Captain Vere." 

And on another page, there is advice 
of Gilbert Millstein, a print journalist 
turned network television news writer. 
He recommends that journalises read 
Hawthorne, Melville and Nathanael 
West. Of West's work, he writes: 

"For example, any television news 
writer who reads 'Miss Lonelyhearts' or 
'The Day of the Locust' would find in 
them an economy and a vividness that 
would surprise the life out of him. I 
would offer the two books as models 
for any person who wanes to write fac
tual news. The economy of 'Miss 
Lonelyhearts' is unbelievable .... " 

Should these authors remain in the 
seventh edition of"News Reporting and 
Writing?" Given the erosion of reading 
in favor of life on the Internet, perhaps 
not. Another question: I am now col
lecting material for the sixth edition of 
"Basic Media Writing," and I have come 
across the acceptance speech Murray 

Kempton gave on receiving the Elijah 
Lovejoy Award at Colby College. I like 
this: 

"Our trade remains for me the story 
you cover, the bumps you take, the 
people you meet and the struggle to 
make sense of it all in the only way we 
can ever hope co make sense, which is 
by seeing, couching and smelling. All 
else is commentary." 

I want to quote Kempton's homage 
to Ernie Pyle who, Kempton says, 
"stands above the rest because he most 
fully incarnated what a reporter ought 
co be. Pyle went again and again wher
ever the worst extremes waited, the 
unconscripted man bound by con
science to the comradeship of the con
scripted and enduring by free will what 
they were compelled to endure by ne
cessity." 

What an eloquent tribute to a great 
reporter and to our trade, reporting. I 
want to use this despite the advice of 
some of my adopters who tell me I need 
less about reporting and more about 
kickers, nut graphs and the other won
ders of the writing craft. 

But do these names-Lovejoy, 
Kempton, Pyle-mean anything to col
lege students? WelJ, they should. They 
should know Lovejoy died defending 
his abolitionist press, that Pyle was killed 
by a sniper on the front, where he felt 
he belonged, with Bill Maudlin's GI 
Joe. 

To show students that the world 
they are setting out to describe is as 
dramatic as the most fervid construc
tion of the novelise or poet I want co 
quote Philip Roth: "The actuality is con
tinually outdoing our talents." That 
would go alongside Wallace Scevens's: 
"In the presence of extraordinary actu
ality, consciousness takes the place of 
imagination." 

Will students know these authors? 
Will some of my faculty colleagues only 
see this as grandstanding? 

lfl delete or do not add such mate
rial, what then will 1 do with this cry 
from Charles Dickens: 

"Breathe the polluted air. And then, 
calling up some ghastly child, with 
stunted form and wicked face, hold 
forth on its unnatural sinfulness, and 
lament its being, so early, far away from 



Heaven-but think a little of its being 
conceived, and born, and bred, in Hell." 

I want to keep this in the chapter 
"The Morality of Journalism" to show 
students the persistence of the "dread
ful enclosures" that breed and destroy 
children, and to show them the respon
sibility of the journalist to speak up. But 
can I assume they know Dickens? A 
Massachusetts school board dropped 
the works of Dickens, Twain and 
Steinbeck because it felt they would 
bore students. 

If journalism is part of the world of 
letters, then why not retain all of this 
and continue to add to it? 

My editor isn't so sure. Use more 
contemporary cultural icons, he sug
gests. I tried. In the chapter"The Writer's 
Art," I wrote that all creative people
and journalists are such-try to put 
their stamp on their work, an indi
vidual style that is identifiable and as 
different from others as Hemingway is 
from Faulkner and Judy Garland from 
Whitney Austin. 

"Austin?" my editor queried. "You 
mean Houston." 

He recommended I stay in touch by 
reading People magazine. 

What of our own voices from the 
past, the journalists whose courage and 
independence should be enduring re
minders to students that journalism is 
never value-free? Do I call up the names 
of Ida B. Wells and Hazel Brannon 
Smith? Paul Y. Anderson, O.K. Bovard, 
Lincoln Steffens, Joseph Pulitzer? 

Wells's valor in confronting the lynch 
mentality of her community and Smith's 
refusal to bow to the White Citizens 
Councils say more about women in 
journalism than changing every "he" to 
"she" in the manuscript. 

I must show these journalists at work, 
not mention them in some list. The 
strength of my books lies in showing, 
not telling, allowing the student to draw 
concepts and principles from watching 
journalists as they shape their experi
ences into scories chat have some im
pact in their communities. 

This presents problems. The com
ments of some faculty members attest 
co that. Sometimes my publisher would 
prefer less action, fewer incidents and 
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examples that might offend. 
A colleague who has written a re

porting and writing textbook has this 
succinct advice for textbook authors: 

"Sadly, you may want to avoid any
thing controversial: anything likely to 
offend even a few students or faculty 
members. Faculty members angered by 
a single illustration or paragraph in a 
500-page book are unlikely co adopt it." 

What, then, am I to do with the work 
of the muckrakers whose journalism I 
consider one of the supreme achieve
ments of our trade but who are de
scribed by a pillar of the journalism 
education establishment as irrespon
sible? Cater to that opinion and drop 
Ida Tarbell, Steffens and the others 
whose work I quote? 

The second problem my publisher 
faces from my piling up of incidents, 
illustrations and the names of journal
ists, novelists and poets is that the books 
bulk up. The bigger the book, the more 
costly, and the more costly the more 
likely students are to use library copies 
or to redeem their investment by sell
ing their textbooks to the campus book
store at the end of the semester. Nei
ther I nor my publisher make a nickel 
from the transaction in used books. 

Then there are the compassionate 
instructors who will photocopy mate
rial for their students. I can understand 
the economics involved. When "News 
Reporting and Writing" was published 
in 1977, I asked my publisher to make 
the price as low as possible. To do so, 
the textbook and accompanying work
book were published in soft cover, the 
first reporting and writing textbooks to 
be published that way. The price: $9.95 
for the textbook, $4.95 for the work
book; total, $14.90. Today, the two 
volumes sell for about $50. A used 
textbook and workbook will run about 
$40. 

One instructor wrote that after using 
several editions of one of my books he 
was giving up. Students can't afford 
them, he told me. I snapped. 

"Why not ask them how much they 
spent on CD's and their cars last month?" 
I asked. A mistake. Never argue with 
Samaritans about their good works. 

Aware of the sharp decline in sales 
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the longer a textbook is on the market, 
publishers urge their authors to work 
on new editions. I don't know how 
chemistry textbook writers bring this 
off, but it's not difficult for me as I can 
discard yesterday's headline copy for 
today's news. I can, for example, illus
trate court coverage with the 0.]. 
Simpson trial, and I can show the rigors 
of wire service writing with the flow of 
the AP leads on the Oklahoma City 
courthouse bombing. 

But some old stories must remain. 
What better example of enterprising 
Journalism than the Watergate cover
age? That means Richard Nixon remains. 
Well, that seems acceptable co users. 
But what do I do with Gerald Ford, 
barely recognizable even during his 
presidency? I have been using him to 
illustrate the thinking process ofa head
line writer on deadline. The labors of 
good journalists and tht:ir journalism 
should make up part of our myth, the 
tradition we hand down to young jour
nalists. Gerald Ford a figure in a jour
nalistic epic? Do I use him again in the 
next edition? 

It was Gerald Ford who rebuffed 
New York's plea for federal assistance 
as the city hovered near bankruptcy 
some 20 years ago. Ford was unmoved, 
said it was the city's profligacy and its 
incompetent leadership that had landed 
it in trouble and that it should cope 
with the consequences. A big story, 
clearly Page One for The Daily News of 
New York. How to fit all that into two 
lines of 11 units each of railroad type? 

How can I resist describing what 
went through William Brink's mind as 
he tried to find the words to match the 
event? 

FORD REFUSES 
AID TO CITY 
Dull. Anyway, the top line was half a 

unit too long. 
FORD SAYS NO 
TO CITY AID 
It fit, but the head was as dull as the 

one that did not fit. 
"Ford hadn't just declined to help 

us," Brink recalls thinking. "He had, in 
effect, consigned us to the scrap heap." 
And then it came to him, the ultimate 
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insult known to every New Yorker. The 
classic head emerged: 

FORD TO CI1Y: 
DROP DEAD 
No, I can't resist. It stays. The inci

dent also shows how often journalists 
rely on sudden insights, but that they 
don't come from a blank tablet, that 
these insights, the reporter's hunches 
and intuitions, are solidly based on 
experience and knowledge. Brink knew 
the two words that are to his readers as 
insulting as the slap of the glove across 
the face of an 18th Century courtier. 

Then there is the matter of substance 
v. craft. How much space can I give to 
the content of journalism at the ex
pense of instruction in the craft of writ
ing? My approach has been that I can 
teach craft through substance. Nice 
phrase that, but obstacles abound in its 
execution. Take the use of mathematics 
in journalism. How can journalises un
derstand much of what goes on around 
them without some grounding in han
dling numbers? 

Families Below 
The Poverty Line 
Black 31.3 % 
Hispanic 26.2 % 
White 9.4 % 

Murder Victim Rates per 
100,000 in Age Group 
Age Black White 
14-17 110 15 
18-24 200 20 

The infant mortality rates in some of 
our metropolitan areas are as high as 
those in some Third World countries. 

I realize that this is the age of 
innumeracy, that many students have 
chosen co major in "communications" 
because, they say, they prefer writing to 
juggling equations. I know chat too 
many of my students at Columbia could 
not calculate a percentage, much less 
derive a race, and these were graduate 
students. Few schools, it seems, re
quire mathematics these days. 

But without some idea of how to 
handle numbers and how t0 do simple 
calculations, how can they handle their 
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beats: the municipal budget, the prop
erty tax, death and disease rates, crime 
rates, student-teacher ratios, the edu
cation budget and, of course, local busi
ness and home finances? The list is 
endless. It may be time for colleges co 
add to their bulletins Plato's inscrip
tion over the entrance to his Academy: 
"Let no one ignorant of mathematics 
enter here." 

Here, for example, is an example of 
how simple long division can make 
data into a readable story: you are told 
that 50 million Americans smoke 600 
billion cigarettes a year. That's 12,000 
cigarettes each year, or a little more 
than 30 a day, which leads to this lead: 

"The average smoker goes through a 
pack and a half of cigarettes a day, 
recent figures on ... " 

It seems co me that such examples 
demonstrate the validity of the underly
ing concept of my textbooks that the 
best way to teach craft is through sub
stance. But some don't buy this. One 
reviewer of journalism textbooks took 
me co task for failing to spend space on 
"story endings." 

I've given up arguing with the writ
ing cadre that journalists don't write 
writing, they write reporting. The advo
cates of writing reform have the zeal of 
the true believer, and their followers 
are legion-witness the space given 
over in our journalism publications to 
columns on writing tips. 

Still, I muse be realistic about the 
capabilities of college students. Jour
nalism instructors tell me that their first 
reporting and writing courses are given 
over to instruction in basic English. 
Their students, many of whom have 
passed freshman composition courses, 
cannot handle the fundamentals of 
English. 

My reply is that journalism programs 
should not admit these students, which, 
a friend cold me, is a useless argument 
as enrollment would sink to a fraction 
of its current low state. Deans and di
rectors have co keep enrollment high co 
justify their budgets. 

I could, of course, cut back on my 
emphasis on the content of journalism. 
Bue when I start co do this, the voice of 
a CBS network news executive rings 
out. He remarked on a program de-

voted to the utility of a journalism edu
cation that he had reporters (journal
ism school graduates all) covering the 
O.J. Simpson trial who didn't know the 
difference between a preliminary hear
ing and an arraignment. 

To show students that journalism is 
more than the stenographic coverage 
of speeches and press releases, I use 
Sydney Schanberg's enterprise in find
ing out for himself the damage U.S. 
bombers had accidentally inflicted on a 
Cambodian village during the Vietnam 
War. The government had said the dam
age was minimal, and most reporters 
dutifully relayed the press release. 
Schanberg managed to find a boat and 
crossed into Neak Luong where he saw 
extensive damage. 

In his story, Schanberg juxtaposes 
the air attache's statement, "It was no 
great disaster," against his own obser
vations: .. Everyone has lost either rela
tives or friends; in some cases entire 
large families were wiped out." He 
quotes a soldier "sobbing uncontrolla
bly on the riverbank. 'All my family is 
dead. Take my picture, take my picture. 
Let the Americans see."' He goes on: 

"A woman's scalp sways on a clump 
of tall grass. A bloody pillow here, a 
shred of a sarong caught on a barbed 
wire there. A large bloodstain on the 
brown earth. A pair of infant's rubber 
sandals among some unexploded mili
tary shells." 

This section brought forth a com
plaint from a Midwestern user. Too 
graphic, she wrote. What am I trying to 
do, turn students away from journal
ism? 

Strangely, in view of the objections 
to material elsewhere in "News Report
ing and Writing," the chapter on taste
which includes some rough stuff
raises no one's ire. Those who dislike 
the frank language and the photographs 
of drowned children, the Pacifica 
Radio's Filthy Words case before the 
FCC and other material either do not 
adopt the book or do not assign the 
chapter. 

But my publisher worries. In one 
edition I carried a layout from Editor & 
Publisher that showed how several 
newspapers had sanitized an ad for a 
James Bond movie. The original ad 



showed a woman in tight shorts. Very 
tight shorts. Some newspapers bulked 
up the pants; some managed to cut the 
woman off at her belt. The censorship 
reflected community mores, I pointed 
out. The more conservative the city, the 
less flesh. The point I make is that taste 
reflects place as well as times and con
text. 

I also had in early editions a photo 
that a college newspaper ran of the 
poet Allen Ginsberg naked from head 
co halfway between his belly button 
and groin. The college administration 
"went ballistic," as the editor told me. 

Time marches on and both photos 
would hardly perturb the most sedate 
reader today. Yet when I wanted to 
make that point in a later edition, the 
E&P layout and the Ginsberg photo had 
somehow disappeared from the 
publisher's photo files. 

Early on in my textbook writing ca
reer I learned to read everything the 
publisher sends out over my name. 
Everything. For the first edition of 
"NRW," the publisher drew up a fancy 
three-color brochure. A good sign of 
the publisher's commitment co the 
book, I thought, when I glanced at the 
first of3,000 copies that were printed. 
Several days later, I read through the 
copy. No, no. Yes, yes. There it was: "In 
his 'Workbook,' Mencher has exercises 
in spelling, punctuation and grammer." 

I called my editor. "Kill the bro
chures," I shouted. ''You've misspelled 
the word grammar." 

"Wecan'tdothat,"hereplied. "We've 
spent the budget on tl1e brochures. 
Besides, no one will notice." 

"No one will notice," I sputtered. 
"No one will notice. These journalism 
instructors are the very people who will 
notice." 

I could see I was making no head
way. "Fine," I said. "Tomorrow morn
ing you will have an injunction on your 
desk prohibiting you from distributing 
the brochures." 

"What?" 
"An injunction, a preliminary injunc

tion I'm having a lawyer in Chicago 
draw up for me." 

Silence. Then: "I'Li call you back in 
15 minutes." 

The brochures were dumped. 

JOURNALIST'S BEAT 

I told this story to a colleague who 
had just finished a book on broadcast 
journalism. He found it hard to believe, 
he said, iliat a publisher would hire 
people who could not spell. 

Three weeks later, I had a letter from 
my colleague. In ilie envelope was a 
press release from his publisher, and 
circled in red was iliis: "For ilie begin
ner, grammer and other fundamentals 
are .... " 

For the fifth edition of "Basic," my 
publisher's advertising copywriter sug
gested iliat adopters consider "bun
dling" the textbook, workbook and a 
new item I devised, a reporter's check
list and notebook. That way, the copy 
seated, students could receive a "dis
count off of ilie listed price." 

Clearly, "off of" was off limits. \Vhat 
about "bundling," ilie early New En
gland custom of sweethearts sleeping 
together fully clothed? I liked "bun
dling" instead of ilie prosaic "packag
ing," but l could hear the hooting from 
some adopters and out it went. As did 
the copywriter's ariilimetic, which made 
it seem that ilie 15 percent reduction 
was cumulative, ilius entitling ilie buyer 
of all three volumes to 45 percent off. 

Why bother, then, if I can look for
ward to two years of stress and strain as 
I prepare the sixth edition of "Basic" 
and then, wiiliout a breather, muse work 
on the eighth edition of "NRW?" (fo 
beat the used book market, publishers 
are pushing the::ir auiliors to ready a 
new edition every cwo to three years 
instead of three to four years.) 

It's the money, stupid, you say? Noc 
exactly. 

Textbook auiliors pay ilie fees for 
permission to use photographs and 
copy, and they must hire an indexer. I 
have been using a photograph of a 
homeless man sleeping in front of the 
White House, but The Boston Globe 
now wants $150 for one-time use in the 
sevenili edition. The Santa Rosa, Cali
fornia, newspaper asks for $250 for a 
flood rescue shot. 

Since I use well over 100 photos in 
each edition, coses of this size are be
coming prohibitive. But I need good 
art. 

I had always thought the fair use 
doctrine allowed me to copy up to 250 
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words, but now newspapers want big 
bucks for a lead, and a Seattle newspa
per said not only could I not use a lead 
but could not paraphrase it without 
payment. 

In oilier words, costs are high, costs 
I must bear. 

And tlle market for reporting text
books is limited. Reporting and writing 
courses do not have ilie enrollment of 
Econ l or Psych l. And there are about 
40 textbooks out iliere competing for a 
dwindling number of young men and 
women who want to be journalists. 
Maybe 30,000 students take ilie course 
each year. 

Why boilier? Because now and ilien 
a student will write that she likes ilie 
book so much she intends taking it wiili 
her to her first job. Or a student will tell 
me he was thrilled by being able to 
accompany the police reporter for The 
Sacramento Be::e:: as she:: made her 
rounds. 

A former student calls to tell me that 
her city editor telephoned late one night 
and told her to cover a fire near her 
home, that he was short-staffed. "I've 
been covering housing for years. Never 
covered a fire. But l grabbed your text· 
book and was off," she said. 

Oran instructor will say she is adopt
ing tlle book even though she iliinks 
the design is too straight. "It has con
tent no oilier book does," she writes on 
an evaluation form. 

And maybe the young men and 
women who use my books will see 
journalism as an incredible opportu
nity to do some good while having the 
time of their lives. ■ 

69YearsAgo 
If news is known by ilie pub
lic through radio broadcasts 
there is no logical incentive 
to buy a newspaper co get the 
news.--.4n editorial tn Edt
tor & Publisher, October 8, 
1927. 
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T H E J O U R N AL I ST 'S B EAT 

Thoughts About the Internet and Journalism 

John Markoff 
Nightmare Scenario 

The nightmare scenario is the end of journal
ism. Think of the O.J. car chase. Think about 
the Net allowing all of us to simultaneously 
rush to every point in the world where 
something is happening. This po11ends a 
world where we will begin to sec the displace
ment of traditional journalism.-/obn 
Markoff, reporter, Tbe Nelfl York Times. 

Denise Caruso 
Believing the Net 

I wouldn't believe half of what I read, if not 
tl1ree-quarters or 90 percent of what I read on 
the Net. The good thing about journalism 
when practiced well is that you have some 
small assurance at le-JSt that whoever's done 
the reporting ha~ done some work and ha~ 
checked with a couple sources. I do not call 
eyewitness reports journalism and I think this 
is a big problem tl1at journalism faces as a 
career, as a vocation, because we have to 
make people understand that there's a big 
difference between raw infonnation and 
people who go check out facts. That said, I 
think that absolutely there's an enormous 
opportunity for new journalism on the Net.
Denise Camso, Digital Commerce Colum
nist, 711e New York Times. 
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Brock N. Meeks 
Effect: Zero 

My primary gig at Wired and Hot Wired is 
covering the '96 election. From the other 
[World Wide] Web sites that I've seen-by 
The Washington Post and so forth-they're 
just repackaging the same old horse-race style 
of journalism and putting it on an electronic 
format and all of a sudden tliat's supposed to 
be hip. I don't think that that's what the Net 
community wants to see and it's something 
that we're trying to do on Netizen, just the 
exact opposite. What kind of effect that's 
having [on the political process)? Zero.
Brock N. Meeks, Cbief Washington Corre
spondent, Wired magazine. 

Janice Kaplan 
Unfiltered Voices 

I think the good news about the World Wide 
Web is that everybody has a voice and tl1e bad 
news about the Web is that everybody has a 
voice. Most of us would not be happy reading 
Time magazine if they printed every one of the 
letters to the editor they received. And that has 
frankly been one of the problems on the 
Web--endless unfiltered voices don't always 
hold our interest. There is a role for a good 
journalist on the Web who can make sense of 
some of those voices.-Janice Kaplan, 
Editor-in-Chief, iGttide. 

From the Harvard Conference 
on the Internet and Socie-ey, 
May29, 1996 
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Technology 

How To Make On-Line Editions Pay 

BY THOMAS REGAN 

0 
fall the decisions a newspaper needs to make about 
creating an on-line edition, none is more important 
than deciding how it wants to make the site pay for 

itself. Currently there are three models: have customers pay 
for everything; give customers some free content and offer 
some fee-based content, while selling some advertising, and 
give customers everything for free and pay for it all with 
advertising. 

While all three models exist on the World Wide Web, the 
second example will probably be chosen by more newspa
pers with on-line sites. On the one hand, papers that have 
experimented with subscription-only sites have quickly 
changed their minds once they find out that content may be 
king on the Web, but if you charge too much for it, people 
don't want it. (The experience of USA Today's on-line site is 
an example of this.) After all, as Esther Dyson says, content on 
the Internet is like water in the ocean. What you want to 
charge for will almost always be free somewhere else on the 
Web. 

The third option, however, is also risky. While some sites 
look to be doing quite well with advertising-only models, 
others have found it a perilous path to follow. Web Review, 
a very good on-line magazine, stopped publishing electroni• 
cally because it couldn't continue to fund its operations on an 
advertising-only based model. Currently most papers on the 
Web are free, but that won't last. 

So there are two questions that on-line publishers need to 
answer: "What do we want to charge for?" and "How will my 
customers pay for it?" 

The answer to the second question is more apparent than 
the first, especially since Mastercard and Visa signed an 
agreement earlier this year to use a single on-line standard for 
electronic payments. This Secure Electronic Transaction 
(SE'I) technology opens up a potential market of 700 million 
people world wide. SET will allow newspapers and their 
advertisers to calm customers who've been falsely told again 
and again that giving your credit card number over the 
Internet is like giving it to the first street person you meet on 
your way to work this morning. Realistically, the Mastercard• 
Visa agreement could open up Net commerce in a way that 
probably only existed previously in Bill Gates's dreams. 

Which brings us back to the first question-what do we 
want to charge for? Answering that question requires a shift 
in thinking that many newspapers seem to be having trouble 
making. Newspaper publishers and editors tend to see their 

on-line editions as extensions of their daily print product, 
rather than as a new medium in itself. So it puzzles them that 
potential customers don't want to "buy" their on-line prod• 
uct in the same whole-hog way they buy the print version. 

In order to take advantage of the new income opportuni• 
ties in cyberspace, newspapers have to stop seeing them• 
selves as, well, newspapers, and see themselves for what they 
really are-information providers. As an information pro
vider, the print version of the newspaper becomes just one of 
many ways to get the news to the customers-which is, after 
all, the ultimate goal of any journalist. 

An information provider that digitalizes its database of 
stories and makes it available on line for a fee has taken a bold 
step in the direction of making money. (The SET technology 
also make the option of charging a per story fee much more 
attractive to both buyer and seller.) So has the information 
provider who creates an E-mail version of its print edition
especially attractive to customers with slow modems, those 
who live in remote areas or overseas, or who are just too busy 
to spend time on line surfing. Not only can the information 
provider charge a fee for the E-mail service but it can also sell 
advertising. 

Information providers can also use on-line technology to 
create new services that people will pay for. On-line discus• 
sion groups, for instance, where people can read the discus• 
sions for free, but have to pay a small fee for the right to join 
the conversation is just one example. Again, the SET technol• 
ogy makes all these options much more of a probability than 
a possibility. 

The key is finding out what customers need, and how to 
get that information to them on line in a way that you can't 
get it to them in the print version. The way for an information 
provider not to succeed on line is for it to do only what makes 
it happy, and then thinking as long as it is happy, the 
customers will be happy. 

The fault lies not in our printing presses but in ourselves. 
Making money on line while promoting journalistic excel• 
lence can go hand-in-hand. And it will, for those smart 
enough to seize the opportunity. ■ 

Tom Regan is the Managing Editor of The Christian Science 
Monitor's On-line Edition. His homepage is at http:!lwwwl.usa.coml 
regan/Homeltom.html 
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A silent protest in Sri Lanka. The signs say, "We da satyagraha on behalf of media freedom. "Saryagraha is the non
violent fom, of civil resistence started by Mahatma Ghandi. 

With the following articles Nieman Reports rounds out its Asian media coverage. 
These articles, as well as the first stories in the Winter 1995 edition, were 
conceived and developed by Peter Eng, former Bangkok Bureau Editor of The 
Associated Press and a 1995 Nieman Fellow. 
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Fear, Journalism and Democracy 

BY PETER ENG 

0 
n the day I arrived to beg.in my 
journalism career in Southeast 
Asia,Aug. 21, 1983, a life ended 

and freedom began. In the newsroom, 
the old Teletype clanered: 

BULLETIN 
MANUA(AP)-AsisterofPhilippine 

opposition leader Benigno Aquino said 
"shotS rang out outside the plane" as 
he landed here Sunday from three 
years of U.S. exile, and an NBC re
porter aboard the plane said Aquino 
was dead. 
The plotters sought to silence the 

opposition, but instead outrage built 
up as the Philippine media increasingly 
gave exposure to the rivals of President 
Ferdinand E. Marcos. In 1986, a huge 
"People Power" revolution drove the 
dictator into exile and swept Aquino's 
widow, Corazon Aquino, to power. 

After the assassination, one of the 
alternative publications, Mr and Ms 
magazine, broke circulation records by 
printing stories of the public reaction 
tO the killing, which the Marcos-con
trolled press did not run. Later, the 
magazine's publisher established The 
Philippine Daily Inquirer, which closely 
followed the trial of those accused of 
the assassination. Today The Inquirer 
is the biggest and perhaps most influ
ential newspaper in the country. 

In 1983, Aquino's murder brought 
only gloom. Today it can be remem
bered as the labor pains for the birth of 
freedom in the Philippines because one 
man gave his life, and the media and 
other groups in society made him a 
symbol for democratic reform. 

Democracy demands a special cour
age of citizens-this was a central les
son during my 11 years as an Associated 
Press reporter in Southeast Asia. If 
you're a foreign journalist, that cour
age is not easy to summon because it is 
not your country or your future that is 
at stake. But courage can come if you 
realize that in confronting the little 
dangers immediately before you, you 

can help make life better not only there 
but also in places you've never been. 
And consider: the worst a foreigner 
usually faces is being expelled from the 
country. Local journalists are threat
ened, beaten, jailed and executed. 
Those who struggle on are blessed with 
a courage we will never know. 

No people have struggled for de
mocracy more poignantly than the Cam
bodians, victims of the Khmer Rouge 
genocide and two civil wars since 1970. 
The Khmer Rouge devastated the news 
media, and many journalists fled, died 
or were executed. The next govern
ment, also Communist, turned journal
ists into government propagandists. 

It was heartbreaking to meet these 
journalistS in the 1980's. They suffered 
the pain of Cambodia's history and the 
pain of not being able to practice their 
profession. They spoke nervously, in 
clipped sentences. Seeing them again 
after the United Nations-organized elec-

Eng in Cambodia with yo,mgfriends. 
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tion of May 1993, the change was amaz
ing. They couldn't stop talking about 
new possibilities and ambitions. 

Much of the nourishment came from 
U.N. peacekeepers who guided Cam
bodia on the road to freedom. Before 
they arrived in 1991, Cambodia had 
four state-controlled newspapers and 
an official news agency. Today, some 
50 privately owned newspapers pub
lish in Phnom Penh. 

Cambodia's newspapers are not yet 
significant players in the struggle for 
democracy. Many are sex-and-crime 
tabloids, or libelous mouthpieces for 
the political group funding the paper. 
Still, the newspapers now are joining 
the political fray with loud criticism and 
new opinions demanding to be heard. 
Some lambaste government repression 
and corruption. The authorities, most 
of whom served in previous autocratic 
regimes, have responded by jailing re
portens and closing newspapers. Three 
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reporters have been murdered; another 
died mysteriously. I know a reporter of 
a major daily who sleeps above the 
newsroom because he is afraid to ride 
his bicycle home at night. 

Despite the fears, I see in him and 
other Cambodian reporters a strong 
commitment to forge on. Newspaper 
editorThun Bunly, who in May became 
the fourth journalist to die, once told 
Amnesty International: "I want to do 
whatever I can so that Cambodia has 
democracy in the same way as other 
people in the world. There is less de
mocracy if we cannot print." 

It was never that dangerous to be a 
foreign reporter in Cambodia unless 
you intentionally putyourselfinto risky 
situations. 

In 1992 I rode with rwo U.N. military 
observers, Maj. Li Zhijun of China and 
Capt. Guillaume Ancel of France, who 
drove up a mountain in southern Cam
bodia to try to persuade Khmer Rouge 
guerrillas to lay down their arms. They 
could have stayed in the safety of town, 
but they wanted to make a difference. 
Unarmed, they drove 10 kilometers up 
the mountain, which was heavily mined 
and enveloped in bamboo forest. 

Li and Ancel had been up the path 
rwice before without seeing any Khmer 
Rouge soldiers, and this time they were 
pushing five kilometers farther. 
Throughout the three-hour trip, Ancel 
peered into the foliage in case of a 
surprise attack. Li studied the road for 
mines hidden by mud or rwigs and dirt. 
The other reporter on the trip, Sheri 
Prasso, then with Agence France Press, 
tucked her legs under her, away from 
the floor of the car. 1 was almost sur
prised we didn't hit a mine; perhaps it 
was because we turned back where the 
road forked into rwo paths that ap
peared not well-trodden. 

Later, we retraced our tracks back to 
town. On their third try, Li and Ancel 
still had not met the Khmer Rouge, but 
they made it again known in the moun
tain that they were peacemakers. Few 
would have known about their daring 
mission if reporters had not gone along. 

A few months later, this time in 
Cambodia's northwestern province of 
Battambang, I rode down a dirt road 
named Route 10 with Andy Pendlet0n, 
who worked for the U.N. High Com-
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missioner for Refu
gees. He had just 
heard that villagers 
in one district were 
fleeing fighting be
rween government 
and Khmer Rouge 
forces. Pendleton 
had tried to per
suade refugees re
turning from Thai
land not to resettle 
there because of 
mines, fighting and 
malaria. The refu-
gees went anyway, 
drawn by the rich 
soil. Now they were 
fleeing again. 
Pendleton jumped 
into his car. 

"We warned 
them, damn it! We 
did everything we 
could, but they still 
came," Pendleton 
said, punching the 
air in frustration as 
he watched the refu
gees fleeing by foot 
and ox-carts packed 
with children and 
the new rice harvest. 
On a mountain be
hind them, smoke 

Capt. Guillaume Ancel a U.N military observer, asking the where
abouts of Khmer Rouge. 

billowed from a fire. In the distance, 
heavy shells thudded to earth. 
Pendleton stopped frequently to ask 
therefugeeswhatwashappeningin the 
areas from which they fled, and whether 
other refugees were trapped there. 

After a few miles, we reached a stretch 
of wad where we saw no one and all 
was quiet. We knew the dangers: mines, 
crossfire, errant shells, trigger-happy 
soldiers. Pendleton stopped the car by 
a roadside stall where incredibly, some
one was still selling drinks. He turned 
toward me. "I can let you out here and 
you can wait for me to come back and 
pick you up if you want," he said. 

I visited Pendleton recently in Phnom 
Penh. "Perhaps it was irresponsible for 
me to put you in the car that day," he 
said. "But I wanted you to understand 
what I had done to try to persuade 
those people from resettling there, and 
my frustrations at what happened. I 

wanted you to reveal that to others. As 
we went down the road, I didn't know 
what to expect. We could have encoun
tered something horrible, but there also 
could have been people who needed 
help. I wanted to see. But I felt it was 
getting more and more dangerous. 
That's why I gave you the chance to get 
out. I was apprehensive. I shit in my 
pants like everyone else. But you 
know-and I know this sounds self
serving-1 wasn't thinking about my
self." 

Luckily, courage is contagious. For 
the journalist, it just does not seem 
right that when people are risking their 
lives for others, you are not there to 
record it and to tell the world. Pendleton 
felt an obligation, as an aid official and 
as a human being, to see how he could 
help. I knew that as a journalist and a 
human being, I also could make a dif-
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ference. But I could only do so ifl got 
to where the story was, and the story 
was down that road. Ifheknewwhatlay 
ahead and didn't get out of the car, how 
could I? 

We drove down Route 10, saw noth
ing and turned back. But the story I 
wrote that day of refugees fleeing was 
truer because I knew no one was 
trapped. Of course I was scared. Every 
second on Route 10 and Kamchay 
Mountain, my legs tingled with fear of 
being torn from my body. I girded for a 
blast when the wheels of the car 
crunched twigs on the road, or slid into 
the monsoon mud. I pictured a rifle 
poking out of the foilage, the bullet 
smashing the windshield and then my 
skull. I prayed. 

Myfearwasnotoutofplace.Cambo
dia is one of the most heavily mined 
countries on earth. Everywhere victims 
hobble about on crutches, begging. The 
crippled fill entire hospital wards; rela
tives fan flies away from their wounds. 
I never forgot the narrow escape in 
1989 of a former AP colleague, Nate 
Thayer. He was riding with guerrillas in 
the northwest when the truck hit an 
anti-tank mine. The driver died after 
both legs were blown off. Several pas
sengers including Thayer were injured. 
The truck overturned and burned. 

I n Thailand, some journalists stood 
defiant when soldiers attacked pro
democracy demonstracors during 

four nights of blood and fl.re in May 
1992. Because of them, the media and 
political culture are very different to
day. 

Hundreds of thousands of people 
flooded the streets to protest Gen. 
Suchinda Kraprayoon, who had over
thrown a government and become 
prime minister. The middle class activ
ists and professionals who led the re
volt used mobile phones to call friends 
from the scene. That was the only way 
that some people found out that sol
diers shot dead more than 40 people 
and injured hundreds. The fi.ve televi
sion stations, all army or state-owned, 
either ignored the protests or broad
casted lies. Troops stormed newspaper 
offices, ordered papers shut, blocked 
paper delivery routes. 

Just before midnight May 17, the 

authorities ordered all media not to 
report anything on the uprising. The 
editors of the English-language news
paper The Nation gathered to discuss 
how to respond, and decided that "the 
litmus test of any good newspaper is to 
report the truth during this kind of 
crisis," recalls Thepchai Yong, then its 
news editor. "Wedidn'tknowwhatwas 
going to happen the next day. They 
might close down all the papers. We 
thought this may be our last chance to 
tell the people what was happening." 

The next day, The Nation published 
comprehensive, emotive accounts of 
the violence and a dramatic front-page 
photo showing three policemen club
bing a young protester already cower
ing on his knees. The protesters made 
thousands of photocopies of the page 
and distributed them all over the city. 
That brought even more people into 
the streets and magnifi.ed the anger. 
Within days, Suchinda was forced to 
resign. 

After Suchinda fell, an interim gov
ernment stripped the military of its 
traditional means of interferring in poli
tics. Pro-democracy parties won the 
next election. Reforms included the 
decision to allow Thailand's first inde
pendent television station; Indepen
dent Television News, of which 
Thepchai is news editor, began broad
casting this past July 1. Even govern
ment and army television channels are 
signillcantly freer now. 

Once victims of politicians, the me
dia today shape much of the political 
agenda and occasionally force officials 
to resign. Today, any politician who 
tampers with the press must brace him
self for the flood of damaging criticism 
certain to follow. The media reflect the 
voices of Thailand's rapidly growing 
middle class, whose economic and so
cial interests demand the free flow of 
information. Several Thai newspapers 
have been keeping the story of May 
1992 alive with continuing coverage of 
the middle class pro-democracy groups 
formed during the crisis; the campaign 
to build a monument for the dead; the 
search for people still missing; and the 
debate over drafting of a more demo
cratic national constitution. A symbi
otic media-middle class partnership, so 
vital to democracy, is well on the way. 
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The Thai military also knew how I ht· 
foreign media threatens its ambition~. 
Just after his 1991 coup, Suchinda·s 
office called me into military headquar
ters for an interview with him. He 
wanted to "correct" the AP's reporting 
on the coup. 

During the 1992 crackdown, police 
used batons to beat Pornvilai Carr, a 
photographer working for the AP, then 
threw a rock that nearly blinded her for 
life; she has since recovered. An army 
captain screamed at five foreign pho
tographerswhile confi.scating their film: 
"Ifl see you again, you die, you die, you 
die! You are hurting the image of Thai
land." 

A policeman who saw soldiers club 
someone to death told a foreign jour
nalist: "I hope the foreign press tells the 
world what happened, because the 
military is trying to close the eyes and 
ears of the Thai people." 

The foreign press did keep eyes and 
ears open. On satellite television and 
videocassette tapes, Thais saw 
uncensorable scenes of soldiers spray
ing automatic weapons fire and repeat
edly kicking protesters kneeling or 
sprawled on the ground-the truth that 
domestic television would not broad
cast. As News Editor, l told the AP 
reporters on the streets that I did not 
expect them to take undue risks. Some 
did anyway. 

AE
ss Asia, local pro-democracy 

oups entrust their hopes in the 
erican media in particular. 

They see the United States as the great 
symbol of democracy and as a super
power capable of promoting it abroad. 
In authoritarian countries, once people 
fi.nd out you are an American journalist, 
they come to you with guarded whis
pers and scribbled notes. And local 
journalists struggling to tell the truth 
seek support from American journal
ists, diplomats and aid workers. 

Such an authoritarian country is mili
tary-ruled Burma. There, soldiers shot 
dead hundreds, perhaps thousands, of 
people to quell huge street protests in 
1988. Many demonstrators rallied in 
front of the U.S. Embassy, believing 
that would protect them from the secu
rity forces and give international expo
sure to their demands. They listened to 
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Western radio broadcasts about their 
activities, and these broadcasts in turn 
emboldened them further by reassur
ing them that the world was paying 
attention. 

From the embassy building, U.S. dip
lomats videotaped the demonstrations. 
They got the film out co Bangkok offices 
of the major television networks, which 
broadcast the scenes around the world. 

Before the demonstrations, U.S. 
Embassy officials regularly had lunch 
with several Burmese journalists who 
were considered sore of silent opposi
tion figures. "They sought solidarity 
with the United States," one of the 
officials recalled. "They were all men 
who had suffered a lot, and expected to 
suffer more." 

Burma'spro-democracyleader,Aung 
San Suu Kyi, knows the power of the 
foreign media as well as anyone. The 
military, known as the State Law and 
Order Restoration Council, put her 
under house arrest starting in 1989. In 
1994, it allowed a U.S. Congressman to 
visit Mrs. Suu Kyi-the first visit to her 
by people outside her family. Her con
dition: an American journalist also must 
be present. What do you want to tell the 
world, Mrs. Suu Kyi was asked during 
the meeting. 

"Please keep making demands of the 
SLORC," she said, using the 
government's acronym. "International 
pressure helps a lot. Members of the 
SLORC are very sensitive about what is 
said about them in the international 
press." 

S ince her release in July 1995, Mrs. 
Suu Kyi has given many inter 
views to foreign journalists. She 

herself is an accomplished writer who 
knows the power of the medium; "Free
dom from Fear" is the title of one of her 
essays. 

Burma has one television station, 
one radio station and one national news
paper; alJ state-owned. Many people 
rely on foreign radio broadcasts. The 
government routinely mocks the for
eign media-proof that it fears their 
ability co strengthen the political oppo
sition. After Mrs. Suu Kyi's party held a 
congress that attracted large crowds in 
June, the government furthered re
stricted visas for foreign journalises. 

54 Nieman Reports / Fall 1996 

ASIAN MEDIA 

From 1989 co 1995, the military si
lenced Mrs. Suu Kyi through solitary 
confinement. But foreign journalists 
continued writing about her, in effect 
speaking for her. Every scory on Burma 
mentioned her name, even though none 
carried statements from her or any real 
news about her. Mrs. Suu Kyi was still 
confined when she won the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 1991, but as with Nelson 
Mandela of South Africa, these uninter
rupted stories had made her known 
globally and magnified the power of 
her name ac home. 

Burma's generals say they don't care 
what the world thinks. That's doubtful. 
Desperately poor, Burma must join 
transnational trading blocs and borrow 
from transnational banks. It must re
spect the rules of the global market
place, including at least some free flow 
of information and respect for human 
rights. The government is pursuing an 
"open-door" economic policy and has 
declared 1996 the Year of the Tourist. 
But these moves open the door wider 
co foreign influences and demands. 
Currently the loudest one is co negoti
ate national reconciliation with Mrs. 
Suu Kyi. Officials admit that they are 
having troubles attracting tourists be
cause of the bad press about Burma's 
political repression. Thus the interna
tional media is forcing Rangoon to at 
least consider the need to liberalize its 
political policies in tandem with its 
economic policies. 

The open-door policy already has 
led to an important new type of me
dia-privately owned business maga
zines that have become popular. The 
authorities are alJowing these maga
zines to cover a range of economic and 
social problems once considered too 
controversial, including AIDS, smug
gling and prostitution, according to the 
the organization Article 19, the Interna
tional Center Against Censorship. These 
magazines also publish translations 
from Western publications such as Time 
and Fortune, which are not generally 
available in Burma. 

Experience shows that a press that 
tests the limits can craft more space for 
itself and enlarge the sphere of political 
discourse in society. In Indonesia, the 
government banned three news maga
zines in 1994 after they reported on 

government scandals. Instead of being 
cowed, Indonesian journalists have 
joined together to get around controls. 
Underground newsmagazines have 
flourished; journalists say that some 
generals and members of parliament 
are among subscribers of the leading 
alternative publication, Independen. 
This year Tempo started publishing on 
the Internet, alongside alternative news 
agencies that report on sensitive politi
cal issues. 

W
stern media can play direct, 

key roles in supporting the 
new ethos struggling co 

emerge from Southeast Asian journal
ists. The Indochina Media Memorial 
Foundation (IMMF), established by 
Western journalists, recently conducted 
a course for 15 Indochinese journalists 
on business reporting-basically, how 
co cover the free market. Students in
cluded journalists from Vietnam's army 
daily and Laos's national radio, both 
mouthpieces for the ruling Communist 
parties. They discovered not only the 
inverted pyramid, but also what is pos
sible in conditions of journalistic free
dom and independence. 

On their first trips outside their coun
try, some IMMF students even went co 
cover an anti-government rally in 
Bangkok and returned to the classroom 
at the same time shaken and enthused. 
And they saw that people around the 
world increasingly are bound not only 
by economics and technology, but also 
social and cultural values. 

For centuries in Southeast Asia, cer
tain notions of authority and obedi
ence have been accepted as part of the 
natural order. Now they are being ques
tioned, sometimes uprooted, because 
of ideas spread by the media. Beliefs 
about what is morally permissable are 
becoming universalized. Human rights 
situations in one country are instantly 
compared with those in other coun
tries. The movement in the West co 
boycott companies doing business in 
Burma is gathering momentum from 
the memory of how chat strategy helped 
change South Africa. (In recent months, 
several American and European multi
nationals have pulled out of Burma or 
cancelled investment plans, citing the 
bad news stories about the country.) 



Demonstrators in Bangkok in 1992 
spokeofBurma 1988, and the Burmese 
demonstrators spoke of the Philippines 
1986. And all this has created the politi
cal and moral context in which change, 
hopefully in peace, one day will come 
to other countries. 

Confronted with the fax machine. 
satellite television and now the Internet, 
governments chat prize control now 
find the old controls don't work. By 
exposing what dictat0rs cry to hide, the 
media have pummeled the argument 
that '"Western-sryle human rights" don't 
suit Asian cultures and circumstances. 
Asians themselves are jamming the 
streets to demand these rights. ln an 
age where news fills every corner of the 
world, media coverage of Rangoon and 
Bangkok helped fashion a collective 
outrage without which change is im
possible. The fact that everyone knows 
what happened there pressures gov
ernments elsewhere to change. 

But journalists should not use their 
reporting to campaign for pro-democ
racy activists, no matter how tempting. 
Some Western journalists have cam
paigned for Mrs. Suu Kyi because she is 
so charismatic and her cause so poi
gnant. Consequently, their reports have 
ignored the fact that the Burmese gov
ernment is strong, despite all its evils, 
and have exaggerated Mrs. Suu Kyi's 
ability to single-handedly change 
Bunna. When I heard the gunshots in 
Bangkok in May 1992, I was incredu
lous, angry and near tears. l fought 
myself to do my job. Unless you stay 
objective-without in che process be
coming unfeeling-you lose your read
ers' trust. Without that trust, you can
not communicate. 

Often foreign correspondents find 
themselves in what might seem like the 
middle of nowhere, like Route 10, and 
we wonder if what little courage we 
have might not be better saved for an
other time.That's when it's best to re
member that in writing about a small 
struggle for democracy in one place, 
we can make an impact that grows in 
power as it crosses borders and bridges 
time. ■ 
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Satellite TV 
Transforming Broadcasting 

BvW1LL1AM ATKINS 

Wf:
en political violence erupted 

n the Indonesian capital of 
Jakarta in June, many journal

ists considered it one of the top re
gional stories of 1996. The open defi
ance toward President Suharto's 
government and the fury unleashed on 
the streets were highly unusual in mod
ern Jakarta. 

Several thousand protesters, 
adorned in the red of their Indonesia 
Democratic Parry, marched to protest 
against government interference in 
parry affairs. They clashed with riot 
police, and it is believed that some 
protesters died. Some journalists were 
beaten by police. 

Yet Indonesian television showed 
none of the demonstration. While five 
of Indonesia's six networks are pri
vately owned, they are closely con
nected lO the government. Two of the 
networks are controlled by the 
president's children. 

However, Indonesians wealthy 
enough t0 own satellite dishes saw the 
violence on the streets on BBC World, 
CNN and the international arm of the 
Australian Broadcasting Corp.-Austra· 
lia Television. 

Getting the scenes on air was not 
straightforward. In deference to the 
government, the Indonesian television 
stations refused to provide the usual 
satellite uplink facilities for the interna
tional agencies, preventing them from 
beaming footage directly tO their news
rooms in Hong Kong, London, Sydney 
and Atlanta. Instead, correspondents 
had to fly the videotapes out oflndone
sia. The BBC used facilities in Singapore 
to send footage. "The easiest thing in 
the world is 10 shut down a feed point, 
especially in countries where the infra
scrucrure is limited," says the BBC's 
Southeast Asia correspondent, lain 

Simpson. "But communications in 
Southeast Asia is now so good that 
unless you can stop everyone going out 
of an airport and check to see if they are 
carrying a tape, there is no way you can 
stop pictures getting out because you 
can fly it to another country and feed it 
from there." 

The episode illustrates the tensions 
and paradoxes in broadcast journalism 
that have sprung up in the last ft:wyears 
in Asia. ln an age of economic liberal
ism some authoritarian governments 
remain determined to limit the flow of 
news and information. They are alarmed 
by the potential for domestic crises to 
fall into a global information feedback 

\William Arkim is n Ph.D. rnndidnre nt the 
University of Sydney resenrching the television 
industry in So11rhtnst Asin. He wns n reporter 
far the Am1rnlin11 Brondcasting Corp., nnd 
then a producer far BBC Tekvision news nnd 
J,ukpendem Tekvision Neun in London. He 
is the author of "Satellite Television and rhe 
Stnte in Southenst Asin. " 
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loop, where coverage of op
position activities on interna
tional satellite services feeds 
back into events as they un
fold. The anti-government 
uprisings in Beijing in 1989 
and Bangkok in 1992 are cel
ebrated cases. The satellite 
news services made it possible 
for loca.l people to instantly 
see events that were being 
blocked from domestic televi
sion. That emboldened the 
demonstrators by assuring 
them that they were receiving 
international media attention. 

ASIAN MEDIA 

the main way of distributing 
television in Asia for the fore
seeable future. Consider the 
ground-breaking Star TV, the 
first pan-Asian satellite service. 
Its satellite footprint covers two
thirds of the world's popula
tion, from Beirut to Beijing and 
south to Indonesia. It started as 
a satellite-delivered, English
language service aimed at the 
wealthiest 5 percent of"Asians." 
Now it is being customized for 
a range oflocal languages, pre
dominately Hindi, Mandarin 
and Indonesian, and will be 
delivered to homes on a range 
of cable and satellite systems 
controlled by local interests. 
Star TV was established by a 
Hong Kong tycoon, but since 
1993 has been owned by Ru pen 
Murdoch's News Corp., which 

~ sees enormous growth poten-
~ tial in Asian television. 
,= Theoretically the new tech-

Government policies on sat
ellite broadcasting differ sig
nificantly across Asia. India, 
Thailand and the Philippines 
are liberal. China, Malaysia a.nd 
Singapore try to restrict re
porting about their "internal 
affairs" and severely limit the 
ownership of satellite dishes. 
Many countries are develop
ing their own satellite and cable 
systems in a bid to head off the 
international satellite net
works. "Governments in this 

This .front-page photo of police brutality published in the newspaper 
The Nation prompted public outrage and swelled Thailand's pro
democracy uprising in 1992. 

nology can deliver television 
pictures anywhere. Thus, at the 
beginning of the decade many 

region are very worried about 
losing control," ~ays Simpson. ''\Vhether 
that loss of control comes through glo
bal satellite broadcasters or the Internet 
or alternative political patrties within 
their own country, governments want 
to cling on to power. The idea of single 
party states and single party rule is not 
dead in Southeast Asia by any means." 

But whether governments are ready 
or not, since 1990 an array of terres
trial, cable and satellite broadcasters 
has mushroomed, not just because of 
the spread of technology but also be
cause of broad economic deregulation. 
In some cases the new satellite televi
sion services were made possible by the 
existence of government satellite sys
tems. For instance, Indonesia's Palapa 
system not only allowed a rapid pen
etration of government-endorsed pro
gramming to distant corners of the 
country, but later was the platform for 
introducing international services in
cluding CNN, Australia Television and 
ESP throughout Southeast Asia. With 
more than one million private satellite 
dishes in Indonesia, the government 
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cannot restrict watching these services, 
so it officially adopted an "open skies" 
policy. Other Asian governments have 
quickly emulated Indonesia by estab
lishing competing national satellite sys
tems. They want not only to take profits 
from the communications revolution, 
but also to try to regain some sovereign 
control over television. In 1989 Palapa 
was the only system in Asia delivering 
direct-to-home (DTH) satellite televi
sion signals. Today there are nine pur
pose-built broadcast satellites above tl1e 
region, and the number will at least 
double by the end of the cenrury. In
creasingly, satellites are being used as 
only one component in delivering tele
vision signals co Asian homes. Terres
trial television, especially cable, has 
spread dramatically. As well as being 
more acceptable co governments, cable 
systems are more cost-effective for 
reaclling audiences in large cities. Sat
ellite-based pay-TV systems require ex
pensive decoders and revenue collec
tion systems. le appears cable will be 

people expected its news pro
grams would spark political lib

eralization and break down the infor
mation barriers of authoritarian states. 
But such reform has been patchy. The 
development of television is being me
diated by commercial, political and cul
tural-linguistic forces. 

One key development is that Asian 
states are forming links with accommo
dating media corporations. Commer
cial access for television networks is 
being granted on the basis of political 
compliance, a trend that could retard 
the development of more dynamic pro
gramming. Witness the success of Hong 
Kong-based China Entertainment Tele
vision-an alliance of Hong Kong, In
donesian and U.S. interests headed by 
Robert Chua. Its Mandarin-language 
network is welcomed by authorities in 
China and Singapore on the basis of its 
slogan: "No sex, no violence, no news." 
A range of other Chinese-language sat
ellite channels from Hong Kong and 
Singapore also focus squarely on mov
ies and liglu drama. Thus, harmless 
entertainment and business news are 
forming the core of Asia's television 



services, to the detriment of broader 
news coverage and political discourse. 

Star TV, which is based in Hong 
Kong, has come under greatest interna
tional scrutiny in this regard. In a fa. 
mous speech in 1993, Murdoch said: 
"Advances in the technology of tele
communications have proved an un
ambiguous threat to totalitarian regimes 
everywhere .... Satellite broadcasting 
makes it possible for information-hun
gry societies to bypass state-controlled 
television channels." 

Perhaps sensing that such sentiments 
were not appropriate for a broadcaster 
on its doorstep, China promptly banned 
the private ownership ofsatelJite dishes, 
seriously setting back Star 1V's ambi
tions in the world's biggest television 
market. A few months later, Star 1V 
dropped BBC World from its Northern 
Asia service after Beijing had bitterly 
complained about the BBC's political 
coverage and an unflattering documen
tary on Chairman Mao Zedong. BBC 
World was replaced by a Mandarin
language entertainment channel. 
Murdoch later admitted that it was done 
in the hope of soothing bad relations 
with Beijing. "1 was well aware that the 
freedom fighters of the world would 
abuse me for it," he said. The separa
tion of BBC World and Star 1V was 
completed this past April when BBC 
World disappeared from the Southern 
Asia service, and was replaced by a 
Hindi movie channel. That banished 
BBC World to a less accessible satellite 
system, PanAmSat, which requires an 
expensive decoder in Southeast Asia. 
The BBC is now looking to cable redis
tribution to rebuild its audience. 

"We quickly developed a big audi
ence all over Asia, especially in coun
tries like Cambodia and Vietnam where 
there is very little competition and ac
cess to other information," says BBC's 
Simpson. "So when we were dropped 
off Star, hundreds of letters poured in 
from people saying: 'We've bought sat
ellites and want to keep watching the 
BBC. What can we do about it?"' Plans 
announced last year by Murdoch for a 
News Corp. global 24-hour news chan
nel to rival CNN now appear to exclude 
the Asian sphere. 

Another notable attempt by Murdoch 
to curry favor with governments was in 

itllllllllU 

ASIAN MEDIA 

A staffer shows the simple state television studio in Battambang, western Cambodia. 

Malaysia. Prime Minister Mahathir 
Mohamad said after meeting with 
Murdoch in 1994 that "he assured me 
that ... if we don't like a particular pro
gram, we can switch it off." Mahathir, 
who argues that many Western influ
ences threaten indigenous cultures and 
values, had been a leading critic of 
News Corp.'s move into the region's 
television industry. Malaysia has been 
rapidly developing competing systems 
to block or mediate the penetration of 
the international services. Its MeaSat 
satellite, launched this year, will carry 
government-approved television, pos
sibly including Star 1V. Only satellite 
dishes attuned to MeaSat will be al
lowed in Malaysia. 

Perhaps the most restrictive envi
ronment is in Singapore, where private 
satelHte dishes are outlawed. Unlike 
Malaysia and China, where the bans are 
occasionally flouted, Singapore's geog
raphy, population density and exten
sive surveillance systems have resulted 
in total compliance. The government 
proposes to cable the entire island by 
the turn of the century. A pay-1V service 
will be one feature of the plan. Cur
rently the township ofTampines is the 
only part of Singapore to be connected 
to the Singapore Cable Vision network. 
The government would probably like 
to see what impact the dozens of chan
nels-including BBC World and CNN-

will have on citizens in Tampines be
fore hooking up the rest of the city. The 
government has a prickly relationship 
with foreign media, and uses the full 
force of the law to attack those per
ceived to be interfering in its internal 
political affairs. At the other encl of the 
scale is Thailand, whose entrepreneurs 
are emerging as key providers of satel
lite infrastructure in Asia. Since 1992, 
Thailand has allowed ownership of pri
vate satellite dishes. Thaicomsat, the 
Thai satellite system licensed to the 
powerful Shinawatra group, will widen 
its coverage to the Middle East, North 
Asia and Australia with the launch of a 
third satellite this year. Thai media ty· 
coons are looking overseas for oppor
tunities in satellite television. Sonthi 
Limthongkul's M Group has joined the 
government of Laos in the LaoStar sat
ellite project. A subsidiary, the Asian 
Broadcasting and Communications 
Network, plans to launch two satellites 
for Laos over the next two years. The 
first one will carry 200 channels across 
15 countries. 

The Asian country with perhaps the 
most spectacular growth in satellite and 
cable television is India, the world's 
second most populous country, with 
800 million people. Since China banned 
satellite dishes, India has become a key 
television market battleground. For in
stance, 40 percent of Star TV's revenue 
comes from India. And India is gaining 
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a reputation for robust broadcast jour
nalism, much of it home-grown. 

It has not always been the case. De
spite India's liberal tradition in news
papers and publishing, the state broad
caster, Doordashan, had a reputation 
as a government propagandist. Accord
ing to Gordon Taylor, former corre
spondent for the Australian Broadcast
ing Corp. based in New Del11i, the arrival 
of satellites has awakened Doordashan. 
"Indian television was very staid and 
unimaginative," he says. Suddenly 
Doordashan is starting to have much 
higher production values and even 
more openness in news and current 
affairs. [But] there is still government 
control. There is still censorship." 

A four-cornered contest is develop
ing to provide news and current affairs 
programs to South Asia among 
Doordashan, BBC World, CNN and a 
local player, Zee TV, which is 50 per
cent owned by News Corp. and is part 
of the Star TV network in South Asia. 

BBC World is attempting to build on 
the reputation oficssisterorganization, 
BBC World Service radio, with a com
prehensive network of correspondents 
throughout South Asia. BBC World has 
begun a daily 30-minute business pro
gram, in addition t0 the daily Asian 
news hour. The service plays an impor
tant agenda-setting role, says Taylor. 
"The elite watch BBC World," he says. 

Commercially, CNN has gained the 
upper hand by signing an exclusive 
deal with Doordashan for program ex
changes-which ensures CNN is dis
tributed daily to millions of Indian 
homes that do not have cable or satel
lite facilities. Experts say it was the first 
time any broadcaster, foreign or do
mestic, has been granted access to the 
Indian government satellite system. "In
dia thought the CNN deal was a great 
coup in the propaganda war against 
Pakistan," says Taylor. 

But it is the Hindi-language channel 
Zee TV that has been a nmaway success 
in India. Zee 'IV employs about 200 
journalists for itS news and current 
affairs programming. Many of them have 
been trained with News Corp.'s BSkyB 
in London or in Australia and Hong 
Kong. The network has a daily 30-
minute bulletin with both Indian and 
international news. Taylor says Indian 
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television must still tow the govern
ment line on issues including political 
disputes with neighboring Pakistan, 
government corruption and inter-com
munal conflict. In addition, interna
tional journalists must run the gauntlet 
of Indian government censors when 
they transmit material overseas by sat
ellite. 

A growth area in international bcoad
casting in East Asia is business televi
sion. Asia Business News, based in 
Singapore, was set up in 1994 by Dow 
Jones, Tele-Communications Inc. and 
Television New Zealand. An investment 
arm of the Singapore government, 
Singapore International Media, holds 
10 percent of ABN. The channel carries 
reports on global financial markets, 
interviews with business leaders and 
soft news. A second satellite-delivered 
business channel, CNBC, began in 1995. 
It is an offshoot of the NBC network of 
the United States. Both ABN and CNBC 
are predominately English-language, 
with short business bulletins in Manda
rin. According to the BBC's Simpson, 
the business channels tend to avoid any 
critical comment on governments. 

Asian television has been trans
formed in the satellite age, with spec
tacular growth in the amount and type 
of programming available. It is still 
mostly the educated and wealthy elite 
who watch the international services. 
Thus, these services have limited im
pact on day-to-day politics in Asia. But 
they appear to be increasingly influen
tial in setting the agenda for local media 
and for political and business leaders. 
And there is strong evidence that a 
much broader audience watches these 
services during times of civil crisis. How
ever, they are not yet "mass media"
and with the rapid growth of cable and 
local language-programming, perhaps 
they will never be. 

The challenge lies with local produc
ers and network operators. As has been 
shown in India, there is scope for chal
lenging programming to be developed 
alongside entertainment programming. 
The existence of hundreds of channels 
is not enough. The key task is to create 
and deliver programs that are useful to 
the developing societies of Asia. ■ 

The Internet 
Screening 

Out the Flies 
BY URRY CAMPBELL 

I n the barely three years since the 
Internet started making its pres
ence felt in Asia, the technology has 

dramatically increased the flow of in
formation in a n:gion where:: many gov
ernments try tO control what their citi
zens say and read. 

As new service providers spring up 
around Asia almost every week, the 
Internet is being made available to many 
people who have had other avenues of 
communication closed off to them. 
Political dissidents and human rights 
groups, either living inside the country 
or in exile, are using it to get their 
messages across and try to rattle gov
ernments. 

The total is unknown, but the num
berof Asians using the Internet is grow
ing as exponentially as the region's 
economies. Consider, for example, 
Hong Kong, the first Asian city con
nected in a big way. In December 1993, 
barely 1,000 people there were con
nected through the two service provid
ers then in operation. Today, 50,000 
are connected through more than 60 
providers. 

According to research on the region 
by a service provider in Hong Kong, 
Asia On-Line, there are no service pro
viders in Burma, Laos, North Korea or 
Cambodia. All these countries are des
perately poor, with primitive commu
nications infrastructures. Laos and 
North Korea are communist, Cambo
dia is struggling out of communism, 
and Burma is military-ruled. 

The governments of such authori
tarian stalwarts as China, Singapore and 
Vietnam have made no secret of their 
plans to try to control the Internet and 
filter what their citizens see. They say 
pornography is of primary concern, but 
have also voiced worry about the 



Internet being used as a forum for po
litical dissent. And since much of the 
information on the Internet originates 
in the West, conservative governments 
also worry about its possible "corrupt
ing" influence on Asia's youth. 

Limiting the Internet by limiting the 
number of service providers or tighten
ing control over them is a policy of 
several Asian governments. 

This pastJuly, Singapore announced 
measures to license all service provid
ers and content providers in the island 
state with the official Singapore Broad
casting Authority. That includes pro
viders to L)'ber cafes and organizations 
putting locally produced political and 
religious infonnation on the World Wide 
Web. The stated goal: to regulate politi
cal, religious and pornographic con
tent on the Internet. Violators could 
face a stiff, though as yet unspecified, 
fine. 

"We must take a pro-active approach 
to put some rules in place so that our 
young children will not be affected by 
objectionable material," said the broad
casting authority's chief executive of
ficer, Goh Liang Kwang. 

The agenc.-y said "objectionable" con
tent included materials "which tend to 
bring the government into hatred or 
contempt, or which excite disaffection 
against the government." 

While the measures are not as draco
nian as the government has clamped 
on other aspecrs of Singapore life, they 
constitute a significant first step in con
trolling the Internet. Other Asian gov
ernments are expected to follow suit. 

There are some 100,000 Internet 
users in Singapore, which has three 
million people. Last year, the govern
ment tried to screen out pornography 
by reading the E-mail on the computers 
of what was then the biggest Internet 
provider in Singapore. Following criti
cism from around the world, the gov
ernment stopped the practice and 
apologized. 

This past March, the seven mem
bers of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations said they would establish 
a regulatory body to cope with the rush 
of information technology, which they 
said was bringing pornography and 
disinformation into the region. 

Authoritarian Asian countries seek 
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to control rather than to altogether ban 
the Internet because they realize its 
vital value as a cheap and efficient com
munications tool, especially for busi
nesses. And much of the information 
on the Internet is invaluable to busi
nesses and educational institutions in 
less developed countries such as China. 

"One of the main concerns of the 
Chinese government is to 'protect' the 
interests of its people from pornogra
phy and subversive material on the 
Internet," says Johnson Cheng, Manag
ing Director of Hong Kong-based 
WorldLink, a service provider, which 
for more than a year has been discuss
ing the possibility of doing business in 
China. In China, any such discussions 
drag on because of the sensitivity. 

In China, commercial Internet ac
counts became available only in mid-
1995. But the fees were so high only the 
wealthiest people could afford to have 
accounts, and in any case their distribu
tion was very tightly controlled, says 
the U.S.-based Human Rights Watch. 
This past February, the government 
said existing computer networks must 
"liquidate" and "re-register," and use 
only international channels provided 
by designated state agencies. 

Cheng says some Chinese officials 
view the Internet as a giant window: "If 
you open the window to let a good 
breeze in, you have a good time, but if 
a fly comes in, you shut the window and 
the fun's over. If you wanted the breeze 
but not the flies, you need to set up a 
good fly screen. China is still looking 
for the right fly screen and in the mean
time is being very cautious about how 
far it opens the window." 

To provide their users with access to 
Internet newsgroups, which cover ev
erything from politics to religion to 
sexual bondage, service providers must 
subscribe to them. Governments can 
order providers to stop subscribing, 
but a citizen instead can register with a 
provider overseas and access the 
newsgroups through a direct dial phone 
call. Governments can prevent provid
ers from allowing certain groups to 
post information on the Web, but these 
groups can instead post through pro
viders overseas. And governments can
not control the information coming in 
from Web sites overseas short of cut-

ting off access to the entire Web. 
As a result, citizens of countries such 

as China or Vietnam where the local 
media is strictly controlled can read 
uncensored news about their own coun
tries through the Web sites of foreign 
newspapers and news organizations 
such as CNN, Time and Newsweek. In 
this way, the Internet has become an
other powerful force for the border
breaching flow of information, like the 
short-wave radio, the fax machine, and 
satellite television. 

Activists throughout the region, as 
well as those living in the United States 
and other Western countries, are mak
ing full use of the Internet to fight the 
notion espoused by some Asian coun
tries that "Western-style human rights" 
don't belong in Asia. The Web is filled 
with postings by groups opposed to the 
Rangoon, Beijing and Hanoi govern
ments. 

An Asian wondering how his govern
ment measures up against worldwide 
standards can access the Human Rights 
page (http://www.qmw.ac.uk/ 
-zgap4027 /human.html). It provides a 
basic definition of the term "human 
rights" and provides hypertext links co 
the sites of groups such as Amnesty 
International, Human Rights Watch, and 
the Children's Rights Council. 

"The Internet helps to empower us," 

Larry Campbell, a native of Sri Lanka, i.s 
Managing Director of Asia Tech Publications, 
which publishes The Dataphile, a magazine 
covering the Internet technology and culture 
in Asia. Previously, he was Editor of Technol
ogy Post, a weekly pu//,out section in The 
South China Morning Post, in Hong Kong. 
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says Paul Harris, chairman of the Asia
based group Human Righrs Monitor. 

Refugee Concern, a Hong Kong
based group working to improve the 
plight of Vietnamese refugees, uses 
Internet E-mail to coordinate efforts by 
members around the world and to share 
the huge amount of information it has 
on refugee issues. 

"We have been on the Net for about 
five months and have linked up with 
refugee organizations and Vietnamese 
community groups around the world," 
says Peter Barnes, a Lawyer for Refugee 
Concern. 

Unable to block the flow of criticism 
on the Internet, some governments are 
fighting back by playing the game. This 
year, the Malaysian government set up 
a site on the World Wide Web (http:// 
www.jaring.my/) to give "accurate" in
formation about the country. The 
Singapore government also has a site 
(http://www.gov.sg/). There's an on-line 
publication of the Beijing regime, China 
News Digest (http://cnd.cnd.org/). The 
ironic result of all this jostling is to 
encourage the free exchange of opin
ions in cyberspace. 

In the past year and a half, news 
organizations around the region have 
scrambled to market themselves on the 
Web, and pumped significant amounts 
of money into making their content 
available there. 

The Straits Times in Singapore 
makes itS content available on the 
Asia One Web site (http:// 
www.asaione.com), which also carries 
the content of more than 20 other pub
lications ranging from Asia Inc maga
zine, which is based in Hong Kong, to 
the Guang Zhou Ribao (Ghuang Zhou 
Daily) newspaper in China. 

Smaller newspapers such as The 
Daily News in Sri Lanka were among 
the first to put their content on the 
Web. The Daily News site (http:// 
lanka.net/lakehouse) offers everything 
from the latest coverage of Sri Lanka's 
ethnic conflict to cricket scores and 
obituaries. Larger newspapers such as 
The South China Morning Post in Hong 
Kong are reluctant to go on the Web in 
such a comprehensive way because char 
would mean people read it for free. 
Still, The Morning Post is working on a 
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site that will have some con
tent from the daily. 

In Hong Kong, 
Singapore, Taiwan and 
other places where Internet 
access is relatively inexpen
sive, Asian journalis1s are be
ginning to see its value for 
reporting. 

"We are taking a little time 
to come to terms with the 
amount ofinformation avail
able on the Internet, but we 
can access information on 
the Net in a few hours that 
took us days to get in the 
past," says Simon Macklin, 
News Editor of The South 
China Morning Post. "It's 
becoming increasingly use
ful." 

A recent example: a story 
that broke of a ship carrying 
toxic waste entering Hong 
Kong waters. 

"When we first heard 
about it, it was too late to 
reach people by phone, but 
we got on the Marine 
Department's page, which 
lists every ship arriving in 
Hong Kong, and got a lot of 
the information we needed 
from there," Macklin said 

Artist C. Iskra depicts pressure and censorship by Indone
sian authorities. 

The Morning Post has not 
given its staff direct access 
to the Internet via the newspaper's in
ternal networked computers, for fear 
of exposing the network to viruses 
spread via the Internet. But it has of
fered dial-up Internet accounts to edi
torial staff and placed Internet-con
nected computers in the newsroom. 

Hong Kong is one of the least restric
tive countries in the region in terms of 
Internet content, despite recent at
tempts by legislators to introduce anti
pornography laws. But the British 
colony reverts back to Chinese control 
July 1 next year, and Beijing already has 
given many indications it will not toler
ate the level of freedom of expression 
now enjoyed in Hong Kong. 

"As Hong Kong reaches 1997 and 
papers get more controlled and cir
cumspect, the voices of the people will 
still be heard on the Net," says Macklin 

ofThe South China Morning Post. "The 
truth will be told, be it in the papers or 
the Net. Hong Kong is in a very peculiar 
situation. There is so much uncertainty 
about the freedom of the press, but 
journalisrs as a whole are optimistic 
because of the growing power of the 
Internet. 

"We are certainly aware that Chinese 
authorities are looking to restrict ac
cess, but we are confident that technol
ogy will move quicker than the Chinese 
government. I don't believe they have 
the resources or the knowledge to con
trol what goes on in cyberspace." ■ 
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South Asia 
Regional Language Press Thriving 

BY VIKRAM PAREKH 

D espite the varied histories of 
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh 
and their neighbors, South 

Asia's media share a common tradition 
of press freedom and adversarial jour
nalism. In this regard, they differ sharply 
from the state-controUed media that 
prevails in much of East Asia. 

To a great extent, the Asian media 
are susceptible to the same forces irre
spective of state boundaries: ethnic and 
sectarian conflicts, pressure from na
tional and regional politicians and de
pendence on government advertising. 
These pressures are nowhere more evi
dent than in the case of South Asia's 
vernacular press. Often overlooked by 
foreign observers, the dramatic expan
sion of the vernacular press is perhaps 
the region's most salient media devel
opment of the last decade. 

Fueled by increasing literacy and the 
growth of South Asia's middle class, the 
vernacular press has experienced enor
mous gains in readership. Many South 
Asians are eager for news other than 
that disseminated by state-controlled 
broadcast networks. Those not conver
sant in English now have discretionary 
income to spend on newspapers printed 
in their own languages. 

Over the last 10 years, as The Far 
Eastern Economic Review recently 
noted, the circulation of western India's 
Gujarati-language daily Sandesh grew 
from 172,000 to 439,000, while the 
Marathi-language newspaper Navakal 
(New Age) saw its circulation increase 
six-fold, from 52,000 to 350,000. By 
contrast, the circulation of India's En
glish-language newspapers remained 
essentially stagnant. 

Meanwhile, the Urdu-language press 
commands more than 90 percent of 
Pakistan's newspaper readership, ac
cording to the Pakistan Press Founda-

tion, a Karachi-based advocacy and train
ing group. 

The vernacular press embraces a stag
gering range of publications, from main
stream, mass circulation dailies-some 
owned by the same firms as the leading 
English-language newspapers-to fun
damentalist mouthpieces such as 
Bombay's Samna and Bangladesh's 
Dainik Sangram. Among the numerous 
independently owned publications is 
the oldest newspaper in Asia, the 
Gujarati-language Mumbai Samachar 
(Bombay News), which marks its 175th 
anniversary this year, and India's larg
est circulation daily (779,000), Malayala 
Manorama, in the southern state of 
Kerala. 

The resumption of electoral politics 
in Pakistan in 1988 and Bangladesh in 
1991 and the devolution of political 
power in India from urban, English
speaking elites to the country's dispar
ate regions in recent elections have 
made the vernacular press far more 
influential. These developments, un
fortunately, have had a predictable cor
ollary. "The (regional] languages press 
is more important to politicians," says 
Rahul Dev, Executive Edit0r of India's 
respected Hindi daily Jansatta, "and 
therefore there is greater pressure on 
the language publications." 

In June 1995, the government of 
Sindh province in southern Pakistan 
shocked the Karachi press community 
when it abruptly banned six popular 
Urdu-language evening newspapers for 
60 days under the Maintenance of Pub
lic Order Act of 1960. The newspapers, 
some of which editorially supported an 
outlawed opposition party of Muslim 
immigrants from India, the Muhajir 
Qaumi Movement (Migrants' National 
Movement, or MQM), were shut down 
for publishing allegedly sensationalized 

reports about Karachi's ongoing fac
tional and ethnic violence. The mea
sure galvanized Pakistani journalists, 
whose protests prompted the lifting of 
the ban five days later. 

Powerful political groups have also 
attacked vernacular dailies without fear 
of prosecution. Last December, in the 
northern Indian city of Lucknow, sup
porters of the Bahujan Samaj Party 
(Majority People's Party, or BSP) be
sieged the offices of the Hindi daily 
DainikJagran, damaging the building's 
gates, setting fire to a vehicle and at
tacking other property. The blockade 
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Vikram Parekh is Program Coordinator for 
Asia at the Committee to Protect jo11rnalists 
in New York. He has visited India, Hong 
Kong, and Vietnam on behalf of the commit
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Kashmir. Parekh 11Jas previously a Ford 
Foundation Felww at the New York-based 
International Center for law in Devewp
ment. 
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marked the culmination of a massive 
BSP rally protesting the publication of 
an interview in which the party's un
married general secretary was alleged 
to have a 12-year-old daughter. 

There was a broader context to the 
BSP's grievance. DainikJagran had rid
den the crest of a wave that saw many 
vernacular dailies in northern and west
ern India supporting the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) and other newly as
cendant forces of Hindu nationalism
whose resolute opposition to affirma
tive action measures incensed lower
caste parties such as the BSP. At their 
worst, many vernacular newspapers 
played a key role in fomenting commu
nal riots, such as those that followed a 
report in the Hindi daily Aaj that doc
tors at Aligarh Muslim University were 
killing Hindu patients. 

"Since they are closer to the people, 
the vernacular publications are more 
vulnerable to social pressure," says 
Rahul Dev. "They may find it easier or 
more expedient to go along with the 
public mood." 

Ethnic and religious parochialism is 
by no means limited to India's regional 
language press. Vernacular papers in 
Pakistan are generally more hawkish 
than their English-language counter
parts, while the Singhala-language press 
in Sri Lanka frequently makes overtures 
to Singhalese nationalism, as evidenced 
by much ofitS st!"ident criticism of Presi
dent Chandrika Kumaratunga's propos
als for regional autonomy. 

There are vernacular newspapers 
throughout South Asia that have stood 
as brave exponents of pluralism in the 
face of mounting ethnic and religious 
extremism. 

Withdrawal of advertising by gov
ernmentS and public corporations is a 
powerful tool of coercion throughout 
South Asia. Here, too, the vernacular 
press is more susceptible. According to 
Indian editors, the majority of national 
ads purchased by private corporations 
go to the country's English-language 
press, despite its smaller readership. 
"The ad agencies are mostly manned by 
people with an English-language back
g.round," says Rahul Dev. "Their ideals, 
mores and ways of thinking are West
ernized, and they don't see any strength 

62 Nieman Reports / Fall 1996 

ASIAN MEDIA 

Indian TV cameramen film evacuation ofciviliam wounded in Kabul, Afghanistan. 

in the [regional) languages press." 
But there are otl1er areas where both 

the vernacular and English-language 
press encounter interference. Among 
these is coverage of South Asia's long
running civil wars: northern Sri L-inka, 
the Indian states of Kashmir and Assam, 
and Afghanistan. In a dramatic break 
with her campaign pledge to uphold 
press freedom, Sri Lankan President 
Kumaratunga offered perhaps the 
clearest illustration of government cen
sorship in South Asia. Last September, 
on the eve of a major military offensive 
on the Tamil Tiger-held Jaffna penin
sula, her government began requiring 
domestic and foreign media to clear all 
war stories with the country's Media 
Ministry. Although the government 
lifted the clearance requirement for 
foreign media five days later, following 
widespread international coverage of 
the move, the regulations remained in 
force for the domestic media until De
cember 20. 

The censorship did not go without 
domestic opposition, however; a local 
press freedom group, the Free Media 
Movement, condemned the curbs, as 
did many newspapers and, although 
unsuccessful, the Singhala-language 
tabloid Jana Jaya petitioned the Su-

preme Court to have the regulations 
lifted. 

lndia's self-proclaimed policy of 
transparency in Kashmir has proved as 
illusory as Kumaratunga's professed 
support for press freedom. Foreign and 
local journalists covering the seven
year separatist war in the Kashmir Val
ley are routinely denied access to sites 
of cordon-and-search operations and 
armed confrontation, such as the In
dian army's standoff with militants oc
cupying the Charar-e-Sharif shrine in 
May 1995 mat ended with the shrine's 
destruction. Local reporters also face 
intimidation by Indian security forces, 
separatist groups, and government
backed militias. 

An equally serious obstacle to cover
age of the Kashmir conflict is self-cen
sorship by the Indian press. With rare 
exceptions, the Indian media have 
tended to defer to official accounts of 
the war's progress. The recent parlia
mentaryelections in Kashmir, described 
by nearly all foreign reporters as having 
been carried out under heavy military 
coercion, were presented in most In
dian news periodicals as a legitimate 
expression of Kashmiri public senti
ment. The only notable dissenters in 
India's English-language press were rwo 



magazines, Frontline, which presented 
two opposing assessments of the elec
tions, and Outlook, which unequivo
cally reported the elections as being 
neither fair nor free. 

The separatist war in India's north
eastern state of Assam has also proved 
hazardous for the local press. Last May, 
unidentified gunmen ambushed and 
shot Parag Kumar Das, Editor-in-Chief 
of Asomiya Pratidin, the largest circula
tion daily in Assam, and an outSpoken 
proponent of self-rule for the state. 
Das's colleagues believe his assassina
tion was carried out by former Assamese 
separatists with links to the previous 
administration in the state. 

Unlike India and Sri Lanka, Afghani
stan lacks a functioning independent 
press. A decade of warfare between 
mujahideen factions and the Soviet
backed Afghan government and subse
quent internecine fighting have had a 
devastating impact. Newspapers, 
crippled by chronic shortages of almost 
all essential supplies, publish only in
termittently, while the radio stations 
operated by various mujahideen fac
tions enjoy little credibility. 

Among Afghans, the BBC is perhaps 
the only widely acknowledged source 
of non-partisan reporting in the coun
try, and its vernacular broadcasts enjoy 
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an extensive following. But the BBC, 
too, has paid a heavy price in the war. In 
July 1994, Mirwais Jalil, a 25-year old 
reporter for the Pashto and Persian
language sections of the BBC World 
Service, was kidnapped and murdered 
while returning from an interview with 
the then renegade Prime Minister, 
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. Although nei
ther the BBC nor Jalil's family have laid 
the blame for the murder on 
Hekmatyar's doorstep, an Italian re
porter who accompanied Jalil co the 
interview and was with him at the time 
of his abduction has publicly stated his 
belief in Hekmatyar's culpability. Fol
lowing a rapprochement with Presi
dent Burhanuddin Rabbani, Hekmatyar 
returned to his offices in Kabul in June. 

For the first quarter of 1996, 
Bangladesh stood poised on the verge 
of a comparable political breakdown, 
as strikes and demonstrations called by 
opposition parties paralyzed the coun
try. The period saw widespread attacks 
on journalists covering the unn:st, a 
move that threatened co reverse the 
dramatic gains for press freedom in 
Bangladesh since the fall of the Ershad 
dictatorship in 1991. On February 19, 
police shot and killed Mohammed 
Quamruzzaman, a reporter for the 
weekly Neel Sagar, while he was cover-

A soldier 011 guard by II comer newsst,md in Srinagar, Kashmir. 

ing a political protest in the northern 
town ofNilphamari. In a separate case, 
in March, police arrested Borhan Kabir, 
a reporter for the daily Ajker Kagoj, at 
his office in Dhaka. Kabir, who had 
written several articles criticizing the 
controversial first round of elections, 
was charged with engaging in anti-state 
activities. In other cases, journalists and 
photographers were assaulted by au
thorities and their equipment de
stroyed. 

The use of defamation statutes by 
high-ranking government officials has 
increasingly hampered the press 
throughout South Asia, affecting the 
vernacular and English-language me
dia alike. Last year, 1he govcrnmen1 of 
Pakistan pressed charges against 
Kam ran KJ1an, the chief correspondent 
of the daily Dawn and a liJrmer fellow at 
the New York-based Commi11ee w Pro
tect Journalists. Khan was charged with 
defamation by Prime Minister Benazir 
Bhutto for reporting that she had re
quested the extradition of M()M leader 
Altaf Hussein in a personal mee1ing 
with the British Foreign Secretary. 

Other powerful Pakistani politidans. 
including Member of Parliament Asif 
Ali Zardari, who is also Bhu11o·s hus
band, and Kamaluddin Azfar, 1he gov
ernor ofSinclh province, threatened to 
file defamation suits against four lead
ing Pakistani journalists and their pub
lishers for reponing abou1 poli1ical 
corrnption and patronage on their part. 

In Sri Lanka, the editors of three 
prominent newspapers, The Sunday 
Leader, The Sunday Times, and 1he 
Singhala-language daily Lakbima. cur
rently face criminal defamation charges 
for reporting on l'residen1 
Kumaratunga's l:11e-nigh1 appearance 
at a birthday parry thrown fora member 
of parliament in a Colombo hotel. 

Privilege and immunity laws, a legacy 
of the subcontinent's colonial heriiage. 
are also periodically employed by gov
ernment authorities to deter media scni
tiny. Under India's privilege law, jour
nalists can be summoned before a 
special committee of parliament or the 
state legislative assembly-rather than 
a court of law-if legislators have ac
cused chem of defamation. 

South Asian courts themselves have 
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tried co raise their decisions above media 
criticism by invoking contempt of court. 
The Pakistani Supreme Court last year 
initiated a contempt of court proceed
ing against the principal columnist of 
the daily Dawn, as well as the paper's 
editor and publisher, fora column ques
tioning the political independence of 
recent Supreme Court appointments. 
According to the Pakistani constitution, 
the court may punish anyone who "does 
anything which tends to bring the Court 
or a Judge of the Court into hatred, 
ridicule, or contempt." Those found to 
be in contempt of court face imprison
ment ofup to six months and/or a fine 
of up to 5,000 rupees. 

In March, Seemera Khan, a junior 
Assistant Editor of The Times oflndia, 
was served notice of criminal contempt 
of court for a column in which she said 
India's Film Censor Board had cut a 
scene depicting the rape of a lower
caste woman by upper-caste men in the 
film "Bandit Queen" for political, rather 
than moral, reasons. Although The 
Times of India subsequently published 
an "unconditional apology" for Khan's 
"ilkonsidered views," legal proceed• 
ings against Khan continue. 

The most widely covered media is
sues in the South Asian press, however, 
have less to do with freedom of expres
sion than they do with questions of 
ownership. Throughout the subconti
nent, the broadcast media is largely 
state-controlled, as is the Lake House 
publishing group in Sri Lanka, Nepal's 
two major dailies, and the Bangladeshi 
dailies Dainik Bangla (Daily Bengal) 
and Bangladesh Times. 

A major element of President 
Kumaratunga's campaign platform in 
Sri Lanka was the broad-basing of the 
Lake House group, a proposal chat 
would have privatized the state-owned 
newspapers without concentrating the 
shares in a few hands. A year-and-a-half 
after her election, however, the Lake 
House group remains government-con
trolled and no concrete seeps have been 
taken co privatize it. 

In Bangladesh, the government of 
Sheikh Hasina Wazed-who came to 
power following a second round of 
elections in June-has promised co 
grant autonomy co the broadcast media 
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and to privatize the two state-owned 
newspapers. 

Meanwhile, the question of the for
eign media's entry into India looms 
large over the heads oflocal publishers. 
Politicians from both the left and right 
have spoken of a threat to India's cul
tural heritage if a ban on foreign owner
ship of newspapers that dates back to 
1955 is lifted. They have been seconded 
by a large and influential segment of 
the Indian press, including Bennet 
Coleman & Co., which publishes the 
august Times of India, and N. Ram, the 
outspoken editor of Frontline maga
zine. 

To an extent, the fear is justified; the 
widespread availabil1ty of satelHte tele
vision after 1993 spelled the death
knell for video magazines-indepen
den tly produced, serialized news 
programs chat had offered a home
grown alternative to the state-owned 
Doordarshan television network and 
which gained a large subscription audi
ence in the early 1990's. But indepen
dent television producers stand co gain 
a new lease on life following a Su pre me 
Court ruling lase year that the govern• 
ment has no constitutional right to 
monopolize the airwaves. Intriguingly, 
a number of Indian editors and pub
lishers have argued in favor of rescind
ing the ban on foreign ownership. 
Among them are several that are evi
dently motivated by planned tie-ups 
with foreign media, such as a prospec
tive collaboration between Calcutta's 
Ananda Bazar Patrika group and 
London's Financial Times. 

Many of the vernacular publications, 
however, see themselves as sufficiently 
advanced technologically and so 
uniquely tailored to the needs of local 
markets that they have little to fear from 
foreign competition. As Ramoji Rao, 
the Editor of the Telegu-language daily 
Eenadu, recently wrote in Outlook 
magazine: "Financial and technical skills 
are the necessary conditions for the 
success of any medium. But the more 
important considerations are relevance, 
cultural identification and integrity of 
purpose. All of which are available to 
the established Indian media in ad
equate measure." ■ 

Foreign TV Covers 
India Elections Well 

India's ChiefElection Commissioner, 
T.N. Seshan, may have robbed the 

1996 national elections to Parliament 
of its customary color but television 
audiences have never had it better. For 
the first time, foreign 1V networks got 
into the act with stepped-up coverage 
of the elections to the 11th Lok Sabha 
(Lower House). Foreign crews criss
crossed the country, battling with the 
heat and each other as networks tried 
to be the first with the news. 

CNN International managed a few 
firsts. Its New Delhi Bureau Chief,Anita 
Pratap, was granted an interview with 
the then Prime Minister, P.V. Narasimha 
Rao, a coveted assignment. 

Not that the BBC was idle. The cam
paign saw such anchors as Daniel Lak, 
a South Asian expert based in London, 
and Nik Gowing, an anchor for BBC 
World, fly to New Delhi to cover the 
Indian elections. It stepped up election 
coverage by 19 correspondents. 

For CNN, coverage of the Indian 
election was undertaken on a war foot
ing. It took over practically an entire 
floor of New Delhi's Taj Mansingh Ho
tel. Special crews were sent to India 
from Atlanta, and anchor Riz Khan flew 
in so that World News Asia, its regular 
half-hour news program, could be co
anchored live by Khan in New Delhi 
and by Patricia Chew in Hong Kong. 

While CNN and BBC were address
ing global audiences, a third foreign 
network, Asia Business News India, fo. 
cused on Indian viewers. In addition to 
providing reports for Asia Business 
News's South Asia Report, ABNI aired a 
special half-hour daily program, lndia 
Votes. For its special election coverage, 
17 ABNI correspondents traveled to 
more than 40 constituencies through
out the country. 

There was tremendous interest glo
bally in the Indian elections. Whether 
the interest will still be there now that 
the elections are over remains to be 
seen.-VVEswaran is a 1960 Nieman 
Fellow. 
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East Asia 

Media Booming but Leashed In Some Areas 

BY JOHN SCHIDLOVSKY 

E 
ast Asia is home to some of the 
world's fastest-growing econo
mies and also some of the world's 

most stubbornly authoritarian govern
ments. Fittingly, the East Asian media 
reflect both the region's economic dy
namism and the debate over just how 
much freedom governments should 
grant their increasingly prosperous citi
zens. 

On the one hand, the economic 
growth has helped spark a boom of 
new, more independent media to fuel 
the enormous demand for information 
for Asia's growing middle classes. In 
some countries, such as South Korea, 
Taiwan and Thailand, many restrictions 
on the media imposed by previous re
gimes have been lifted as part of a 
decade-long process that has brought 
political reforms in the wake of eco
nomic prosperity. 

At the same time, governments in 
China, Singapore, Malaysia and Indo
nesia preside over impressive economic 
growth while keeping their media on 
tight leashes and imposing restrictions 
on foreign media. The Singapore model, 
in which economic growth goes hand
in-hand with intellectual and political 
repression, remains a favorite of au
thoritarian regimes throughout the re
gion. Singapore's senior leader, Lee 
Kuan Yew, has spearheaded a debate 
on whether Asian values include a free 
press-a debate in which he is pitted 
against many of his fellow Asians who 
believe press freedom is a universal 
value. Meanwhile, poor countries such 
as Vietnam, Laos, North Korea and 
Burma retain tight controls on the me
dia, without any attempts to lecture the 
rest of the region. 

It's always dangerous to generalize 
about any region, particularly one with 

a combined population of nearly two 
billion people. A multicultural region, 
East Asia includes such bastions of press 
freedom as Japan, Hong Kong and the 
Philippines. Yet it is also home to four 
members of the world's tiny family of 
communist countries-China, Laos, 
North Korea and Vietnam-where some 
hard-line ideologues still cling to the 
Marxist definition of the media as the 
party's propagandist. 

The entire region is being enor
mously transformed by both internal 
forces such as the growth of a con
sumer society and by external pres
sures, such as the flood of new tech
nologies and seductive cultural 
influences. Examples of external forces 
are plentiful. In China alone, access to 
the Internet is available in more than 
700cities. Hundreds of millions of Asian 
viewers tune in daily to a variety of 
television programs provided by a vari
ety of foreign satellite services. Media 
conglomerates from Europe, North 
American and Australia offer Asian au
diences programs and glossy publica
tions that compete side-by-side with 
new Asian-owned media. Business op
portunities abound for publishers, 
broadcasters, journalists, advertisers 
and public relations specialists. 

In recent months, the entrepreneur
ial stampede has continued. Rupert 
Murdoch, through his Star 1V satellite 
broadcasting system, has launched a 
new Chinese-language entertainment 
channel called Phoenix to complement 
Star's existing channels. Two years ago, 
Murdoch bowed to Chinese pressure 
and dropped the BBC World Service 
from Star, which now offers a popular 
and politically safe diet of entertain
ment, sports and music videos. 
Murdoch has recently announced plans 
for two new moves into Japan; he is 

purchasing a stake in the giant Asahi 
Broadcasting Corp. and launching a 
digital satellite television service in Ja
pan. Other high rollers in the media 
market include Thai magnate Sondhi 
Limthongkul, who began the year by 
launching an Asia-wide, English-lan
guage daily, Asia Times. The broad
sheet is meant to challenge existing 
regional papers such as The Asian WaU 
Street Journal and The International 
Herald Tribune, Western-owned publi
cations whom Sondhi sees as monopo
lizing Asian regional ventures. In an 
interview with the Hong Kong-based 
magazine Asiaweek, Sondhi said: 

"If the West thinks this region has the 
potential and they are willing to invest, 
why should (Westerners J be the 
gatekeepers of au information? Basi
cally, this is my turfand I see no reason 

john Schidlovsky is Director of the Freedom 
Fomm Asia Center in Hong Kong. He 
worked for The Springfield Union in MtlSSa• 
chusem, was The Baltimore Suns Bureau 
Chief in New Delhi and in Beijing. later, he 
was Coordinator of journalism Programs and 
Curator of the Jefferson Fetlowships at the 
East-West Center in Honolulu. 
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why I shouldn't get into the race. I am 
betting on the understanding that as an 
Asian I will do things berrer." 

Sondhi, who runs the Bangkok-based 
Manager Media Group, which produces 
the glossy magazine Asia Inc. and other 
publications, said he is pre paced to lose 
money for years on his new venture if 
that's what it takes to penetrate the 
market. Indeed, the newspaper had 
little advertising in its opening months. 
It faced competition not just from West• 
ern-owned reg.ional publications but 
also from a variety of business-oriented 

' English-language publications in local 
Asian markets, such as Business World 
in the Philippim:s, Business Day in Thai
land, Vietnam Investment Review in 
Hanoi, China Daily's Business Weekly, 
and others. 

The growth of these publications 
reflects East Asia's economic dynamism 
and the heightened interest in the 
region's business activity. Owners of 
the new publications include both for
eign media groups and Asian media 
groups, such as Singapore's Press Hold
ings Group, which helped form a joint 
venn1re for the Thai-based Business 
Day. 

These publications, along with new 
newspapers in local languages, appeal 
to one of Asia's most rapidly growing 
groups: consumers. In Vietnam, for 
example, a new Vietnamese-language 
weekly, Saigon Thep Thi (Saigon Mar
keting), avoids politics altogether and 
focuses on trends in consumer goods, 
marketing, entertainment and fashion. 

The boom in information sources 
and the increasingly easy access to in
formation once controlled by secretive 
governments provides hope for many 
Asians who have fought government 
repression. In Hong Kong, which is 
now on d1e final countdown co the start 
of Chinese sovereignty in July, 1997, 
Jimmy Lai, publisher of the newspaper 
Apple Daily, says: "I don't believe any 
authoritarians can survive in the infor
mation society." 

Asian censors won't go down with
out a fight, however. Authorities in 
Singapore, China and other countries 
are trying co find ways 10 block informa
tion on the Internet-not just pornog
raphy, but also sensitive political con
tent. 
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A son of Cambodian joumalist Thim B,mly accompanies his coffin. In May, Thm, Bunly 
beca1:7e the fourth ;011rnalist murMred in Cambodia since rhe Uniud Nariom-run 
elemo11 of 1993. 

Still, Lai may be right. Technology 
can be used to expand press freedom 
which has already come a long way i~ 
Asia in the last 10 years. Consider the 
examples of South Korea and Taiwan. 
In both places, media liberalization 
began in 1987, when martial law was 
lifted in Taiwan and when military
backed rule in Seoul ended. The trend 
toward greater openness has contin
ued during the past year, with the re
cendy well-covered corruption trials of 
former South Korean presidents Chun 
Doo Hwan and Roh Tae Woo illuscrat
ing the new aggressiveness and inde-

pendence of the Korean media. 
"There are no visible taboos left" for 

me Soud1 Korean media, says Ki Young 
Sun, Deputy Manag.ing Editor of the 
independent newspaper Hankyoreh 
(One Nation), which was founded in 
1988 by dissident journalists. But not 
all Koreans have adjusted to Living with 
an aggressive press; Hankyoreh's criti
cal coverage of government and busi
ness <'.:lites has resulted in a rash of libel 
suits in recent months and withdrawals 
of advertisements by aggrieved compa
nies. 

Ethical issues and raising standards 
of professionalism remain major chal-



lenges for the South Korean media. 
And while there may be no taboo sub
jects about life in South Korea, report
ing about North Korea is still restricted 
by laws that forbid sympathetic cover
age of communism or perceived pro
North Korea material. 

Despite remarkable gains in press 
freedom in South Korea and Taiwan, 
there have been significant setbacks 
elsewhere in East Asia. In Cambodia, 
threats and attacks against journalists 
have continued, and opposition groups 
say supporters of the government are 
to blame. In May, Thun Bunly, 39, Edi
tor of the opposition newspaper Odom 
Katek Khmer (Khmer Ideal), was shot 
to death in Phnom Penh in broad day
light. He was the fourth Cambodian 
journalist killed since United Nations
sponsored elections in 1993, which 
were supposed to bring democracy to 
Cambodia. 

Cambodia's King Norodom 
Sihanouk intervened last year to obtain 
the release of another journalist, Chan 
Rotana, the Editor of the opposition 
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paper Samleng Yuvachuan Khmer 
(Voice of Khmer Youth). Chan Rotana 
was jailed following his conviction last 
year on charges of defaming the king's 
son, Prince Norodom Ranariddh, one 
of the country's co-prime ministers. 
Editors of opposition newspapers in 
Phnom Penh are in a high-risk profes
sion: Nuon Chan, who was Chan 
Rotana's predecessor as the paper's 
editor, was killed by gunmen in 1994. 

Nearly two years after that killing, 
Pin Samkhon, the President of the 
Khmer Journalists Association, recalled 
at a recent journalists' conference: "At 
four or five o'clock in the evening at the 
place where he was killed, many police
men, many people (saw) the murder, 
but the government cannot catch the 
murderers." 

In Vietnam, hopes earlier in the de
cade of gradual liberalization in the 
media soured in early 1996 as hard
liners in the government mounted cam
paigns to fight "cultural pollution" in 
the media and the rest of society. Viet
namese newspapers, while more lively 
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and occasionally carrying investigative 
reports on local crime and corruption, 
are still subject to stringent govern
ment controls. In neighboring Laos, 
the stirrings of free-market reforms have 
yet to loosen the government's firm 
hold on the media, which are routinely 
filled with dreary official pronounce
ments. Laotian journalists are increas
ingly going abroad for training and are 
learning more reader-friendly tech
niques, such as writing consumer sto
ries and features. But the government 
allows them little scope to use their 
new skills. 

Setbacks to press freedom continue 
in Indonesia, where the Supreme Court 
in June upheld the government's 1994 
ban on Tempo, the leading newsweekly, 
and two other publications. The latest 
ruling crushed some hopes that had 
been raised after two lower courts went 
against the government's original ban. 

"Today is a day of mourning for the 
Indonesian press," said Tempo Editor 
Goenawan Mohamad, when the court's 
verdict was announced. Raising a 
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lndqnesia's lively and proliferating alternative media provide points of view the government does not tolerate in the mainstream media. 
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clenched 6st in the air, Goenawan told 
a crowd of journalists outside the court• 
room that the legal battle had been lost, 
but not the "moral" one and urged 
journalists to continue to fight for press 
freedom. Tempo had been banned, 
along with DeTik and Editor, after gov
ernment warnings that their reports 
were threatening the nation's stability. 

Indonesian journalists had reacted 
to the ban by creating the Alliance of 
Independent Journalists, as an alterna
tive to the government-sanctioned 
union. When the alliance began pub
lishing itS own magazine, violating gov
ernment rules requiring a license for 
any publication, authorities last year 
sentenced three of its members to jail. 
In March, the Supreme Court upheld 
the sentences. 

Some Indonesian journalists now 
see political agitation as their only op
tion in trying to ease restrictions on the 
press. A recent upsurge in political ac
tivity, focusing on opposition figure 
Megawati Sukarnoputri, has heightened 
the feelings of many Indonesians that 
political change may be in the offing 
after more than 30 years of rule by 
President Suharto. "All the legal ways 
have ended now," Goenawan said about 
efforrs to re-establish Tempo following 
the high court ruling. "So it's got to be 
through a political struggle." 

Meanwhile, there is no doubt what
soever that political change is coming 
to Hong Kong, where 155 years of Brit
ish colonial rule will end at the stroke of 
midnight June 30, 1997. Journalisrs in 
Hong Kong say they expect to wake up 
the next morning in an environment far 
less hospitable to press freedom. A re
port in June by the Hong KongJournal
ists Association cited "alarming devel
opmenrs" on press freedom. 

Just before the report was issued, Lu 
Ping, China's top official for Hong Kong 
affairs, attempted to reassure journal
ists that the press would be allowed to 
report as freely as it does now. How
ever, Lu said the Hong Kong media 
would be forbidden to "advocate" posi
tions such as the independence of Tai
wan or Hong Kong. "It wouldn't be 
allowed. There are certain national laws 
which Hong Kong should also abide 
by," Lu said in an interview with CNN. 

68 Nieman Reports / Fall 1996 

ASIAN MEDIA 

He also reminded journalists that the 
Basic Law, Hong Kong's virtual consti
tution after July 1, expressly forbids 
"treason" and "subversion"-which 
China can define as it chooses. 

Hong Kong journalists also are 
alarmed by statemenrs from Beijing that 
it wants to use the government-subsi
dized broadcasting authority, Radio 
Television Hong Kong, for official an
nouncements. Officials of RTHK say 
they will resist efforts to turn the service 
into a political mouthpiece modeled 
on China's own government-run broad
casters. 

Journalisrs in Hong Kong are react
ing in various ways to the dawn of the 
new era. Self-censorship on stories that 
might offend China is "the most dan
gerous threat to freedom of expression 
in Hong Kong today," the Hong Kong 
Journalists Association says. Some 
young journalists are abandoning the 
profession entirely, while some mid
career and senior journalists have an
nounced plans to emigrate. But most 
journalists plan to stay on, and a hand
ful of them continue to publicize what 
they see as threats to press freedom. 

The number of daily newspapers in 
Hong Kong remains at about 20, a 
healthy figure in a ciry of 6.2 million. 
However, one casualty has been the 
English-language Eastern Express, 
which closed June 29. As the third En
glish-language daily in the ciry, it never 
attracted sufficient advertising. Mean
while, a price war in the Chinese-lan
guage press forced several dailies out of 
business, resulting in the loss of more 
than 600 jobs. That mirrors the situa
tion in other Asian cities, including 
Bangkok, where the recent explosion 
of new publications is nearing a glut 
that is making things tighter for some 
media organizations. 

Within China, journalists are still 
operating under tight ideological con
trols. Elimination of government subsi
dies has meant that many of China's 
publications have enlivened their cov
erage of daily life. Sensationalistic tab
loid coverage of entertainment, sex, 
crimes and fashion is surfacing. Still 
missing are serious articles on politics, 
economics, health and environment 
that may differ from government views. 

"The market can create a kind of 
diversity in the Chinese media, but it 
does not necessarily add in a meaning
ful way to public discourse," Orville 
Schell, Dean of the Graduate School of 
Journalism at the University of Califor
nia at Berkeley and a noted China 
scholar, recently said. "The media is 
robust in its ability to deliver garbage." 

Beijing authorities continue efforrs 
to control the dissemination in China 
of foreign news agencies' reports. The 
government's Xinhua news agency, 
which already controls all distribution 
of foreign news services, has issued 
new regulations demanding fees from 
foreign companies providing financial 
news to Chinese-based firms. The rul
ing hits hard at news services such as 
Dow Jones, Reuters, Bloomberg and 
others that have recently expanded ser
vices in China. 

Other Asian governments have had 
their own confllcrs with foreign media. 
Malaysia's Prime Minister Mahathir 
Mohamad has denounced the Western 
press for "thought colonization" and 
his government this year threatened 
(but has not taken) action against 
Asiaweek magazine for a report on a 
Cabinet reshuffle. Singapore's Lee won 
another round in his legal action against 
American academic Christopher Lingle 
for an article written two years ago that 
never mentioned Singapore but that 
Lee maintains was defamatory of 
Singapore's courrs. This past April, a 
Singapore judge ordered Lingle to pay 
Lee $71,000 in damages, on top of the 
$214,000 already paid by The Interna
tional Herald Tribune. 

Meanwhile, the Singapore govern
ment has eased up on the circulation of 
two other foreign publications, both 
owned by Dow Jones. The Asian Wall 
Street Journal had itS circulation ceil
ing in Singapore raised from 7,000 to 
9,000 and the Far Eastern Economic 
Review from 4,000 to 6,000, according 
to regulations set by the Ministry of 
Information and the Arts. In the past, 
Singapore had set far more drastic cir
culation limits on these two publica
tions, virtually banning them at times, 
in response to articles that displeased 
the authorities. ■ 
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India 
What's Murdoch Up To? 

BY VINOD MEHTA 

I n June Rupert Murdoch flew to 
New Delhi on a United Airlines jet, 
had a 30-minute conversation with 

Prime Minister Deve Gowda over tea 
and biscuits and almost immediately 
left the country. The international "take
over" king attempted to keep the meet
ing under wraps, but with Murdoch 
nothing remains unpublici.zed for long. 
The next morning Indian papers front
paged the meeting with photographs. 

Not surprisingly, there was a furor. 
Why had Murdoch flown half way 
around the globe tO Delhi? Why was he 
so keen to keep his meeting with Gowda 
a secret? What sinister media plans did 
he have for the country? Which group 
would he gobble up first? There was 
frenzied speculation, with Murdoch's 
boys strenuously denying anything 
more than a courte1.-y call to the Prime 
Minister of a country in which their 
boss had a business interest. Whatever 
the truth, one thing Murdoch's 12-hour 
hush-hush trip did achieve-itcatalyi:ed 
debate on all the contentious issues 
confronting the Indian media today. 

Denials notwithstanding, Murdoch 
wanted to explore the possibility of 
shifting the Asian base of his company, 
News Corp., from Hong Kong to India. 
Given the political uncertainty hover
ing over Hong Kong, Murdoch needs a 
pullback plan if the Chinese find demo
cratic rules cumbersome in their newly 
reacquired territory. For the pullback, 
however, he needs uplinking facilities. 
(Uplinking allows a broadcaster to beam 
his signal directly to a satellite. Cur
rently that power in India rests exclu
sively with the government.) Gene 
Swinstead, one of Murdoch's aides, 
claims, "It's clear that uplinking from 
Indian soil will give India far more 
control over foreign players. If the gov
ernment does allow it, there will be a 

massive investment." According to 
Swinstead each player would invest 
S 100 million. However, public opinion 
in the country is divided on the issue, 
with the balance tilted slightly against 
allowing foreign or private Indian broad
casters such facilities. National secu
rity, sensitive polit.ical questions (read 
Pakistan), and alien Western values 
(read lewd music and obscenity) are 
cited as the main reasons for denying 
permission. 

Unfortunately, the current 13-party 
governing coalition, which is painfully 
aware of its own fragility and which 
includes coalition partners leading the 
campaign against uplinking, is caught 
in an embarrassing dilemma. The New 
Delhi Supreme Court, in a landmark 
judgment, recently ruled that the In
dian Government had no right to cling 
to its uplinking monopoly and recom
mended that a public body, publicly 
administered, be created to monitor 
the air-waves, which it declared be
longed to the people oflndia and not to 
any government. Even more embar
rassing for the Deve Gowda coalition is 
the fact that an all-party parliamentary 
committee headed by a senior minister 
of the ruling coalition recommended in 
March of this year that private 1Vbroad
casters be allowed to uplink from India 
in the interests of healthy competition. 

No early resolution of the debate is 
expected but the feeling in political 
circles is that the government is fight
ing a losing battle on this issue. The 
compulsions of technology, the logic of 
the open market, which India has en
thusiastically embraced, the demands 
from the viewing public, will ensure 
that Murdoch-if that is what hewants
and others get their way on uplinking. 

Where they will probably lose is in 
the print media. In 1955 the Jawharlal 
Nehru cabinet took a decision prohib-

iting foreigners from owning print pub
lications in India. Equity participation 
was barred by law. And it has remained 
so. In the debate over print media the 
heavyweight owners of the Indian press, 
who are vehemently opposed to any 
relaxation or dilution of the existing 
law, have found in Rupert Murdoch a 
useful ally. They cite his overseas record 
as a publisher purveying smut, sleaze 
and crass commercialism and warn that 
the integrity and sobriety of the print 
media would be seriously compromised 
if Murdoch in particular and foreigners 
in general were allowed whole or part
ownership of print media. The debate 
continues fitfully with the potential In
dian partners of foreign publications
Living Media (India Today group) and 
Anand Bazar Patrika group-attempt
ing to drum up support. 

That established international play
ers have an eye on India as a publishing 
center is hardly a secret. The Financial 
Times of London and Time magazine 
have detailed, Jong-standing proposals 
submitted to the Indian government 
that involve equity participation. The 
International Herald Tribune and some 
European publishers of fashion maga
zines have also expressed a keen inter
est. For the present, however, with most 
of the leading and influential publish
ing houses lobbying vigorously for the 
retention of the 1955 Nehru cabinet 
decision, the odds are stacked against 
any rethinking on that decision. Ironi
cally, the rank and file of Indian jour-

Vinod Mehta is Editor of Outlook, an 
investigative English-language weekly 
newsmagazine based in New Delhi. Previ
ously, he was Editor of the newspapm The 
Pioneer, The Indian Post, The Sunday 
Observor and the magazine Debonair. 
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market place like 
toothpaste and soap. 
They are perceived to 
be part of the fMCG 
(fast moving con
sumergoods) market. 
Thus, the daily press 
in India is witnessing 
a vicious price war 
with hectic merchan
dising strategies in 
which only the big 

Gautam Roy, left, and Somnath Batabyal, reporters for The Pio
neer, published in New Delhi, Lucknow and Kampur, work in the 
newsroom of their New Delhi office. 

2 boys with deep pock
B ets can survive and 

prosper. It makes sur
vival extremely diffi
cult for the new en
trant. Although Delhi 

nalists are overwhelmingly in favor of 
foreign entry since they have a litany of 
complaints against their proprietors 
who, it must be said, have traditionally 
treated journalists with something close 
to contempt. (The working conditions 
in the offices of leading, profit-making 
newspapers are generally appalling.) 

Murdoch in a sense symbolizes an
other problem facing the Indian print 
media: the diminishing role of journal
ists in the editorial running of publica
tions. In many newspaper houses there 
is increased and acrimonious jostling 
over turf -who runs the publications, 
the editors or the managers? The man
agers, of course, have the blessing and 
sanction of the proprietors in their ef
fort to undermine the authority of edi
tors. It is no coincidence, then, that the 
concept of the editor-in-chief, one single 
individual responsible and accountable 
for editorial performance, is fast disap
pearing from India. He is truly an en
dangered species desperately needing 
protection. Proprietors/managers fre
quently make editorial appointments 
and make editorial decisions without 
even bothering to consult the edit0r. 
The editor of a leading daily in Delhi 
was not pleasantly surprised when he 
walked into the office and was intro
duced to his deputy. 

Simultaneously, a new culture is in 
vogue. Publications increasingly are 
seen as "products" to be sold in the 
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prides itself as being 
the newspaper capi

tal of the world-there are over a dozen 
broadsheet English morning dailies in 
circulation, not to mention those in 
Hindi and regional languages-the de
cline in journalistic quality and stan
dards is mru·ked. Proprietors here fre
quently assert that their publications 
are market-driven rather than editorial
driven. Circulation figures bear out their 
claim but the gains are short-term. 

In the past the Indian print media 
have produced a succession of strong 
editors who have stood up not only to 
governments but also to owners. In 
turn they gave their papers an identity, 
a sense of purpose, cohesion and an 
ideology. In the new culture most pro
prietors prefer docile editors prepared 
to accept subservient status. From time 
to time thoughtful and concerned citi
zens have considered moving the Press 
Council and other bodies to create an 
environment in which editors could 
function independently, free from in
terference. Various ideas have been of
fered, but this is such a sensitive issue 
involving the "sovereignty" of the pro
prietor that nothing worthwhile has 
emerged. 

While the Indian press is justifiably 
proud of being one of the freest in the 
world, India's electronic media remain 
firmly in official control. Even though 
satellite television, through which In
dia is exposed to CNN, BBC, Star, Dis
covery, etc., is making some inroads 
and providing badly needed competi-

tion, television and radio function like 
government departments. News man
agement and censorship of the crudest 
kind are routine and, ironically, counter 
productive: what television 
apparatchiks blank out is immediately 
blown-up in the press. State-controlled 
television, nevertheless, is an extremely 
powerful monopoly since its footprint 
covers 92 percent of the country. It is 
therefore a unique and potent propa
ganda tool, which governments are re
luctant to release. For the last two de
cades Congress and non-Congress 
governments alike have promised to 
"free" television but they have consis
tently reneged on their commitment. 

Currently, a bill to hand over televi
sion and radio to an autonomous cor
poration like the BBC is being put in 
final form. Hammered out after a lot of 
dilly-dallying, the bill attracted more 
than 500 proposed amendments after 
it was introduced in Parliament. In its 
election manifestO the ruling United 
Front promised to get the bill passed in 
Parliament at the earliest opportunity, 
but given the past records, media-watch
ers are understandably skeptical. 

Despite turbulence and tension the 
Indian media scene is generally healthy. 
Print and television have learned to co
exist and despite alarm about the de
bilitating impact of television, the latest 
figures reveal that 62 percent of all 
advertising expenditure goes to print. 
Above all, the print media, and particu
larly daily newspapers, enjoy high cred
ibility (confirmed by opinion polls) in 
the country. The press (along with the 
judidary) is seen as one of the few 
institutions keeping democracy on an 
even keel, and in the past few months 
its role in highlighting corruption at the 
highest level has been welcomed. One 
possible reason for the high credibility 
of the Indian press is the lack of any 
tabloid culture in India. The Indian 
press may be solemn, over-politicized, 
ponderous and long-winded but it is 
relatively free from triviality, sleaze and 
celebrity muck-raking. Whatever the 
reason, it is an asset not to be squan
dered. ■ 
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Pakistan 
Transition in Midst of Dramatic Change 

Bv OwA1s AsLAM Au 

The press in Pakistan is in a tran
sitional phase as it tries to adapt 
to the rapid changes the country 

has been undergoing over the past de
cade. In addition to an increasingly 
competitive media environment, there 
is the challenge of working with na
scent democratic instin1tions that have 
not yet developed the fundamental 
democratic tenet of tolerance for op
posing viewpoints. There are also wide 
disparities in the level of skills among 
urban and rural journalists. 

The Pakistani media, which evolved 
in an authoritarian environment, has 
had many obstacles tO overcome and 
which continue to be at issue despite 
the emergence of a democratic system. 
Until recently the government had ex
clusive control over the electronic me
dia and a significant percentage of the 
print media, while independent publi
cations had tO contend with outright 
censorship and legally binding "press 
advice," which gave government offi
cials the power to dictate what could 
and could not be published. 

Although Pakistani journalists 
struggled for a freer press during this 
time, decades of working in a con
trolled environment led tO a compla
cent attitude. Competition was limited 
because government licensing regula
tions restricted the number of newspa
pers and magazines, while government 
advertising provided the bulk of rev
enue for most publications. The situa
tion changed abruptly in 1988 with the 
death of the then military ruler, Gen
eral Ziaul Haq, in an air crash. Zia had 
earlier dismissed his hand-picked prime 
minister and had formed an interim 
government to conduct elections. The 
interim government, eager to establish 
its democratic credentials before the 
elections, accepted the decades-old 
demand of journalists to repeal the 
Press and Publication Ordinance (PPO) 

of 1963, the draconian law that govern
ments had used to control the press. 

With the repeal of PPO, the proce
dures for starting new publications has 
been greatly simplified. The result has 
been an dramatic increase in the num
ber of publications. Newspapers now 
find themselves in an very competitive 
environment, with each of the major 
cities having two to three English lan
guage newspapers and dozens of ver
nacular dailies. The publications linked 
to major media groups have responded 
to increased competition by adding new 
feature and magazine sections and im
proving design. More importantly, the 
quality of news reporting, particularly 
investigative reporting, has improved 
dramatically in major publications. 

With a literacy rare of less than 35 
percent, newspapers are read by a very 
small percentage of the people. TV and 
radio are, thert:fore, very important in 
the dissemination of news. However, 
radio and television present an unreal
istically positive and sanitized version 
of reality. Their coverage is filled with 
achievements of whathever government 
is in power. Unpleasant realities that 
would show the government in a bad 
light are either downplayed or ignored 
altogether. As a result, 1V and radio 
lack credibility, especially in times of 
political crises, when people turn to 
the BBC or Voice of America for objec
tive assessments. 

There are three major newspaper 
groups: 

1. The Jang group is the largest press 
group of Pakistan. The flagship publica
tion of this group is the Urdu daily Jang 
published from Karachi, Lahore, 
Rawalpindi, Quetta and London with a 
combined circulation of over 600,000. 
Jang enjoys a virtual monopoly of Urdu 
readership in Karachi and Rawalpindi 
and has a major share of the market in 
Lahore and Quetta. 

2. The Herald Group publishes the 
daily Dawn, which until the early 1990's 
had a virtual monopoly on the English 
language readership in Karachi. 

3. The Nawa-i-Waqtgroup publishes 
Nawa-i-waqt from Lahore, Rawalpindi, 
Multan and Karachi. The group also 
publishes the English language daily 
The Nation from Lahore and Islamabad. 

The increase in the number of pub
lications has been so dramatic that 
trained personnel are sorely lacking. 
Established publications have met their 
growing need for staff by drawing from 
smaller newspapers and magazines. 
Seasoned journalists now have the 
added responsibility of training appren
tices in increasing numbers. The prob
lem is compounded by the fact that the 
allowance of competing views, those of 
government, its detractors, and public
interest groups, requires more incisive 

Ow,iis Aslmn Ali is General Manager and 
Editor of the Pakistan Press lntemationr1l, 
the country's independent news 11gency. He 
also is Secretary-General of the Pakistan Press 
Foundation, a nonprofit research and train
ing center. He edits a qUtirterLy foundation 
bulletin that gives prominence to press 
freedom issues in Pakistan. 
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reporting and analytical skills. There is 
thus an urgent need for training as 
survival in this competitive environ
ment will require not only greatly im
proved journalistic skills but also better 
managerial and marketing capabilities. 
The Pakistan Press Foundation (PPF) 
and the Press Institute of Pakistan have 
played an important role by organizing 
workshops and seminars, some in col
laboration with international organiza
tions such as the Commonwealth Press 
Union, The Center for Foreign Journal
ists and the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung. 

Unfortunately, the press continues 
to function in a difficult political envi
ronment despite the emergence of a 
democratic system. The remark last year 
by the federal law minister -"If the 
press adopts a derogatory attitude, then 
it is the duty of the government to tame 
it"- is a good example of the prevail
ing attitude among political, ethnic and 
religious groups that have on many 
occasions tried to control the press 
through threats, intimidation and vio
lence. For example, the government 
last year banned six newspapers for 60 
days and canceled the licenses of 100 
others for publishing sensational news. 
The ban was lifted only after threats of 
a nationwide strike by workers, edicors 
and owners. 

Journalists also find themselves tar
gets of frequent attacks on their integ
rity by deeply divided political groups. 
Newspapers that publish statements 
and accusations by political leaders are 
criticized by their rivals, who often re
sort to sensationalism, character-assas
sination and misinformation. One such 
example was Prime Minister Benazir 
Bhutto's monolithic dismissal of print 
media last year at a public rally where 
she exclaimed, "Newspapers are liars. 
Do not believe newspaper reports, they 
indulge in propaganda." 

While the situation for urban jour
nalists is far from satisfactory, it is intol
erable for their colleagues in rural ar
eas, who have to face unchecked abuses 
of power from local authorities, feudal 
lords and politicians, who have the 
means of delivering brutal private pun
ishments. One recent example of the 
dangers encountered by journalists is 
that of Mumtaz Shar, correspondent 
for the Sindhi language daily Batht:war, 
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based in the small town of Jhol. Shar 
reported complaints of residents against 
a school headmistress, wife of a local 
feudal lord. In retribution, Shar was 
kidnapped by the landlord's men, 
stripped, lashed and sexually assaulted 
before being released. 

Perhaps the only positive aspect is 
that in most cases, protests from na
tional and international organizations 
have caused authorities to withdraw 
their pressure. This is especially true in 
the cases of attacks on rural journalists 
where, for the most part, local officials 
and landlords act without the approval 
or knowledge of higher authorities. 
Political leaders are not likely to look 
kindly on local officials who tarnish 
their democratic credentials. 

While attacks on the media threaten 
press freedom, equally alarming is the 
creation of agencies and institutions by 
political parties to disseminate misin
formation, discredit opposing parties 
and promote their causes. Political 
groups feed the rumor mills of sensa
tional newspapers through these agen
cies, which they themselves later con
demn. 

Both major organizations of editors, 
the Newspaper Editor Council of Paki
stan (NECP) and the Council of Paki
stan Newspaper Editors (NECP), are 
trying to evolve a workable code that 
would discourage unethical practices, 
improve the standards of journalism 
and reduce government intervention. 

The advent of democracy has also 
increased the importance of rural cen
ters since nearly two-thirds of Paki
stanis live in rural areas. Political, social 
and economic activities that were once 
confined to major cities are now slowly 
reaching smaller towns and villages. 
Although newspapers have increased 
the space devoted to rural affairs, news 
coverage from the hinterlands remains 
haphazard, sketchy and negative. The 
reason is that most rural journalists do 
not have the necessary skills to cover 
the diverse range of complex issues 
affecting their communities. 

The growth in the number of publi
cations has led to a parallel rise in the 
number of rural correspondents-most 
of whom have had no experience in 
news organization. In the cities, new
comers can learn from senior col-

leagues, but in rural areas, correspon
dents generally work independently. 
There is a great need to train rural 
journalists in the basic skills of news
gathering and news-writing. These jour
nalists must also be introduced to im
portant social and development issues, 
and to problems of journalistic ethics. 

Last year the Pakistan Press Founda
tion (PPP) launched a program for train
ing rural journalists that has so far given 
basic training to about 1,000 rural jour
nalists. Besides imparting basic skills to 
rural journalists, these workshops have 
also provided a forum for participants 
to discuss professional problems. 

There is also wide disparity between 
the English language and the vernacu
lar press. This is especially evident in 
the coverage of social and develop
ment issues such as the environment, 
health and hygiene, human rights, 
equality of opportunities for women, 
population and rural development. 
However, the leading role in the pro
jection of development issues has been 
played by the English-language publi
cations, while the vernacular press has, 
with notable exceptions, lagged. This 
restricts the effectiveness of the press 
since the vernacular press accounts for 
the bulk of newspaper circulation. 

A major reason for tl1e unsatisfactory 
coverage of development issues is that 
the vernacular press suffers from a lack 
of information resources. International 
NGOs and development agencies that 
work in international languages such 
as English, French and Spanish, have 
done Little to reach the vernacular press. 
The result is that journalists working 
for vernacular publications do not have 
access to the wealth ofinformation that 
is available in these languages. 

Progress on many social issues-such 
as human rights, the environment, 
health-will require active popular sup
port. Since the vernacular media are 
the main source of information for an 
overwhelming majority of Pakistanis, it 
is necessary that information on these 
issues be made available in local lan
guages. Efforts should also be made to 
raise the awareness of journalists in 
rural area to enable them to provide the 
local perspective on issues of national 
and international concern. ■ 
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Kashmir 

'Between the Devil and the Deep Sea' 

Bv SURJNDER SINGH 0BEROI 

I 
n stark contrast to the freedoms of 
the rest of India, journalists work
ing for the vernacular press in the 

northwestern state ofJammu and Kash
mir face some of the most dangerous 
conditions for journaJistS anywhere in 
Asia. They walk a tightrope, often tar
geted by both Indian government troops 
and guerrilla groups fighting for sepa
ratism. 

Six journalists were among the more 
than 25,000 people killed since the 
long dispute over sovereignty escalated 
into all-out war in 1989.Journalists say 
the going is getting increasingly tough. 

Indian officials accuse Kashmiri jour
nalists of pandering to the separatist 
groups or of being directly linked to 
them. The militant groups accuse the 
journalists of being Indian agents and 
of not doing enough co promote the 
separatist cause. Complicating it all is 
the multiplicity of demands. In addi
tion to government troops, there are 
pro-government militias. The dozens 
of guerrilla groups include Moslem 
militants and groups seeking a secular 
State. 

"We are caught between the devil 
and the deep sea," said Noor-ul-Qarain, 
Editorofan English-language daily, The 
Mirror. "We cannot please everyone, 
yet everyone expects us to be objective 
and honest." 

Qarain was one of three journalists 
intercepted in December 1995 near 
Srinagar, the state summer capital, as 
they were returning from an interview 
with a militia group. He and another 
journalist were beaten; the third was 
shot and wounded. 

A photographer for Agence France
Press in Srinagar, Mushtaq Ali, 32, was 
killed and two other journalistS injured 
in September 1995 by a powerful par-

eel bomb that a woman in a black veil 
delivered to the local office of tl1e Brit
ish Broadcasting Corp. The BBC corre
spondent was on the phone at the time, 
so Ali opened the parcel for him. He 
died three days later of his injuries. 

This past April, the body of Ghulam 
Rasool Sheikh, who edited an Urdu
language daily and an English-language 
weekly, was found in the Jhelum river 
on which Srinagar is situated. He had 
been kidnapped from his house three 
weeks earlier. Family members blame 
Indian-backed militia; the police blame 
the guerrillas. 

Both cases remain unsolved. 
InJuly, 19 journalists, including me, 

were held for several anxious hours by 
one of the counter-insurgency militia 
groups. We were traveling together in a 
bus to a news conference caUed by a 
militia group when gunmen of another 
militia group, theJammu and Kashmir 
lkhwan, intercepted us 35 miles south 

Surinder Singh Oberoi works in Srinagar, 
Kashmir, for Agence-France Press and 
German Television (ARD). He has covered 
the conflict since I 990. Previously he worked 
for leading English-Language newspapers and 
magazines. 

of Srinagar. The commander said the 
six journalists in our group who worked 
for the Kashmiri press would be killed 
unless the editors of Kashmir's major 
dailies appeared before him by noon 
the next day. He was angry that those 
papers had ignored his order to stop 
publishing because, he said, they had 
not given the lkhwan enough coverage. 
The Indian army intervened and got all 
19 journalists safely released. 

The period surrounding the federal 
Parliamencaryelections in May was tense 
in Kashmir. All the local newspapers 
decided co shut down for two months, 
from mid-April to mid-June, in face of 
threats from all sides. The government 
threatened criminal charges against 
newspaper editors who published state
ments by separatist leaders or material 
deemed likely to cause religious ten
sions. The most powerful separatist 
group, the Hizb-ul-Mujahideen, re
sponded by saying they would deal 
severely with editors who published 
government statements or advertise
ments. 

Both sides do much more than just 
issue verbal threats. Militants have flung 
grenades at the offices and houses of 
journalists. Since 1989, the government 
has brought at least 400 sedition charges 
against Kashmiri newspapers. Indian 
troops have detained journalists with
out charge and raided most newspaper 
offices, including the AFP office, to in
timidate them and identify their con
tacts within militant groups. Editors say 
the government withholds government 
advertisements in order to financially 
choke newspapers it does not like. 
Newspaper vendors say security forces 
often harass them. ■ 
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Hong Kong: Keeping Ideals After '97 

Jimmy Lai Chi-ying of Hong Kong is one of Asia's 
boldest media moguls. In 1990, he used his fortune 
from the garment industry to start a lively 
newsmagazine, Next. In 1994 he wrote there that 
Chinese Premier Li Peng was "a turtle's egg with a 
zero IQ." China retaliated by closing the Beijing 
outlet of his Giordano clothing chain. 

until 1997, Apple Daily, facing dwindling profits, 
raised its price to 64 cents. 

In June of last year Lai launched Apple Daily and 
shook up the Hong Kong media world. lts sensa
tional stories and pictures and low newsstand price 
sent it soaring to No. 2 in a 

Lai, 48, was born to a Guangzhou family whose 
wealth was confiscated by the Communist govern
ment. He arrived in Hong Kong in 1961 penniless 
and unschooled. Now he again faces an uncertain 
future. On July 1, 1997, the British colony wiJI 
revert to Chinese rule. Beijing's oppression of its 
own press and itS heavy-handed efforts to control 
Hong Kong reporters covering China have raised 

fears of media restrictions in 
market that had already ap
peared saturated. Before, Hong 
Kong newspapers decided 
prices in unison. Apple busted 
the cartel by selling for the 
equivalent of U.S. 26 cents, 
when all other newspapers were 
64 cents. That bold move trig
gered a price-cutting war that 
forced three smaller papers to 
fold. In June, despite a promise 
to maintain the 26-cent price 

Q.-Why did you go inco publish
ing? 

A--l n 1989 I was tired of retailing. 
Then the June 4 Tiananmen massacre 
took place, and it inspired me to go into 
the media business. By letting people 
be better informed, I provide them 
with more choices in life, and the more 
choices they have, the more freedom 
they have. 

Q.-Did the idea include having a 
platform to criticize the Chinese gov
ernment? 

A.-We're not in the business to 
criticize anybody. We're in the business 
to be honest. Sometimes being honest 
means being critical or offending 
people. rn some circumstances, or to 
some people, honesty hurts, and we 
can't avoid it. 

Q.-How have you made your pub
lications so commercially successful 
when others in Hong Kong have failed? 

A.-Because r don't have any pre-
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conceptions. I always go on the as
sumption that I don't know anything 
about the business, so I'm more recep
tive to learning from mistakes and more 
keen to tty and find solutions through 
trial and error. Everyday at 3 p.m. all 25 
senior staff of the newspaper go into 
one room and criticiZe the day's paper: 
the headlines, the photos, the text, or 
the wrong positioning of the news. We 
also have weekly meetings to reveal 
what kind of mistakes we made and to 
share them and criticize each other. 
The only thing that can make people 
improve, and the company improve, is 
the pressure of criticism. In order to 
nurture this culture, I always make sure 

Hong Kong. Lai, forced recently 
co sell Giordano because of con
tinuing pressure from China, now 
plans to invest heavily in the 
United States technology indus
try, although he intends to keep 
his Hong Kong media empire. 
Judith Clarke, who teaches jour

nalism at Hong Kong Baptist 
University, interviewed Lai at his 
office in Hong Kong. 

that whenever I make a mistake, I 
admit it in front of all my staff and 
apologize. Recently, we raised the price 
of the newspaper and broke our prom
ise to maintain the old price until 1997. 
That was a mistaker made, and T admit
ted it to all my staff. 

Q.-How do you rationali:le the 
sensational pictures and stories in your 
publications? 

A.-Whatever ideals we have, they 
cannot be detached from human na
ture. That's why we have a little bit of 
sex in our newspaper. In today's me
dia market, people have I ors of choices, 
and a publication has to be more eye
catching to stand out. If our publica
tions are not popular, whatever we 
believe in as a great ideal will be futile, 
because nobody will have access to it. 

Q.-What is your ideal? 
A.-Freedom of speech. Our ideal 

is not co promote any particular value, 



but the freedom of honestly reporting 
the variety of values. 

Q.-Has there been any pressure 
from China on your publications? 

A.-Our reporters have been cen• 
sored from covering China's official 
functions fora couple of years. We have 
to send them there as tourists to cover 
things, and we haven't got into trouble 
for it-yet. Also, you don't see adver• 
tisements from any Chinese-connected 
companies in our newspaper. But other 
than that, we don't have a great deal of 
pressure. 

Q.-Do you expect more pressure 
next year? 

A.-1 really don't know, but if l 
think about it l get scared, and now is 
not the time to get scared, and that's 
why I don't think about it. I've got to 
keep a positive attitude to tackle 1997. 

Q.-Will you go on criticizing China 
in your publications if you see fit to do 
so? 

A.-Of course. Otherwise we could 
not be honest. Having said that, we 
should not be anti-Chinese. It's a reality 
we have to face in the future-that the 
less we uphold, the more flexible we'll 
be able to be. If we only uphold the 
value of freedom and are flexible on the 
rest, we have a bigger chance to survive 
1997. 

Q.-Does that mean that you would 
compromise if pressure were put on 
you? 

A.-I don't think we should com
promise our insistence on reporting 
honestly. On June 4, when there was 
the candlelight gathering to commemo
rate Tiananmen, some newspapers put 
the story in the back. We put it on the 
whole front page, one photo. We can 
put scories anywhere in the newspaper, 
and it's in the way we arrange them that 
we exercise our value systems, rather 
than in writing editorials to provoke 
the Chinese. ■ 
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Taiwan 

Relishing but Abusing Freedoms 

Bv OSMAN TSENG 

Taiwan's journalists now enjoy a 
high degree of freedom thanks 
co the country's democratic revo

lution of the past decade. What they 
most need to improve on now are pro
fessional and ethical standards. 

In 1988, the government lifted a 
decades-long ban on the establishment 
of new newspapers. It allowed new 
radio stations starting in 1994, and there 
are now more than 100 local and na
tional broadcasters, th1·ee times the 1994 
total. 

The government legalized cable tele
vision in 1993. This country ofonly 21 
million people now has more than 200 
cable operators and 70 satellite broad
casters. Last year, a license for a fourth 
commercial station was given to private 
investors, primarily from the main op
position party, the Democratic 
Progressives. That broke the 
government's long-time monopoly over 
television. The station is to start broad
casting in mid-1997. 

The media were severely restricted 
before martial law, in place for 38 years, 
was lifted in 1987. They could not criti
cize the chief of state, nor promote the 
movement for the independence of 
Taiwan from mainland China. Report· 
ing on the mainland was severely 
curbed. 

Now, President Lee Teng-hui is con
stantly and harshly criticized. During 
campaigning for the March general elec
tion, Lee was assailed as a "traitor" by 
his critics, and the media quoted them. 
Scories favoring Taiwan independence 
are commonplace. Opposition party 
candidate Peng Ming-min loudly es
poused independence as his main cam
paign issue. And each day all major 
newspapers have at least one full page 
of news on mainland China. 

few newspapers have used the in
creased press freedom to take sides 
with Beijing outrightly, but there have 
often been cases where they printed 
stories or commentaries seen as sympa
thetic to Beijing's views. For example, 
during this year's presidential race, 
some newspapers played up the criti• 
cisms that opposing candidates ex
pressed about President Lee's handllng 
of the military crisis in the Taiwan Strait. 
Instead of condemning Beijing for try• 
ing to intimidate Taiwan, cwo of Lee's 
challengers kept accusing him of pro
voking Beijing and placing Taiwan on 
the brink of war with the mainland. 
Also, when the United States sent two 
aircraft carriers to waters near Taiwan 
to monitor the Chinese missile tests 
and war games, both challengers criti
cized the move as foreign interference. 
These views were not those of the gen-

Osman Tseng, ajo11rnalist with Taiwan's 
English-lang11age media for 30 years, writes 
weekly editorials for The China Post and 
columns for the magazine Business Taiwan. 
From I 976 to 1982 he was Editor-in-Chief 
of the Taipei-based China Economic News 
Services, the largest trade jo11mal publisher in 
Taiwan. 
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eral public, but they received support 
in commentaries and stories in some 
newspapers. No longer can the govern
ment summarily shut down or suspend 
a publication, or intervene in the han
dling of a story. 

Despite all this, government control 
over television remains, notes Lo Ven
hui, Professor ofJournalism at National 
Chengchi University. Because all three 
commercial stations are owned largely 
by government institutions, their news 
coverage mostly favors government can
didates during elections, he says. 

The two opposition parties, the 
Democratic Progressive Party and the 
New Party, constantly complain about 
this alleged bias. They say that during 
major elections of recent years the net
works have routinely denied their re
quests for fair access. The Democratic 
Progressive Party, citing a survey, says 
the networks gave Lee's presidential 
campaign twice as much coverage as 
those of his three challengers. 

A recent United Daily News survey 
found that 49 percent of respondents 
believed the networks were biased in 
favor of Lee's campaign. Only 29 per
cent said the stations were neutral. 

Brian Pai, Assistant Manager of the 
news department at Taiwan Television 
Enterprise (Tf\/), the country's largest 
station, says the networks' coverage of 
the election was fair and balanced. He 
says the public still has the same im
pression of the networks as it had dur
ing martial law but, in reality, there's no 
longer any government control. 

"We need not set any political limits 
to our coverage just because of the fact 
that our station is primarily owned by 
the government," Pai says. "We cannot 
afford to allow our reporting to be 
politically biased. lfwe did, we would 
certainly lose our audience at a time 
when the TV market is becoming in
creasingly competitive with liberaliza
tion of the industry." 

Pai says his station does follow a 
basic editorial principle-"We must give 
consideration to political stability and 
national interest when handling sensi
tive political news, such as mainland 
China's intimidating military exercises 
in the Taiwan Strait late last year and 
early this year." 
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Legislation is being proposed to ban 
the government and political parties 
from operating commercial and satel
lite television. 

Professor Lo says the government 
also must strengthen the media by en
acting legislation long established in 
the United States: "sunshine laws" re
quiring government agencies to open 
meetings and records to the public and 
a freedom of information act giving 
access to government documents. 

A China News editorial called for a 
constitutional amendment declaring 
the right to freedom of the press. "Our 
Constitution is vague on this point," it 
said. "It refers only to the freedom of 
speech." 

The editorial was prompted by two 
controversial incidents. In the first case, 
the Defense Ministry accused a reporter 
of publishing its classified budget sent 
to the Parliament for screening. The 
reporter was accused of "leaking na
tional secrets" and was subpoenaed 
and asked to disclose his source. In the 
second case, reporters prematurely 
published a watchdog agency's list of 
eight officials who were to be penalized 
for a fire that killed 65 people. Those 
reporters also were investigated by ju
dicial authorities. Neither case led to 
indictment of any reporters. 

Growing commercialization and 
market concentration of the media 
hinder the development of their inde
pendence and pluralism, says Su Tzen
ping, Editor-in-Chief of the Indepen
dence Morning Newspaper. 

Su says that stories and commentar
ies, especially in smaller papers, often 
are influenced by advertisers because 
the competition for advertising is so 
keen. Increased competition has killed 
off weaker papers-in mid-1996 there 
were 32 dailies, 11 fewer than two years 
ago. The result is that "press opinion 
[is] being controlled by a few owners of 
large newspapers," Su wrote in the jour
nal Mass Communications Research. 

The United Daily News and the China 
Times are the two largest papers in 
Taiwan, each with an estimated circula
tion of more than 1.3 million. Both are 
read by government policymakers, poli
ticians and business leaders. 

Journalists at The Independence 

Morning Newspaper's sister publica
tion, the Independence Evening News, 
last year tried to persuade the 
newspaper's owners to sign a contract 
pledging editorial autonomy. But they 
failed after weeks of negotiations. Soon 
afterwards, journalists at two 
newsmagazines tried, also in vain, to 
win such contracts. But Journalists say 
the concept will receive greater atten
tion in the years ahead as Taiwan's 
media find the need for more freedom. 

for now, many media need to police 
themselves better, say critics. Inaccu
racy and the failure to distinguish fact 
from opinion are cited as major prob
lems. At a journalism seminar this year, 
scholars, government officials and jour
nalists described the Taiwanese media's 
coverage of mainland China as 
"politicization" and "fake news." 

Stories on mainland China received 
particular attention during the nine 
months from mid-1995, when Beijing 
conducted missile tests and war games 
near Taiwan in retaliation for President 
Lee's visit to the United States. It was 
later proved that China used the news 
media to spread false reports about 
military actions, and thus enhance the 
effect of its scare tactics against Taiwan. 

Many magazines print sensational 
stories and pornographic pictures, but 
only a few small-circulation newspa
pers do so. It is illegal to publish frontal 
nudity. Only a fewof the cable TV sta
tions broadcast pornographic movies. 

The irresponsibility that has accom
panied liberalization is especially glar
ing at many of the radio stations. Some 
stations consistently broadcast extreme 
anti-government mudslinging. Some 
often have urged taxi drivers to stage 
violent demonstrations and, in several 
instances, told listeners to surround 
courtrooms to fight alleged injustice. 
While continuing to liberalize the mar
ket, the government must deal firmly 
with irresponsible broadcasters, The 
China Post said in a recent editorial. ■ 
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The Philippines 
Opinionated, Rambunctious-and Powerful 

BY SHEILA s. CORONEL 

P
resident Fidel V. Ramos of the 
Philippines likes to complain 
about journalists and is never at a 

loss for metaphors when he rails against 
them. They emphasiZe the negative, he 
says. They focus on the hole, not the 
doughnut. They prefer to say that the 
glass of government is half-empty. 

Yet Ramos is the most avid reader of 
newspapers. Aides say he begins his day 
with a brisk run and a look at thick 
folders of news clippings, prepared by 
a staff that works through the night to 
get them on his desk before daybreak. 

Ramos is not alone in being irritated 
by the media, and at the same time, 
needing to follow what they say. Every
where, officials and politicians anxious 
about their careers breakfast on a diet 
of news and opinion. 

After only l0yearsofdemocracy, the 
Philippine media are extremely power
ful and the freest media in Asia. News
paper exposes catalyze policy reforms 
and abort political careers. Ramos writes 
angry memos to his officials on the 
margins of newspaper clippings. Jour
nalistic inquisition makes politicians 
quake. 

For 14 years during the reign of 
Ferdinand E. Marcos, the media were 
lapdogs of the dictator and his wife, 
although some journalists strained at 
the leash. After Marcos fell in a popular 
uprising in 1986, the elaborate system 
of press controls was dismantled over
night and scores of newspapers and 
radio stations burst on the scene. To
day 30 dailies publish out of Manila; 
over 200 more publish in the prov
inces. There are some 250 AM stations 
and over 150 local and national televi
sion stations. 

The Philippine media love contro
versy. Except for government-owned 
broadcast agencies and one govern-

ment-run newspaper chain, the media 
today are hard-hitting and critical of 
authority. Newspapersregularlyexpose 
official corruption and abuse; their com
mentaries are often strident and unre
strained. Most journalists take seriously 
their role as watchdog of government. 
Philippine society is dissenting, not 
consensual. Philippine democracy is 
noisy and rambunctious. And the me
dia reflect all this. 

Without doubt, the press has en
riched Philippine democracy by keep
ing people informed and by encourag
ing debate. Butithasalsobeencriticized 
for a tendency coward sensationalism. 
Tabloids, which sell briskly in Manila 
and surpass the circulation of the broad
sheets, offer a menu of crime and sex. 
The broadsheets are more sober, but 
their criticism can sometimes get out of 
hand. 

Much of the reporting focuses on 
day-to-day events and lacks substantial 
analysis and context. Sometimes ru
mors are passed off as news. The Philip
pine press is "given to overstatement 
and hyperbole, its verve and its nerve 
overtaking the substance of its en
deavor," says Melinda de Jesus, direc
tor of the Center for Media Freedom 
and Responsibility. Complaints of cor
ruption-what Filipinos call 
"envelopmental journalism"-are also 
rife. Reporters say that envelopes of 
money are discreetly tucked under their 
plates during press lunches or surrep
titiously distributed by political aides 
during news conferences. 

These faults are partly rooted in the 
competitiveness and sheer number of 
media outlets. The competition is espe
cially harsh in television, where report
ers race for the juiciest showbiz gossip 
or the goriest images of crimes to raise 
their ratings. Unorthodox methods in-

elude tripping the power lines of com
petitors. 

As the number of media agencies 
multiplied overnight, not enough 
trained journalists could be found to 
staff them. Fresh university graduates 
were assigned to cover prime beats like 
foreign affairs and the presidential pal
ace, even though they did not know 
how to write a lead or what "off the 
record" meant. 

Sheila S. Coronel has worked as a magazine 
writer, political writer and columnist for The 
Manila Chronicle and as a stringer for The 
New York Times and The Guardian of 
London and Manchester. In 1989, she co
founded the Philippine Center for Investiga
tive journalism, an independent agency 
specializing in investigative reporting. She 
hos published "Coups, Cults and Cannibals," 
an anthology of her reporting. 
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Still, there is strong support for press 
freedom among a broad cross-section 
of Filipinos. In the last years of Marcos, 
business professionals boycotted the 
government-controlled press. Today, 
citizens' groups noisily protest any at
tempt to muzzle the press. 

The media demonstrated their clout 
in 1992, when Filipinos held their first 
democratic elections in 20 years. The 
press played a key role in shaping pub
lic perceptions of candidates. Through 
the media, candidates with only skel
etal political organizations got their 
messages across to vast numbers of 
people. Manila's political class now re
alizes that as society becomes increas
ingly urbanized, citizens increasingly 
turn to the media to make up their 
minds on crucial issues. 

Political fortunes have become in
creasingly dependent on the English
language Manila press, which caters to 
the politically influential middle class. 
They include The Philippine Daily In
quirer and The Philippine Star. Last 
March, Health Secretary Hilarion 
Ramiro was forced to resign after news
paper exposes that said he had taken 
bribes. In 1995, media criticism of the 
government's handling of d1e execu
tion in Singapore ofa Filipina maid was 
one reason why Ramos fired two of his 
most senior Cabinet secretaries. High
profile reporting on environmental is
sues, especially logging, has pressured 
the government into reforms. 

In this highly opinionated society, 
columnists are particularly influential. 
Any self-respecting newspaper has a 
stable ofat least 15 column writers who 
pontificate on just about every issue. 
Columnists are avidly read, and some 
newspapers sell on the basis of their 
opinion pages. One of Manila's newest 
papers is Isyu (Issues), a tabloid with 
nothing but opinion columns. lsyu's 
SO-some columnists write about sports, 
science, entertainment, basically every
thing. One of its more popular col
umns, written by a radio broadcaster, 
follows the sexual adventures of d1e 
high and mighty. lsyu sells better than 
most of the more serious broadsheets. 

While columnists and talk show hosts 
are celebrities and the darlings of 
Manila's coffee shops and salons, me-
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MEllNDA DE JESUS: Critical of Philippine 
press "overstatement and hyperbole. " 

dia bosses have tremendous clout, 
which they sometimes use to enhance 
other interests. 

Except for a few papers owned by 
journalists, the Manila dailies are owned 
by large business houses representing 
a wide range of interlocking corporate 
interests, including banking, manufac
turing, telecommunications, real estate. 
Nearly all the country's wealthiest ty· 
coons own a newspaper or a broadcast 
agency. This has meant, in some cases, 
a tendency not to rock the boat on 
issues involving government officials 
who regulate business. In other cases, 
publishers have used their newspapers 
to ax enemies in corporate battles or to 
promote political allies. 

Most of the dozen Manila broad
sheets lose money, but proprietors still 
bankroll them because owning a news
paper brings political and social pres
tige and access to the powerful. A news
pa per, says former Ramos press 
secretary Roel Reyes, is like "a gun in 
holster," to be used by its owner when 
the need for a weapon arises. 

"I never realized the powerofa news
paper until after we bought one," ad
mits the owner of a Manila daily. "The 
power is not exaggerated. When you 
are mad at someone, you feel so good 
when you can attack him." 

At The Manila Bulletin, the paper's 
owner, banker and shipping magnate, 
Emilio Yap, occasionally writes head
lines or chooses the main story. But 
Yap is more the exception than the 
rule. At many newspapers, editors suc
cessfully resist any attempts by owners 
to intervene in news matters. 

In the provinces, journalists face 
more fundamental problems. They are 
harassed by local warlords, politicians 
and military officers who, despite 10 
years of democracy, have not learned to 
tolerate a free press. Since 1986, 27 
journalists have been killed in the prov
inces. 

One recent casualty was 33-year-old 
Ferdinand Reyes, the crusading editor 
of Press Freedom, a small newspaper 
on the southern island of Mindanao. 
Reyes criticized everyone: government 
officials, businessmen, the military. One 
morning this past February, unknown 
assailants casually walked into his of
fice and shot him. Despite a high-pro
file investigation, his killers still are on 
the loose. 

Other journalists in the provinces 
have received threats. One editor was 
forced at gunpoint by an official to eat 
his newspaper. Many have been slapped 
with expensive harassment suits. Still, 
many of these journalists boldly con
tinue to expose corruption, abuse of 
power and destruction of the environ
ment. 

Radio, which reaches nearly 90 per
cent of Philippine households, is the 
medium with the widest reach. The 
ownership of radio stations is more 
diverse than that of other media. All 
over the country, the airwaves echo 
with radio commentators railing against 
real or imagined wrongdoing. These 
programs are immensely popular, and 
in many places where government is 
inept and the courts are slow or cor
rupt, citizens seek redress for their griev
ances on the air. One daily television 
program which enjoys high ratings fea
tures ordinary people complaining 
about potholes and leaking water pipes 
and links them up on the air with chas
tised government workers. ■ 
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Malaysia 
Media Tightly Prescribed 

BY Eruc Loo 

l
une 1996: The Malaysian govern
ment orders the media not co pub
licize a Singaporean singer, appar

tly because he made a flippant re
mark about Prime Minister Mahachir 
Mohamad. March 1994: Malaysian edi
tors jointly denounce the British press 
for alleging corruption in a govern
ment contract granted co a British firm 
for a dam project. They say they "make 
no apology for being supportive of the 
government elected by the people-a 
position we have adopted at our own 
free will." 

Respect for the prime minister and 
the government are central to the role 
that Malaysian authorities have pre
scribed for journalises. Other sensitivi
ties journalises must respect, under the 
Sedition Act, are the special rights of 
Malays, language policy and privileges 
of the royalty. Another reporting guide
line is the Rukunegara, a national ideol
ogy co promote "a united nation and 
democratic, just, liberal and progres
sive society, through belief in God, loy
alty to king and country, upholding the 
constitution, the rules of law, good 
behavior and morality." 

Since the May 1969 race riots, in 
which more than 900 civilians were 
killed, the government has expected 
the media co help maintain political 
stability in the multiracial society. It 
asserts that impassioned reporting on 
racial issues could easily reignite acri
mony. More than 60 percent of 
Malaysia's 20 million people are Malays; 
32 per cent are Chinese; the rest are 
Indians and other ethnic groups. The 
editor of the national news agency 
Bernama, Azman Ujang, says the 
journalist's task is to explain govern
ment policies and report responsibly 
on essential but "safe" social and eco
nomic issues. 

Mahathir, in power since 1981, once 

said the press "cannot 
be allowed to do exactly 
as they please." The 
press can threaten de
mocracy, so it must prac
tice self-restraint, he 
said. "When the press 
obviously abuses its 
rights, then democratic 
governments have a duty 
to put it right." 

Deputy Prime Minis
ter Anwar Ibrahim has a 
different view and jour
nalists expect controls 
to be relaxed if and when 
he takes over as prime 
minister. At an Asian 
journalises' meeting this 
past March, Anwar said 
journalists should serve 
as a "vehicle for the con
test of ideas and culti
vate good taste. Asian 

Maylaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad and Deputy 
Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim at the 50th anniversary, in 
May, of their political party. 

societies are at a state of 
development where they are in greater 
need for a vigorous journalism. We still 
have to root out corruption and abuses 
of power." He recently told Time maga
zine: "I have a minority view here. My 
principle is an informed citizenry, is a 
responsible citizenry. We want a re
sponsible citizenry, so there muse be 
respect for the freedom of the press." 
Anwar has implicitly criticized the no
tion of"Asian values" (such as the stress 
on "the collective good" instead of in
dividual freedom), which Singapore's 
Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew has used 
to justify curbs on the media. As a 
student leader, Anwar was detained for 
22 months in the 1970's for protesting 
government corruption and abuse of 
power. 

Until his views become reality, many 
Malaysians muse rely on foreign publi
cations, and now the Internet, for alter-

native information. An example is the 
failure of Perwaja Steel, a Japanese
Malaysian venn1re Mahathir established 
in 1985 as pan of his "Look East" indus
trialization plan. Last year it reported 
an accumulated operating loss of more 
than U.S. $2 billion. 

But the media did not dig into the 
company's operations because it is state
owned and the Official Secrets Act 
blocks access to documentation. Effec
tively aJI government activities are con
sidered secret under the Act. 

Eric loo, an Australian of Chinese-Malay
sian descent, is Senior Lecturer at the Gradu
ate School ofjournalim,, University of 
Wollongong in Australia. He has more than 
14 years of experience as a journalist and 
educator in Australia, the Philippines and 
Malaysia. 
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The Act also blocked local scrutiny of 
the multimillion-dollar loan scandal at 
Bumiputra Malaysia Finance in the 
1970's; the story was broken by The 
Asian Wall Street Journal. The Journal 
and two ocher Hong Kong-based publi
cations-The Far Eastern Economic 
Review and Asiaweek-all have at one 
time or another been banned in Malay
sia for critical reports based on "unau
thorized" information. 

Another factor generating self-cen
sorship is the Printing Presses and Pub
lications Act, which empowers the gov
ernment 10 revoke a license if a press 
prints anything "prejudicial to public 
order, morality, security, public inter
est or national interest." Penalties range 
from a one-year jail sentence up to a 
fine equivalent to U.S. $10,000 and a 
three-year jail sentence. When publica
tions approach the date for renewing 
their licenses, their reporters are par
ticularly cautious in what they write. 

In 1987, three national newspa
pers-the English-language The Star; 
the Chinese-language Sin Chew Jit Poh, 
and the Malay-language Watan-were 
closed under the Internal Security Act 
and the Sedition Act for reporting on 
racial aspects of a political conflict be
tween two government parties. They 
were allowed to reopen in 1988 after 
changes in editorial management. 

Thus, while the government does 
not censor the news before publication 
or broadcast, journalises know what 
can await them if they stray. Veteran 
journalist Samad Ismail says journalises 
today are not as ready to test the limits 
as they were during the fervor of the 
1960'sand 1970's. Samad was detained 
for criticizing the government when he 
edited The New Strairs Times in the 
1970's. 

In broadcasting, only the informa
tion minister can decide who can own 
a station and what kind of broadcasting 
suits the people. The number of choices 
has multiplied thanks to deregulation 
since the mid-80's. Malaysia's first cable 
station, Mega TV, started up in Novem
ber 1995. The first satellite television 
service, Measat 1V, bas started up and 
will beam 20 channels. But Zal1arom 
Nairn, a professor of communications, 
says that "the supposed liberalization 
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Despite the_ many publications at newsstands, Malaysiam don '1 get a diversity of views because 
the media ,s controlkd by n government-aligned minority. 

has not reaUy resulted in a loosening of 
government control over television, 
contrary 10 the initial beliefs of many. 
The reverse in fact has happened. Over 
the last decade, the main forms of con
trol over the media-legal, political and 
economic-have certainly been tight
ened." 

A government-appointed council is 
drafting a national communication 
policy in response to the deregulation 
of the media and the impact of digical 
information technology. The draft-its 
contents haven't been revealed-is 10 

go to the Parliament this year. 
The economic ties between the gov

ernment and the media are clear. The 
Ministry of Finance owns 30 percent of 
the consortium that operates Mega TV. 
Sri Utara, a subsidiary of the investment 
arm of the Malaysian Indian Congress, 
a party in Lhe coalition government, 
owns 5 percent. 

Political parries, through their in
vestmentcompa.nies, control the major 
newspapers. The Ucusan Melayu Group, 
which publishes three Malay-language 
dailies, is affiliated with Mahathir's party. 

The Star is owned by the Malaysian 
Chinese Association, a party in the rul
ing coalition. Ta.mil newspapers are 
controlled by private interests aligned 
with the Malaysian Indian Congress. 
The Fleet Communication Group, an 
investment arm ofMahathir's party, has 
controlling interesrs in T\/3 and New 
Straits Times. 

The result: clear biases in the media. 
The social reform movementAliran said 
that during the 1995 general elections, 
mainstream dailies carried government 
advertisements in full, but accepted 
only partial advertisements from the 
opposition parties. Hamdan Adnan, 
president of the Federation of Malay
sian Consumers Association, says while 
the media ownership pattern is unot 
proper,'' the real issue is whether the 
owners act for their own interests or for 
the public good. That may be true, but 
ways to enable new players to enter the 
industry and nurture what Anwar called 
an uinformed citizenry through a con
test of ideas" remain as elusive as ever. 

• 
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P 
ress freedom in Thailand has 
been pushed back a few steps 
since Prime Minister Banharn 

Silapa-accha came to power after the 
July 1995 general election. The govern
ment has banned a number of critical 
talk shows on television and radio and 
has increased pressures on newspa
pers through Libel litigation. 

The government drew public criti
cism from the start because many Cabi
net ministers were considered unquali
fied or were of questionable reputation. 
The disappointment of the electorate, 
particularly members of the vocal 
middle class in Bangkok and provincial 
towns, has been reflected loud and 
clear in the Thai press. 

lnFebruary, the government banned 
a popular current affairs talk show on a 
state television network, Channel 11, 
under the pretext of revamping the 
network's overall programming. The 
move sparked a chorus of condemna
tion by intellectuals. 

For several years, the "Mong Tang 
Moom" ("Different Perspectives") pro
gram had provided a forum where 
members of the audience often criti
cized the policies and conduct of gov
ernment ministers. Banharn's prede
cessor, Chuan Leekpai, took no action 
against the program. Its cancellation 
showed the present leadership's inse
curity. 

Following the same trend, a number 
of radio talk shows critical of govern
ment authorities also have been taken 
off the air during the past year. Unlike 
newspapers, which ace privately owned, 
Thailand's radio and television net
works are more vulnerable to censor
ship because almost all of them belong 
to state civilian or military agencies. 

The government probably would 
have silenced its critics in the print 
media if had been able to do so. Bur 
because it cannot simply close clown 
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Thailand 

New Setbacks 

newspapers, it has resorted to hitting 
publishers and editors with a spate of 
defamation lawsuits. 

Banharn and his Chart Thai (Thai 
Nation) Party last December filed Libel 
action against Siam Post, a Thai-lan
guage daily, for publishing a transla
tion of an Agence France-Press story. 
The story quoted a Swedish newspaper 
article alleging irregularities in the Thai 
government procurement of Swedish 
submarines. 

Other Thai newspapers also carried 
the story but only Siam Post was sued, 
apparently because ofits aggressive and 
often critical coverage of the govern
ment. During its four years of exist
ence, Siam Post has been hit with 15 
defamation lawsuits-nearly half of 
them filed by ministers and senior offi
cials of the current government. 

Defamation is a criminal offense 
punishable by jail terms. (However, 
convicted editors normally ace not jailed 
but instead put on probation.) Plain
tiffs also can file for damages in the Civil 
Court. 

The first finance minister of the 
Banharn administration, Surakiat 
Sathienthai, sued Siam Post for defama
tion and demanded 100 million baht 
($4 million) in damages. Surakiat was 
dismissed by the prime minister in May, 
but the libel case remains pending. 

The Thai press has not been cowed. 
In fact, the threats of legal action have 
been blessings in disguise. They have 
forced editors to be more cautious and 
adhere more strictly to professional 
standards. 

Standards have slipped somewhat in 
the last few years as competition has 
heated up in Thailand's mass media 
industry. A proliferation of newspapers 
and other periodicals, a boom in radio 
news programming and greater em
phasis on news in commercial and cable 

television have severely drained the 
pool of experienced reporters. As a 
result, there have been instances of 
unbalanced and sensational reporting. 
The pressure is on publishers and broad
casters to plow more profits back into 
training in the newsrooms. 

Not all the news is bad, by any means. 
Independent Television, the country's 
first independent television station, 
began broadcasting July 1 with prom
ises of broad, aggressive news cover
age. The idea of a politically neutral 
television station was an outgrowth of 
a mass pro-democracy uprising that 
toppled a military junta in 1992. 

Press freedom in Thailand has not 
been achieved overnight. Generations 
of journalists fought oppressive regimes 
in the past and brought the press to its 
prominent position in Thai society to
day. The press now faces stepped-up 
pressures from the government, but 
once this period of adjustment is over, 
it should emerge with greater confi
dence and professionalism. ■ 

Paisal Sricharatchanya has extensive experi
ence covering Thai politics and business. He 
was a correspondent, then Bangkok BureatJ 
Chief far The Far Easrern Economic Review 

.from 1982 to 1988. He was Editor-in-Chief 
of The Bangkok Post .from 1989 to 1994. 
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Teaching Western Journalism 

BY GEOFF MURRAY 

A 
reporter from an Asian country 
where the press loyally supports 
an authoritarian government ac

companied his prime minister on a 
European tour some years ago. On the 
final day, he was invited by the prime 
minister for an "exclusive interview," 
which turned out to be full of news and 
good quotes. At the end of the inter
view, the reporter expressed his pro
fuse thanks and was about to leave 
when the prime minister called out: 
"Oh, by the way, everything I've said is 
off the record." Exit one thoroughly 
deflated journalist. 

The reporter related the experience 
in one of my journalism classes where 
I had said reporters should make every 
effort to get the information on the 
record. If the person insists on going 
off the record, I said, negotiate to mini
mize the damage to your good quotes. 
Fine, said the reporter, but how should 
I have coped with the prime minister's 
last-minute imposition of new rules? 
Given the combative nature of the poli
tician concerned, I had to admit that 
absolutely nothing could have been 
done. 

It was a lesson in how, when coming 
to Asia, the Western journalism teacher 
has co appreciate that what works in 
Dayton or Darlington does not neces
sarily work in countries where journal
ists can easily end up in jail for simply 
carrying out the basics of their craft. 

In recent years, governments in coun
tries with little or no tradition of press 
freedom have been remarkably open in 
accepting Western trainers. Perhaps 
they recognize that a better educated 
press has an important role to play in 
national development, especially in 
propagating the messages that govern
ments want to reach the grass roots. 
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But a teacher should carefully con
sider certain questions before stepping 
before a class. Why am I here? To incul
cate Western values of democracy and 
freedom of the press' Or merely to offer 
help to become a better writer or edi
tor? And what does that mean, "better?" 

The trainer has to understand he is 
no longer on home territory. It's not 
very sensible to urge students to emu
late the British press in exposing the 
personal peccadilloes of government 
officials when some of the journalists 
have just come out of jail for doing 
exactly that. I've had students who re
ceived frequent death threats or who 
had been jailed and tortured by a previ
ous regime. A trainer who pontificates 
about the way the press should operate 
based on conditions "back home" will 
lose his audience very quickly. 

Mytrainingexperience in Asia began 
in Singapore at The Straits Times School 
of Journalism, from 1986 to 1988. I 
then did training, mostly as a consult
ant, for the Thomson Foundation in 
Cambodia, China, India, Laos, South 
Korea, Thailand and Vietnam. 

The foundation is a British charity 
set up by the late Lord Thomson of 
Fleet (who published The London 
Times) more than 30 years ago co train 
members of the media in developing 
countries. Its workload has never been 
heavier, with requests flooding in from 
all quarters of the globe. 

The foundation does not preach 
Western journalistic values, and avoids 
a Eurocentric approach to training. I 
use samples of writing from the local 
media for my classroom exercises rather 
than from Western sources. I cite not 
The Liverpool Daily Post but The Malay 
Mail or The China Daily. Rarely would I 
use a story from a Western newspaper, 
and then mainly because it was an ex-

ceptionally fine piece of writing that 
might be worth emulating. 

One of the foundation's most im
portant programs is a close collabora
tion with China'sstate-runXinhuaNews 
Agency. In 1986, an "international jour
nalism training center" was established 
at Xinhua's Beijing headquarters; sev
eral hundred journalists have passed 
through its doors. The emphasis has 
been on training young reporters for 
overseas assignments in one of the bu
reaus Xinhua maintains in more than 
100 countries. 

A few Western critics have said all the 
foundation is doing is to help the Chi
nese government produce better pro
paganda. Well, if there has to be propa
ganda, I'd rather have it well written. 
And you could argue that someone 

Ceo.ff.-M11rray, a Briton, worked for Reuters 
11nd other organizations IIS a correspondent in 
Asia for 30 years. From 1980 to I 984, he 
covered Japan and Korea for The Christian 
Science Monitor. He hllS been teaching 
journalists for IO years, mm a business 
consultancy and has written several books on 
business in Asia. 



who has been trained to produce "well
wrinen propaganda" might also develop 
some ability to recognize the weakness 
of that propaganda and perhaps in some 
small way seek to make it more credit
able. 

Any Xinhua student attending the 
course was, immediately afterwards, 
required by the local party branch co 
attend a refresher course on Marxism 
to balance the Western ideas that might 
have been imbibed. It was a reminder 
for the teacher to rein in his more 
passionate orations on the role of a free 
press. 

In my courses, I emphasize that free
dom comes attached with certain re
sponsibilities, particularly in the politi
cal climate in many parts of the 
developing world. 

In Britain, journalists tend to believe 
they aren't doing their job if they're not 
abrasivelyconfrontational. That doesn't 
work in Asia. The Asian press may sup
port a government in the interest of 
national development, while still re
taining credibility by speaking for the 
people. All I, as an outsider, can say is 
that it is up to the individual editor to 
decide how far to go in raising issues 
that the government might not want 
raised. 

It's easy to get passionate on this 
subject, but I am inevitably brought 
down to earth by a student saying: "We 
agree with you entirely, but it is simply 
not possible for us to practice what you 
preach." 

The task then is to analyze what is 
considered impossible, and why it is 
impossible. If nothing else, it may help 
people narrow the list of taboo areas. 

What often gets inexperienced jour
nalists in trouble is their lack of under
standing of the difference between fact 
and opinion. I tell them: let's stick with 
facts and present them in a way that lets 
readers judge for themselves. Balanced 
presentation of both sides of the story 
is the best way t0 stay out of trouble. 
That should be the essence of basic 
journalism training. 

Many Asian media exercise self-cen
sorship, enabling governments tO say, 
"There's no censorship. The press is 
free to write what it likes." Because 
often there is no clearly defined line 
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beyond which the press strays at its 
peril, reporters tend to stay completely 
out of the surrounding gray area. 1 
encourage them co edge forward gin
gerly, test the boundaries and try co 
sense the moment when they are about 
co stub their toe. On occasions in 
Singapore, the press has exercised self
restraint on stories where, it turned 
out, the government actually wanted 
some publicity. 

So I tell my students: You may have 
more freedom than you imagine. And 
you may be able to enlarge the area if 
you demonstrate a sense of responsi
bility and win the trust of those in 
power. 

While offering inspiration, one 
should also clearly tell students that 
their profession is never an easy one, 
and that they will create change by 
chipping away at the monolith rather 
than charging full tilt at windmills like 
Don Quixote. 

I've emphasized this more in recent 
years after having seen my own passion 
for the profession light the fire of ideal
istic young people, only to have it extin
guished by "the system." One result is 
that I seem to have unwittingly trained 
almost the entire hotel public relations 
sector in Singapore. 

Another important issue is the reluc
tance to ask questions. A joke in The 
Bangkok Post newsroom said the "Five 
\V's" stand for "who, who, who, who 
and who." One day in 1995, when I was 
teaching at The Post, rwo whole pages 
of domestic news began with the same 
format: "The minister for X said yester
day," etc. It rook a while to convince 
journalists that there's more to report
ing than transcribing verbatim what an 
official says. 

It's hard to overcome the belief that 
only important people say things worth 
reporting, and to get across the idea 
that the man in the street also dese1-ves 
a prominent place in the news col
umns. Asia's education system exacer
bates this. Students sit quietly taking 
notes as the lecturer mumbles away, 
and would never dream of challenging 
him or seeking clarification. On the first 
morning of a course, I tell the class I am 
not a professor but a journalist, and I 
expect them to do as much talking as I 

do, if not more. 
The reluctance to ask questions is 

due not only to the political climates, 
but also to a respect for one's elders 
that plays easily into the hands of poli
ticians. Young Asian journalists fear 
offending the important person being 
interviewed. And many government 
officials tell reporters: "There's no need 
to ask questions. Just write down what 
I tell you." 

Western teachers who try to over
come this often meet with resistance. 
Essentially, we're asking Asian journal
ists to be assertive when their culture 
tells them this is bad. 

Still, it's possible for Asian journal
ists to do a good job without fighting 
their culture. I tell students: be well
read and well-prepared, force the inter
viewee to take you seriously by demon
strating a good command of the subject 
and asking good questions. The secret 
of asking tough questions is all in pre
sentation, the right words and tone of 
voice. Persuade the interviewee that it's 
in his interests to answer your ques
tions, so you can write a better story 
with greater impact on readers. You 
can be deferential to the minister while 
still doing a good job as a journalist. 

It is important to the students that I 
spent many years reporting in Asia. I 
interviewed many difficult-to-interview 
people, and always got my story. I 
worked under the scrutiny of dictator
ships but told tl1e truth and stayed out 
of trouble. I share these experiences 
with my students to show them I really 
do understand their difficulties. 

Young journalists in Asia roday are 
better educated than their predeces
sors. What they lack are basic 
newsgathering and writing skills, and 
this is what trainers should give them 
first and foremost. We may discuss the 
role of the press in Western society, but 
the appropriateness of that model in 
Asian society, the issues of a free press, 
and the claimed right to challenge au
thority-these matters have to be left to 
the students to work out in their own 
way, within their own heritage. The 
Western press should not be seen as 
the model to be followed at all costs. ■ 
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The Old Glamour Boys of Broadcast News 

The Murrow Boys: 
Pioneers on the Front Lines of Broadcast Journalism 
Stanley Cloud & Lynne Olson 
Houghton Mifflin. 445 Pages. $27.95. 
Events Leading Up to My Death: 
The Life of a Twentieth Century Reporter 
Howard K. Smith 
St. Martin's Press. 419 Pages. $24.95. 

Bv RAYMOND A. SCHROTH 

E 
very retired journalist, at the 
memoir stage of his or her ca
reer, must have, looking back, 

one moment, one great escapade, 
which, if Hollywood were co make an 
epic based on his life, sums it all up, 
shows the star at his best. 

Often it's the fateful coincidence of 
cunning and chance: The Chicago 
Tribune's Floyd Gibbons, in 1917, 
booked passage on the Laconia hoping 
the Huns would torpedo it; and, sure 
enough, they did, he survived, and got 
one of the great war stories of the 
century. 

The great moment can also be one 
clouded with some ambiguity-a per
sonal or moral rather than an unal
loyed public or political triumph. Ed
ward R. Murrow's famous "See It Now" 
documentary on Senator Joseph R. 
McCarthy in 1954 has become a text
book example of moral courage. Yet 
some of his colleagues, like Martin 
Agronsky and Eric Sevareid, who had 
borne the heat of the McCarthyism 
battle, had grown restless waiting for 
the Oracle to take a stand. Having stood 
up, Murrow himself began a long fall 
out of CBS chief Bill Paley's favor and, 
by 1961, our of radio and TV news, for 
which, more than any 20th Century 
man, he had set the standards. 

Howard K. Smith's great moment 
was certainly Birmingham, Alabama, 

84 Nieman Reports / Fall 1996 

1961, filling in for the departed Murrow 
on a CBS Reports documentary on that 
city's racial violence. Raised in New 
Orleans, a Tulane track star and Rhodes 
Scholar who had witnessed the rise of 
Nazism in Germany, when Smith saw 
Klan bullies pound black and white 
Freedom Riders with lead pipes and 
brass knuckles, he told his radio audi
ence that the Birmingham brutes were 
like Nazi thugs and he tried to end his 
TV report with the Edmund Burke 
quote, "The only thing necessary for 
evil to triumph is for good men to do 
nothing." The CBS brass, long fed up 
with Smith's "editorializing," nixed 
Burke, and Smith soon got the message 
that his career at CBS-where he had 

reigned since World War II as one of the 
glamorous "Murrow Boys"-was fin. 
ished. 

Because l had interviewed Smith and 
his wife, Bennie, in their Washington 
home while he was working on his 
memoirs, as well as Murrow proteges 
Larry LeSueur and Mary Marvin 
Breckinridge Patterson, and gotten to 
know Stanley Cloud and Lynne Olson 
while researching my own biography of 
Eric Sevitreid, l have looked forward to 
these two books for three years. 

Typing away in his towering study, 
framed by his shelves of leather-bound 
books, Smith described his memoirs to 
Olson and Cloud as a "history of the 
20th Century." With equal modesty, 
William L. Shirer called his memoirs 



.. Twentieth Century Journey." There's 
a clue here as to how the Boys came to 
see their roles as they strode across 
history's stage. They lived their times so 
furiously that they embodied an age as 
well as chronicled it. 

But Smith's oddly titled "Events Lead
ing Up to My Death" is more successful 
when he writes about himself-his Loui
siana upbringing, his absorption in the 
political turmoil of a young person's 
Oxford and Germany between 1937 
and 1941-than when he tries to sum
marize world events, salted with fa. 
mous people encounters:"The boy's 
name was John Kennedy." 

As one who has just completed 
I0years in New Orleans, I understand 
him when he says, "New Orleans was a 
hard city to feel negative about." But he 
gave it a good try. He skewers the fun
damental corruption of Mardi Gra: 
"Some people's whole year was made 
or ruined depending on invitations to 
the lavish balls." Setting their values on 
this structure, they lost their capacity to 
deal with the real world. Fora few years 
a Tulane track star, he played the frater
nity game-until his fraternity turned 
down both a Jew he had sponsored and 
a working man's son. Himself the son 
of an unemployed working man, 
Howard had had enough. 

Stanley Cloud, a Time editor, and his 
spouse, Lynne Olson, an Associated 
Press and Baltimore Sun correspon
dent, have had both the foresight and 
the luck to begin their project while 
enough of the Murrow Boys and their 
colleagues-like Smith, Larry LeSueur, 
Shirer, Richard C. Hottelet, Mary Marvin 
Breckinridge Patterson (the pioneer
ing female "Boy"), Janet Murrow, and 
broadcasting historian Ed Bliss were 
still on hand. They have not just read 
archives and scripts but also listened to 
rare recordings of original broadcasts 
wherever they have survived. As they 
point out, some of the most eloquent 
reports-of D-Day, the Russian front, 
Eric Sevareid in China-never got 
through. 

Reporting World War ll was a battle 
not just for democracy's survival but 
against censorship, against the home 
office's narrow definition of "objectiv
ity," and ultimately against tl1e limita
tions of a primitive technology that had 
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never before been asked to throw so 
many human voices so often across the 
world. In 1943, when Sevareid emerged 
from the Burma jungle, three weeks 
after a plane crash into headhunter 
territory that became one of the psy
chological turning points of his life, he 
delivered a breathless account of his 
ordeal, only to conclude, "Now I am so 
tired cranking this machine [his radio) 
that I can send no more." 

As almost everyone who remembers 
broadcasting history or the "old CBS" 
mythology knows, the Morrow Boys 
were the "band of brothers" recruited 
by the young CBS London representa
tive Edward R. Munow in the first days 
of World Warn. They created the first 
morning news round-up of live reports 
from various capitals, risked their lives 
broadcasting the London Blitz from 
rooftops and landing or jumping with 
troops at Algiers, Anzio, and the Rhine. 
Most important, they were not hired 
for their good looks or voices-though 
several were dazzlingly handsome
but for their brains, their mastery of the 
language and powers of analysis. After 
the war and all the way through Viet
nam and Watergate, thanks to the sec
ond generation which included Walter 
Cronkite and Marvin Kalb, their pres
tige made CBS ews, in radio and 1V, 
the standard bearer of the profession. 

They were, by Cloud-Olson's count, 
11: William L. Shirer, Eric Sevareid, 
Thomas Grandin, Larry Lesueur, Cecil 
Brown, Charles Collingwood, Mary 
Marvin Breckinridge, Howard K. Smith, 
Richard C. Hottelet, Winston Burdett, 
Bill Downs. Alas, they acquired the sta
tus of a myst.ical clique, and several 
great correspondents hired by Murrow, 
like David Schoenbrun and Daniel 
Schorr, don't make the cut because 
they weren't part of the club from tlle 
beginning. 

Aside from an occasional colloquial
ism or cliche, like Brooklyn Eagle staff
ers "covered the waterfront like a blan
ket," Cloud and Olson have told their 
story brilliantly, weaving together doz
ens of lives in a tapestry of political and 
journalism history. Stories already told 
by their participants-like Smith's last 
train from Berlin, Brown's survival when 
the Japanese sank the British cruiser 

Repulse in 1941 off Singapore, and 
Sevareid's Burma ordeal-they retell 
with freshness and verve. They record 
too, though without an excess of 
deletatio morosa, the Boys' sexual es
capades. Many were adulterers, noc just 
in the we-might-be-killed-tonight moral 
anarchy of the Blitz survivors but in a 
life-long inability to be faithful to one 
person and make a marriage work. 

Murrow is central to the story witll
out overpowering it, just as he did not 
overpower his recruits but rather as
serted his leadership by nurturing each 
one's talent, while they adored him, 
like fatherless boys, the authors sug
gest, competing for his love. The au
thors' favorites, the reader suspects, 
are the glamorous Collingwood-"a 
beautiful young man with golden curls," 
Sevareid called him-and I.eSueur, who 
endured the unglamorous assignments, 
like the isolation of the Russian winter, 
sustaining his boss by his good humor 
and loyalty. 

Cast aside. Indeed, that's how most 
of the Murrow Boys ended up feeling 
about tllemselves; about CBS; about 
Bill Paley, their patron turned money
power grubber; about television-a 
medium to which tlley could not adapt 
and refused to adapt to them; and, tO 

some degree, about one another. 
Collingwood and LeSueur remained 
rivals to tlle end. Murrow resented 
Shirer for leaving the war zone early to 
cash in on his celebrity. Shirer never 
forgave Murrow for not backing him 
when his sponsor dropped him for 
being too liberal. Sevareid never for
gave Shirer for not forgiving Murrow. 
Smith never forgave CBS for letting him 
go and ABC for shunting him aside. 

If it's any consolation to them, wher
ever they are, their stories have become 
gospels. True, the original Gospels get 
air time only around Christmas and 
Easter, but every once in a while a 
young journalist hears their stories and 
thinks differently about his or her work. 
■ 

Raymond A. Schroth, S.j., author of "The 
American journey of Eric Sevareid" 
(Steerfimh Press) and ''The Engle and 
Brooklyn" (Greenwood Press}, is Assistant 
Dean of Fordham College. 
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A Classic Portrait of Southern Politics 

The Secrets of the Hopewell Box 
Stolen Elections, Southern Politics, and a City's Coming of Age 
James D. Squires 
Times Books. 309 Pages. $25. 

BY WAYNE GREENHAW 

l 
runes D. Squires, the journalist and 
political adviser, has first of all writ
ten a major classic portrait of the 

uthern political frontier, right down 
tO the first-person descriptions of"blue-
steel automatics and nickel-placed re
volvers, some stuck handle-up in belt 
holsters and others hung upside down 
undertheirarms in shoulder harnesses." 

At first I thought I was reading a 
descriptive account of Pancho Villa's 
makeshift troops from a child's view
point, but I was brought home tO the 
environs of Nashville quickly as the 
author poured a solid foundation 
around the Phillips-Robinson Funeral 
Home, which became the centerpiece 
of political control for Garner Robinson 
and the rock-hard machine he built and 
operated for about three decades after 
World War II. Although Garner 
Robinson was the best friend of James 
D. Squires's granddaddy and the grand
father, Dave:: \Vhite, was involved up to 
his own underarm holster, the author 
manages to give not only an insider's 
look at one of the most corrupt political 
machines that operated successfully for 
such a long while, but also a strong 
objective account of the day-to-day 
workings of such hard-fisted, smooth
talking, sleight-of-hand operators as: 

• Garner Robinson, who became 
sheriff. 

• Jake Sheridan, "who was a man of 
neither intellectual mission nor pas
sionate political conviction. A true 
Scotch-Irishman, Jake saw politics as 
the road to wealth and respectability. 
Government jobs were a currency in 
which to traffic." 

• Elkin Garfinkle, "a little gem of a 
man, with an elfish presence and a 
courtly manner. He had prominent, 

86 Nieman Reports / Fall 1996 

bushy eyebrows, twinkling eyes, and 
the habit of wearing his top coat thrown 
around his shoulders like a cape, as if it 
had been placed there by his sister 
Frances on the way out the door, which 
it often had been. Never married, he 
lived with one or more of his eight 
sisters all his life." Garfinkle was the 
Jewish lawyer who, like Jake, would 
never run for office but who familiar
ized himself thoroughly with election 
law and the workings of both the city 
and the county. "Like (Boss] Crump (of 
Memphis), being an anonymous, be
hind-the-scenes political influence ap
pealed to him." 

With remarkable detail, Squires 
shows the intricate maneuvering of the 
three wheeler-dealers. Not unlike the 
late Speaker of the House Tip O'Neill 's 
proclamation that "all politics is local," 
for courthouse politician Jake Sheridan 
"politics was a matter of personal friend
ship." 

"The Secrets of the Hopewell Box" is 
in itself a minuscule history of the Ameri
can South. Having been beaten to its 
knees in the Civil War and punished 
severely during Reconstruction, the 
South suffered setback after setback in 
the Great Depression, before finally 
being given equal opportunity follow
ing World War II. 

For Dave White, what his family man
aged to gain during World War I had 
been wiped out in the Depression. Af
ter he was drafted at age 37 in World 
War II, he came out co the best job he 
had ever had: state trooper with "a 
shiny black Sam Browne belt with a 
swivel holster and in it the polished 
blue-steel walnut-handled .38-caliber 
revolver that was standard issue from 
his employer, Governor Jim Nance 

THE SECRETS OF THE 

HOPEWELL BOX 

Sia/,., £trr1h11u, S.n,llurN Pelilir,. a,,J fl 

C1'IJ'' c.,,.;,,t a/ At<-

JAMES D. SQUIRES 

McCord. On his chest and above the 
glistening black bill of his olive green 
gabardine hat were twin gold shields 
that authorized him to enforce the laws 
of Tennessee." Armed with such law
man-style accouterments, White, when 
he was called on during the election in 
November of 1945, almost single
handedly made sure the votes in the 
Hopewell ballot box in Davidson 
County went strong enough for Garner 
Robinson that he could not help but 
win the strongly challenged sheriffs 
election. In fact, it was pointed out by 
The Nashville Tennessean that more 
people voted in the tiny hamlet of 
Hopewell than actually lived there. All 
day long, it was reported, a lone state 
highway patrolman brought carload 
after carload of voters to the ballot box 
to cast their votes. The final tabulation 
at Hopewell showed 4 votes for one 
challenger, 18 for another, and 304 for 
Garner Robinson. 



Although the losers petitioned the 
election board, asking that the HopeweU 
box be thrown out, the board ignored 
the request. Garner Robinson was de
clared winner. Squires writes, "To 
American politicians of the forties, cheat
ing in elections was like cheating on 
your wife. Not everybody did it, but 
those who did viewed it as perfectly 
okay as long as you didn't get caught. 
Unlike adultery there wasn't even an 
applicable commandment. Politicians 
were more likely co spend a sleepless 
night over having Jost an election than 
for having stolen one." 

It is with this kind of off-handed 
political corruption that Sheridan, 
Garfinkle, and Robinson operated the 
government. When it became neces
sary they drove the 200 miles to Mem
phis to consult with the master, Boss 
Crump, as they did in the early 1950's 
when they all joined hands to elect 
Crump's "gorgeous little stooge," Frank 
Goad Clement, a 32-year-old former 
FBI agent and a lawyer with "an actor's 
face, a big booming voice and the brash
ness of a daylight burglar," governor of 
Tennessee. 

Throughout their heydays of power, 
the trio controlled the election process 
and the vast system of payoffs with jobs 
and positions and contracts. Penetrat
ing several layers of government, they 
ultimately ran the organized criminal 
underworld: whiskey, gambling and 
prostitution. 

Exiled in the late 1950's but still 
managing to pull strings here and there 
to hold on to a small semblance of 
power, after they had also squirreled 
away considerable wealth, Garner 
Robinson walked out of his funeral 
parlor in 1961 and ran for the Tennes
see General Assembly. Robinson re
placed his son Gale, who had been 
elected in 1957 buc decided after his 
second cenn co return co his law prac
tice. 

Through the maneuvering Squires 
cells his personal story of going to work 
for The Tennessean and seeing the civil 
rights reporting of a young New York 
journalist named David Halberstam and 
the emergence as editor of John 
Seigenthaler, who had spent a year at 
Harvard as a Nieman Fellow. The Ten-
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nessean waged war on the machine. 
"Crouched in principle, defined by the 
searing issue of race, and fought by 
some of the most prominent and color
ful characters on the national scene, 
the war wrecked lives, ruined reputa
tions and left political carnage piled 
high in its wake. And never did the 
vanquished go down more stubbornly 
or count up more quickly than in 1962," 
Squires telegraphs his reader as he bores 
straight into the combat. From expos
ing the tax system put in place through 
the years by the machine's leaders to 
uncovering the bootlegging and anti
black shenanigans of the organization 
co showing exactly how the illegal elec
tions had been going on through the 
years, The Tennessean did its job with 
exuberance. 

On the scene emerged a bright and 
handsome and squeaky 0clean candidate 
for U.S. Congress, State Senator Rich
ard Fulton, backed by The Tennessean 
"lukewarmly and as much out of dislike 
for [ Mayor J. Carlton] Loser as anything 
else." On election night, Fulton had an 
80-vote lead with 310 absentee ballots 
still u ncounted-"all from a single ward 
in the city-the one controlled by old 
Charlie Riley and Eugene 'Little Evil' 
Jacobs." The machine was staning its 
work anew but The Tennessean had 
already put "a fierce young reporter 
named Bill Kovach, successor to the 
feared Halberstam ,who had just left for 
The New York Times" on the story. 
Jacobs, a down-home good-old-boy of 
the first order, bragged to Kovach that 
he had absentee ballots "right here ... is 
what's gonna beat your boy Dickie 
Fulton." \Xlhat he actually had were 
applications for absentee ballots, and 
Kovach discovered that the number was 
218, compared to 194 fortherestofthe 
county. Kovach checked the totals of 
absentee ballots for the ward from pre
vious elections. Kovach and team ques
tioned numerous persons in the ward 
who told them that Little Evil came 
around and "we just signed our 
names ... they did the marking for us." 
Headlines on the day after election read: 
"2nd Ward Dead Men Vote." Ultimately, 
reform broke the machine's back. 
Fulton was elected. In the 1970's, 
Fulton, who had been exemplary as a 

reform representative and one of two 
Southern congressmen who voted for 
the Voting Rights Act and survived re
election, ran for mayor when Mayor 
Beverly Briley retired. Again, the last 
essence of the machine ran a candidate 
against him. Again, they tried co move 
in on the Old Hickory voting booth. But 
Fulton impounded the ballots before 
any of the old shenanigans could once 
again take place. Again, Fulton won. 

For Squires, the years that followed 
at The Tennessean were Camelot, with 
John Seigenthaler his KingArthur. "The 
sense of purpose clings to the young 
from such high-minded pursuits, and I 
was covered forever with its residue, as 
Seigenthaler undoubtedly had been 
when Kennedy sent him to Alabama to 
protect the Freedom Riders. For him 
and the ocher white Southerners it was 
the civil war of their time, a mission co 
free blackAmericans, the modern Ameri
can city and the political process itself 
from the imprisoning inertia of the last 
hundred years." As one who watched 
and reported and became a part of my 
native South from the backyards of 
Governor George C. Wallace's Alabama, 
I know that the writer is exactly on 
target. He reports with vigor and style. 
As he states himself, his story "is an epic 
saga of the urban revolu cion in America 
and the birth of a two-party South. It is 
a crucial chapter in the life of a city chat 
became the breeding ground for the 
civil rights movement and the launch
ing pad for what is perhaps the most 
significant political development of the 
century-the equalization of voting 
rights that shattered tradition and re
made the country's political map." ■ 

Wayne Greenhaw, 11 1973 Nieman Fellow. is 
the author of seven books and two plays. 
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Reader's Digest, Not Daily Press, Led Fight Against Smoking 
Ashes to Ashes: 

~erica 's Hundred-Year Cigarette War, the Public Health, and the unabashed Triumph of Phili M • 
Richard Kluger P oms 
Knopf. 807 Pages. $35. 

Bv ROBERT LENZNER 

There is some marvelous writing 
in Richard Kluger's "Ashes co 
Ashes." Kluger frighteningly de• 

scribes the ace of lighting up a cigarette: 
"the magical burst of flame, the searing 
intake co fill the void within, the rasp on 
the tracheal tissue on the way down, 
and finally the glorious expulsion of 
aromatic clouds co fill one's entire im
mediate surround." 

There arc also fascinating revelations 
about the seduction of tobacco that 
make smokers' suicide pacrs with ciga
rertes personally more understandable. 
Cigarettes, for example, sustained mo
rale and relieved stress during the two 
world wars. "You ask me what we need 
to win this war. I Rnswer tobacco as 
much as bullets," General John J. 
Pershing, Commander of rhe American 
Expeditionary Forces in World War J 

exclaimed, when asked for his priori
ties. 

Kluger also explains elemenrs of the 
inner drive for smoking: tobacco, we 
have learned, is both a stimulant and a 
sedative. l1 speeds up bodily functions, 
mainly the flow of adrenaline. Smokers 
are able to endure electric shocks with
out recogniZing the pain because they 
were tranquiliZed by the smoking expe
rience. 

So much for-the benefits of tobacco. 
Kluger dishes the din in painstaking 

fashion without raising his voice. The 
indictment is there. It just runs for 807 
pages. There Rre advantages to this 
pr-ocedure. Decades of obfuscation 
propaganda, delay and outright men: 
dacity are not just bludgeoned into 
you, as on "60 Minutes." 

Layers of medical truth unfold from 
research panels, from congressional 
hearings and from protracted litigation. 
A sense of amazement tinged with out-
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rage smolders. Kluger is briJJiam at 
weaving the business story together 
with the health story. This is a process 
that dignifies his work, and, in the end, 
it lends "Ashes to Ashes" great moral 
weight. You realiZe, with excruciating 
frustration, that the battle for the truth 
is srilJ going on-and may Rlways be 
going on. Only today the bar de is going 
on in courtrooms, where plaintiffs' law
yers are trying to prove fresh claims 
based on old evidence that nicotine is a 
drug that addicts smokers. There's also 
the chance the Food and Drug Admin
istration will obtain jurisdiction over 
tobacco. It's very much a tale without a 
neat resolution. 

So much has been known for so 
long. The New EnglandJournaJ of Medi
cine, for example, published a devastat• 
ing report on the ravages of cigarette 
smoke in 1956. 

Though it was a private memo, a 
Philip Morris research director called 
for development of a "medicaJly ac
ceptable" cigarette in 1961. In other 
words, the company's most popular 
consumer product, Marlboro, was 
known to be not precisely "medically 
acceptable." 

Unfortunately, there weren't whisde 
blowers 40 years ago. But would The 

ew Yock Times or The Wall Street 
Journal have published the Q\1otation 
then, if they'd gotten hold of ic? 

"All too often in che choice between 
the physical health of consumers and 
the financial well-being of business, 
concealment is chosen over disclosure, 
sales over safety, and money over mo
rality," a federal judge ruled in 1992. 

This phrasing could well be the sub
tide of Kluger's book because he has 
portrayed the way dense forces of con• 
cealment have delayed the forces of 
disclosure these many decades. Politi-

America's Hundrell-Year Cigarene 1Ya1. 
Ille ~ic Healdl aml Ille Unabasbed lrillllllb of Alilio lllllis 
RICHARD KLUGER 

cal influence, powerful advertising im
ages and varying degrees of deception 
helped the industry, especially Philip 
Morris, prosper llL1 this while. 

Kluger is brutal about how the power 
to advertise is d1e power to misrepre
sent. For example, in the 1920's, R. J. 
Reynolds claimed that "each successive 
Camel you smoke beings a fresh plea
sure no matter how constantly you 
smoke." And Pall Mall asserted that its 
superlong product "gentles the smoke.'' 
Liggett & Myers proclaimed its ciga
rettes were "just what the doctor or
dered." 

Just what the doctor ordered? They 
must have been kidding. 

In the beginning it was understand
able that the forces of regulation r-e
mained quiet. By 1930 there were only 
2,357knowncasesoflungcancerin the 
nation. It was different by January 1964 



when the Surgeon General stated that 
"cigarette smoking is a health hv..ard of 
sufficient importance in the United 
States to warrant appropriate remedial 
action." 

Howard Cullman, then Philip Morris 
president, adamantly responded that 
"we don't accept the idea tl1at there are 
harmful agents in tobacco." 

The industry's stonewalling worked. 
It did a great job of slowing down the 
revelation of truth-that the more you 
smoke, the greater your chances of 
dying prematurely. 

Some academics sold their souls, 
too. Carl Coleman Seltzer, a research 
fellow at Harvard, wrote articles for 30 
years arguing that tl1e scientific case 
against smoking was flawed. 

What about the media's role? Kluger 
credits Reader's Digest for leading the 
crusade against smoking. He said that 
The New York Times ignored docu
ments obtained in 1988 during a trial 
against the tobacco companies. 

The battle continues; there are five 
grand jury investigations of the tobacco 
industry currently in process. They in
volve alleged perjury and possible fraud 
and concealment of documents. To his 
credit Kluger, author of a highly re
spected book on The New York Herald 
Tribune, has delivered a penetrating 
literary indictment of the crimes of the 
past. ■ 

Robert Lenzner is a Senior t:dilor of 
Forbes magazine. 

Slick.Spins and Fractured Facts: How 
Cultural Myths Discon the News. Caryl 
Rivers. Columbia University Press. 250 
Pages. S24.95. 

It's Alive: How America's Oldest 
Newspaper Cheated Death and Why It 
Matters. Steven Cuozzo. Times Books. 
342 Pages. $25. 

Religion and Mass Media: Audiences 
and Adaptations. Daniel A. Stout and 
Judith M. Buddenbaum. Sage Publica
tions. 294 Pages. S22.95 (pb). 
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On Stereotypes, Including Journalists 
Images That Injure 
Pictorial Stereotypes in the Media 
Paul Martin Lester, Editor 
Praeger Publishers. 282 Pages. $59.95 he, $19.95 pb. 

This is a handy reference book on how 
TV and print media, entertainment and 
advertising images classify and stereo
type people. Despite the current dis
trust of political correctness, it is still 
crucial to understand how the way 
people are portrayed or described in 
public reflects the fairness or lack of 
fairness of our society. 

In brief chapters written mainly by 
journalism professors from around the 
country, the book covers ethnic, gen
der, age, physical, sexual and miscella
neous stereotypes. 

Some of the examples used in the 
essays could be more current. For in
stance, a 1980 study is used to show 
that "male college students who 
watched an episode of 'Charlie's An
gels'-which featured three beautiful 
women-were more critical in their 
subsequent evaluation of pictures of 
potential dates than were men who had 
not watched the show." Would that still 
be valid roday, 16 years later? Also, 
some writers stop short of a deeper 
analysis of the causes and problems of 
stereotyping. 

About Journalism 
Nightline: History in the Making and 

the Making of History. Ted Koppel and 
Kyle Gibson. Times Books. 478 Pages. 
$25. 

From Vagabond to Journalist: Edgar 
Snow in Asia 1928-1941. Robert M. 
Farnsworth. University of Missouri 
Press. 451 Pages. $39.95. 

The Black Press in the Middle West, 
1865-1985. Henry Lewis Suggs, Ed. 
Greenwood Press. 416 Pages. $69.50. 

Media at War: Radio's Challenge to 
the Newspapers, 1924-1939. Gwenyth 
L.Jackaway. Praeger.184 Pages. $49.95. 

However, there is a more current 
and thorough chapter on gays and a 
look at how journalists themselves are 
treated. They suffer the same fate as 
everyone else under discussion-faced 
with stereotypes that lump them to· 
gether without consideration of diver
sityorcomplexityorindividuality. They 
are "the media"-"a singular, mono
lithic (and distinctly non-pluralistic) 
institution with a mind and values of its 
own in which all news employees are 
grouped together, no matter who they 
work for or what they do." But unlike 
the other stereotyped groups who are 
encouraged by the authors to speak out 
about their particular situations, jour
nalists are encouraged to ignore their 
stereotyping and, instead, work at be
ing better journalists. 

While much of the information in 
"Images that Injure" has probably been 
assimilated by now, the book has added 
value: useful suggestions on what to be 
aware of, a good bibliography and ex
tensive footnotes for further reading. 
■-Lois Fiore 

The Chain Gang: One Newspaper 
Versus the Gannett Empire. Richard 
McCord. University of Missouri Press. 
290 Pages. $24.95. 

Violence as Obscenity: Limiting the 
Media's First Amendment Protection. 
Kevin W. Saunders. Duke University 
Press. 246 Pages. SS49.95 he, Sl 7.95 
pb. 

Journalist as Reformer: Henry 
Demarest Lloyd and Wealth Against 
Commonwealth. Richard Digby-Junger. 
Greenwood Press. 196 Pages. S57.95. 
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A Reader's View 

Ignoring Good Sources 
BY MURRAY SEEGER 

R
egardless how you frame it, stupid, the economy is 
always the issue. Unfortunately, reporters miss the 
integral connection between politics and economics. 

Like Siamese twins, the two cannot be separated. 
There are books around that explore economic issues in 

detail, but few of them make an impression on journalists 
unless they carry marquee names. Even some of the better 
op-ed pieces written by economists are ignored as sources for 
good quotes or story ideas. Instead, a few tried and true 
issues are trivialized by excessive exposure or forced into left
right wedges. 

Instead of insights, reporters look for quick, sharp quotes 
even if the source was quoted the day before in five publica
tions. Thus, reporters are saved from exercising judgments. 

These sources-overwhelmingly men-are located mosdy 
in Washington or New York. Those most often quoted work 
for institutes or centers that want their spokesmen quoted to 
impress financial donors and sponsors. Their names are 
spelled clearly, but ideological biases are often unidentified. 

The overuse of a small cadre of economic wizards deprives 
readers of new, perhaps unorthodox ideas for dealing with 
economic growth and unemployment, the federal budget 
and Medicare and Social Security financing. 

One overlooked book, "Fat and Mean" by David M. Gor
don, explored a rarely discussed practice ofU .S. corporations 
of employing too many supervisors and paying them well by 
under-rewarding their work forces. The wave of recent white
collar downsizing was inaccurately reported, Gordon ar
gued, since corporations fired people "in piecemeal and 
often shotgun fashion, rarely acting upon clear and consid
ered strategies for changing their ways of doing business." 

Facts were lost, he wrote, because "the media, and espe
cially business journalists, report about and for the top strata 
of the occupational ladder." (Italics in original.) "When 
business eliminates the jobs of workers on the shop and 
office floor, it is small news. The media appear to pay 
disproportionate attention to downsizing toward the top 
rungs of the occupational hierarchy because these workers 
are disproportionately their friends and relatives and readers 
and listeners." Unfortunately, Gordon, who taught at the 
New School for Social Research, died before he could pro
mote his analysis. 

Jeremy Rifkin, president of the Foundation on Economic 
Trends in Washington, argued in "The End ofWork" that new 
technology is destroying jobs faster than economic growth 
can create replacements. 

"Global unemployment has now reached the highest level 
since the great depression of the 1930's," Rifkin wrote. "That 
(800 million) figure is likely to rise sharply between now and 
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me turn of the century as millions of new entrants into the 
work force find themselves without Jobs, many victims of a 
technology revolution that is fast replacing human beings 
with machines in virtually every sector and industry of the 
global economy." 

One can find support for Rilkin's position by visiting the 
many pockets of excess unemployment in this country and 
reading of continued unrest in parts of the world like North 
Africa and the Middle East where millions of young people 
have no work and turn to political and religious extremism to 
vent their frustrations. 

It is easier to find positions such as those of Susan Lee, an 
economics journalist who published "Hands Off," contend
ing that the widely-accepted teachings of John Maynard 
Keynes "are just plain wrong." She wants a minimum of 
government interference in economic policymaking, a popu
lar view among many contemporary columnists. "Such an 
environment would include big-ticket items like low mar
ginal tax rates, whichstrengthenincentives to work, save, and 
invest; less regulation, which frees up time and money for 
more productive uses; a sensible and steady monetary policy, 
which keeps inflation at low, predictable levels; less govern
ment spending, which keeps money in the private sector 
where it can be spent more efficiently; and free trade, which 
keeps U.S. business competitive and cost-effective and deliv
ers lower prices and more choices to consumers." 

In this Reaganite universe, we have to accept "that bad 
things happen," Lee writes. "They are lamentable. But we 
should not ask the government to underwrite our mistakes." 

Robert}. Samuelson, who writes for Newsweek and The 
Washington Post, published a book, "The Good Life and Its 
Discontents," filled with statistics on how much American life 
has improved over 50 years. Americans, he says, are spoiled 
and deluded in thinking this progress can continue. He 
emphasizes the need to take "personal responsibility." 

The problem with this debate is these Pollyannish argu
ments get a mass audience-Newsweek made Samuelson's 
book a cover story-while disagreeing observers and analysts 
of equal or superior credentials are limited to smaller audi
ences. A responsible journalist should never substitute statis
tical analysis for eyebaU observation. 

One of the few iconoclastic economists who is widely 
reported, Paul Krugman of Stanford University, observed: 
"All of us have our blind spots. But when a commentator as 
intelligent and influential as Samuelson chooses to avert his 
eyes from the disturbing trends in our economy and, above 
all our politics, it may do real harm." ■ 

Murray Seeger is a 1962 Nieman Fellow. 
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NIEMAN NOTES 
COMPILED BY LOIS FIORE 

The Reporter Turns Columnist 
BY EILEEN McNAMARA 

0 
ne weekend last summer, I 
dropped off my son at a Cape 
Cod cottage where he was to 

spend a few days with one of his second 
grade pals. Various members of the 
extended family shouted greetings from 
the lawn, the dock and the beach as we 
arrived, but grandfather was nowhere 
to be seen. He'd driven north over the 
Bourne Bridge when he heard I was 
coming. 

Cape Cod "isn't big enough for both 
ofus," the Republican stalwart had an
nounced upon learning that his 
grandson's overnight guest was the son 
of this liberal Bosron Globe columnist. 

I am still shaking my head. A year 
after my transformation from reporter 
to columnist, I have not adjusted t0 my 
public persona or to passions my 800 
words rwice a week can incite. It's not 
that I don't take myself seriously. But 
no matter that The Boston Globe gives 
me a bigger audience than my father 
once commanded in our parlor, I con
sider what I write to be no more or less 
than one person's opinion. 

Strong opinions, admittedly. Strong 
opinions are in the air around these 
parts. When I was growing up, kids 
were either pulled out of school to 
attend opening day at Fenway Park or 
parked in front of the television set 
until past midnight to watch the na
tional political conventions. There were 
plenty of families addicted to both sportS 
and politics, of course, but those im
passioned by neither were likely to have 
moved to Bosron from some other part 
of the country. 

fnour house, politics ruled, but opin
ion didn't count for much. "I don't care 
what you think," my father used to say. 
"What do you know? Where are the 
facts?" 

The more psychologically inclined 
in my family trace my reporting career 
to that supper table grilling. I didn't 
leave that training behind when the 
newspaper gave me a piece of real 
estate on the front of the Metro section. 
I fill the space with the facrs as I know 
them and the interpretation I give them. 
T might pay more attention to public 
policy issues than most readers but I 
have no lock on the truth. I look at the 
column as the start of a conversation, 
not the end of the discussion. 

It's easy enough towagyourfingerat 
the readers-and in my rookie year I 
have been guilty of that more than 
once-but how much better to tell them 
something they might not know-that 
arsenic is one of the additives in ciga
rettes, for instance-or to take Lhem 
somewhere they might not have been
inside a juvenile lockup, maybe. 

I learned long ago as a reporter that 
there is no greater privilege than to 
have people share their stories with 
you. I tell those stories now to make a 
point, my point, but it is a point I'd 
better be prepared to defend with some
thing more than opinion. Readers are a 
lot like my father, I've learned. They'll 
heed or dismiss me, depending on how 
well T support my case. 

It's not enough to demand that more 
women be appointed to the bench. 
Better to describe a case in which male 

judges rnled that rape does not amount 
to "serious bodily injury." 

It's not enough to decry the lack of 
insurance coverage for the treatment of 
depression. Better to recount the expe
rience of a 28-year-widow told by an 
HMO that she had "recovered" from 
the accidental death of her husband 
after only eight weeks. 

It's not enough to question whether 
a state's child protection agency is dili
gent in its search for suitable foster 
homes. Better to tell the story of the 
nurse and the professor rejected for 10 
years while vulnerable children were 
being placed in the homes of ex-con
victs. 

Tell enough stories, well enough, 
and a reader might even get the idea 
that the column isn't about me, it's 
about her. Tell enough stories, varied 
enough, and a reader might decide the 
columnist he despised last week made 
sense this week. 

An aversion to dogma and a sense of 
humor, especially the self-effacing sort, 
have proven the straightest path to
ward a real dialogue with readers, who 
righdy protest the moment they detect 
a tone of preachiness. 

Some of their expectations, I' 11 never 
meet. I do not share the confessional 
impulse that so characterizes the age. I 
balk at first person columns, even 
d10ughmyreminiscencesaboutadown
town department store, the death of 
my father and a trip tO a basketball 
game with my son generated the most 
mail from readers hungry to connect 
with the person behind the column of 
gray type. 
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- -CNIEMANNOTIS _J-
The two essential requirements for 

the job seem 10 me 10 be enough con
fidence 10 say what you think directly 
and enough humility 10 know that what 
you have 10 say isn't tbe truth; it's only 
your truth. 

To remind myself, I keep this quote 
from Walter Lippmann abo\'e my desk: 

"What kills political writing is this 
absurd pretense that you are deli\'ering 
a great utterance. You never do. You 
are just a puzzled man making notes 
about what you think. You arc not build
ing the Pantheon, then why act like a 
graven image?You are drawing sketches 
in the sand which the sea will wash 
away. 

--rhe truth is you're afraid 10 be 
wrong. And so you put on these airs 
and use these established phrases, 
knowing that they will sound familiar 
and will be respected. But fear of being 
wrong is a diseru.e. You coverand qualify 
and elucidate. you speak vaguely, you 
mumble because you are afraid of tJ1e 
sound of your own voice. And then you 
apologize for your timidity by frowning 
learnedJy at anyone who honestly re
gards thought as an adventure, who 
strikes ahead and takes his chances. 
Whatever truth you contribute to this 
world will be one lucky shot in a thou
sand misses. You cannot be right by 
holding your breath and taking precau
tion:..~ 

So far, no one has accused me of 
timidity. But can I strike ahead and take 
chances without driving grandfather 
straight over the Bourne Bridge? I'm 
still new at this game. Maybe next sum
mer Cape Cod will be big enough for 
botl1 ofu:.. ■ 

Eileen McNamara, a 1988 Nieman 
Fellow, is a col11m11isl for The Boston 
Globe. 

-1953-

Ca.lvin W. Mayne, 70, died at The 
Cleveland Clinic Foundation on March 
4, nine weeks after extensive surgery to 
repair two aonic aneurysms. 

Mayne spent most of his professional 
life ,vith the Ganneu Co. He wa:. Editor 
of the Editorial Page of The Rochester 
Times Union for :,e,·eral years. Follow
ing that, he joined the company as 
Corporate Director of Communica-
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Gene Roberts, Cub Reporter 

Gene Roberts, Managing Editor of 
The cw York Time:., was awarded the 
L996 Columbia Journalism Award, the 
higheM honor given by Columbia 
Univer:.iry's Graduate School of Jour
nalism. 

On May15,Joan Konner, the school's 
depanlng Dcao, presented the award 
10 RobertS, a 1962 Nieman Fellow, at a 
ccremonywhich also confem:.-d master's 
degrees on 200 students. 

Here are excerpts from Robens's 
speech: 

''My first newspaper job was ,vith 
The Goldsboro News Argus which, to 

the unclerinformed, is the leading news
paper in Wayne County, orth Caro
lina. It then had a circulation of9,000. 
I wrote its farm column-·Rambling in 
Rural Wayne.' I wrote about the first 
farmer of the season 10 transplant to
bacco plants from the seed bed to the 
field; about the season's first co11on 
blossom; of picnic tables sagging at 
family reunions under the weight of 
banana sandwiches, banana pudding, 
chicken pastry, sage sausage, fried 
chicken and collard greens. I wrote of 
hail stonns and drought. I once wrote 
about a swecc potato that looked like 
General DeGaulle. 

"The editor of the paper was Henry 
Belk, then in his sixties and 
sightless .... He cared passionately about 
the paper, and it was read to him word 
for word over the yc,1rs by a succession 
of high school student .... 

"Mr. Belk was nothing If noc de
manding. Often when he heard my 

tlons, then eventually moved into the 
Gannen Foundation (now called The 
Freedom Forum). He !>pent 1.5 years 
there in grant administration and clc
,·cloped innovative programs for com
munity-based funding. He was Vice 
President of Grants Administration 
when he retired in 1990. 

Mayne resided in RocheMer, .Y., 
with ancy, his wife of 43 years. In 

Gent Roberts III Tht Pms-Emtrprist 
uclllrt in Cnlifomia last Febma,y. 

footfalJ in the morning he would sum
mon me to his cubicle and critici:w the 
'Rambling in Rural Wayne' column I 
had written the clay before. On too 
many days, aJas, my writing was insuf
ficiently descriptive. 'You aren't mak
ingmc :,ce,' Mr. Belk would say. 'Make 
me :.cc.' In an cfTon 10 force me to be 
graphic and vivid, he made me end 
every column with a paragraph la
beled, 'Today':, Prettiest Sight.' Let me 
tell you: it's tough 10 go into a pool 
room in your hometown for an end
of-the-work-day beer known as the 
guy who writes 'Today':, Prettiest 
Sight,' but I persevered. 

"It took me years 10 appreciate it, 
but there is no beuer admonition 10 

the wdter than 'make me see.' There 
is no truer blueprint for succe!>SfuJ 
writing than making your readers sec. 
It is the essence of great \\Titing." ■ 

addition to his wife he is survived by 
tJiree daughters and three grandd1iJ
dren. 

-1977-

Hcnnie Van Deventer writes to 
announce the publication of his sec
ond book, '"Flaters en Kr:1ters," which 
in English is "Blunders and Blunder
ers." Van Oevcnter says, "As the previ-



ous one, 'Scoops en Skandes' (English: 
'Scoops and Shames'), 'Flaters' docu
ments things that can go terribly awry 
in the daily toils of the poor journalist. 
Some emanate from my own career-I 
have to admit blushingly." 

Van Deventer is Manager-Newspa
per section of Nasionale Pers in Cape 
Town, South Africa. 

-1981-

David Lamb says that after biking 
across the country (3,145 miles, de
scribed in his book "Over the Hills"), 
"friends figured I'd retire my bike to the 
closet and never want to pedal again. 
Not true. Sandy [his wife, Sandy 
Northrop] and I just returned from 
Ireland where we biked for a week with 
a dozen friends, and I commute to 
work on my bike daily-IO miles from 
my home to The Los Angeles Times 
bureau in Washington. All that said, I 
should add that I never did become a 
health nut and have managed to hold 
on to all my old, bad habits." 

-1982-

Alex Jones and his wife, Susan Tifft, 
were recently named Eugene C. 
Patterson Professors of the Practice of 
Journalism at Duke University in 
Durham, N.C., to begin in January 1998. 
Tifft and Jones will teach two classes at 
Duke each semester, commuting from 
their home in New York. Their interest 
is in the impact of corporate ownership 
of the media, new media technologies 
and the changing demographics of the 
newsroom. 

Jones is host of"On the Media," the 
award-winning interview and call-in 
program produced for National Public 
Radio by WNYC, New York, in associa
tion with The Poynter Institute for Me
dia Studies. He is also host and Execu
tive Editor of"Media Matters," funded 
by the Corporation for Public Broad
casting. From 1983 to 1993 Jones re
ported on the press for The New York 
Times. He won a Pulitzer Prize in 1987 
for his coverage of the collapse of the 
Bingham family ownership ofThe Lou
isville Courier-Journal and The Louis
ville Times. 

Tifft was a staff writer and Associate 
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Editor for Time magazine from 1982 tO 

1991, covering politics, economics, for
eign affairs and education. She was a 
Fellow at the Institute of Politics at 
Harvard University in 1982. 

Together,Jones and Tifft wrote "The 
Patriarch: The Rise and Fall of the 
Bingham Dynasty," published in 1991, 
and are currently working on a biogra
phy of the Ochs and Sulzberger fami
lies. 

-1984-

Nina Bernstein, a reporter for The 
New York Times, won a George Polk 
Award for excellence in metropolitan 
reporting in 1995. She was cited with 
Lizette Alvarez, Frank Bruni and Joyce 
Purnick for their coverage of New York 
City's Child Welfare Administration in 
its handling of the case of a six-year old 
child who was beaten to death. 

The George Polk Award is given by 
Long Island University for courage and 
resourcefulness in gathering informa
tion and skill in relating a story. 

-1986-

Roberto Eisenmann, Gustavo 
Gorriti, and Bill Kovach ('89) are 
members of the Founding Board of the 
Latin American Journalist Program 
which will be dedicated to the continu
ing education of practicing journalists 
in Latin America. The program will be 
headquartered in Panama's newly 
formed City of Knowledge and will start 
with an endowment of $500,000 U.S. 
provided by Latin American Media. The 
program will inherit the successful 
Florida International University 
PROCEPER Program funded by AID. 
The 26 member board also includes 
Eduardo Ulibarri ('88), Editor-in-Chief 
of La Nacion. 

The program is a first to bring to
gether journalists, media owners and 
media academics with an educational 
objective. 

-1991-

Kabral Blay-Amihere from Ghana 
was elected President of the new execu
tive body of the West African Journalists 

Association at a Conference on the 
Media and Democracy in West Africa 
and the Third Congress of the West 
African Journalists Association, held in 
Accra in March 1996. At that confer
ence, a statement was made deploring 
"the poor state of equipment and the 
lack of training facilities available to 
media houses" and "the high cost of 
production material for both print and 
electronic media." 

The conference also made 15 decla
rations, ranging from a statement on 
the importance of the media in an 
emerging democracy, to an appeal to 
the Government of Nigeria to release 
imprisoned journalists, to a call for 
journalists to be "guided by the ethics 
of the profession and strive for the 
truth always." 

-1992-

Charles Onyango-Obbo, Editor of 
The Monitor in Kampala, Uganda, writes 
to say that he has just returned from a 
month in Denmark where, "among 
other things, I watched many of the 
events at the giant Images of Africa 
cultural festival which took place there 
over a three-week period. I was at 
Denmark's largest newspaper, where I 
wrote a couple of well-received col
umns. 

"Finally, I can report that our office 
building and printing house are com
plete, and our new press arrived in 
Kampala over the weekend. Everything 
plus the darkroom stuff and stand-by 
power generators cost us $2 million. It 
has left us with no change in the pocket, 
but it makes us feel proud that we have 
done something useful with our little 
resources, and we've got a new sense of 
security." 

-1994-

Christina Lamb and Paulo 
Anunciacao sent this "Missive from 
Lisbon": 

Bom dia! Just to let you know that 
Nieman romance lives on and Christina 
recently left her job as Africa correspon
dent of The Sunday Times to move in 
with Paulo, continuing the world's old-
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est alliance between Portugal and Brit
ain. We live in a small whitewashed 
cottage with marigold yellow window 
shutters on the estate ofan aging count
ess in a village outside of Lisbon. It is a 
magical place full of Moorish castles, 
Gothic palaces and parks full of ancient 
oak trees. 

Christina is writing a novel, in be
tween covering Spain and Portugal and 
bits of Africa for The Sunday Times, 
having failed to entirely escape the 
clutches of Rupert Murdoch. She was 
recently sent to Ghana where she caught 
up with Kofi Coomson who she is glad 
to report was looking fine, despite his 
recent 10 days in jail. In between watch
ing football, Paulo is writing a weekly 
column on the fine things of life
oysters, caviar, champagne etc. He is 
not looking for assistants. 

David Lewis's wife, Danica Kombol, 
gave birth to a son.John Kassel, on June 
6. The couple have two other children, 
Miranda, ; and Thea, 3. Lewis is a 
correspondent for CNN. 

-1995-

Barbara Folscher writes to say that 
"with great pride and joy I can an
nounce the birth of our son, William 
Bourne Kingwill, on the 14th of May." 
Folscher and her husband, Eric, also 
have a daughter, Lara, 3. Folscher is 
Specialist Producer, TNP, for the South 
African Broadcasting Corp. in Cape 
Town, South Africa. 

Andras Vagvolgyi's wife Aggie Suli, 
gave birth to Barbara, nicknamed Bori, 
on February 22. The family includes 
another daughter, Sara, ;. Vagvolgyi is 
Editor-in-Chief of Magyar Narancs, a 
weekly newspaper in Budapest, Hun
gary. 

-1996-

Hisa Miyatake covered the Olym
pics in Atlanta for his company, Kyodo 
News, a Toyko-based wire service. Here 
are some excerpts from two E-mail mes
sages he sent to his classmates: 

"July 31: Here in the Olympics city, I 
have been in charge of covering the 
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Letter to the Editor 

July 22, 1996 

To the Editor: 
"Reporting by American press faulted on 'slump' 
in Japanese economy"-) was delighted to read 
this piece in your summer issue simply because 
your attention was directed to my country. 
It is hard to believe, however, that the press in 
your country was so wrong in judgment upon 
Japan's economic penormance as to pronounce 
a robust national economy as hitting the wall. 
Macroeconomic indicators of both Japan and 
the United States are always readily available, 
and the Tokyo stock market rallies, for instance, 
upon the news that the U.S. labor statistics index 
has registered a lower level of unemployment. 
The aim of this writing is not to criticize your 
piece on Japan, however. Prof. John Dower of 
MIT i11 his book "Japan in War and Peace" 
(published in 1995 by Harper Collins) stated on 
page 309 that by the eru·ly I990's, the bursting 
of Japan's "bubble economy," which rested on 
wildly inflated stock and property prices, was 
taken by many observers as con6rmation of 
dark scenarios such as "Dark Clouds over 
Japan's Economy" (a New York Times headline 
over an article by Kenichi Ohmae) and "Will lls 
Success Destroy Japan?" (another attributed to 
Peter Drncker). 

bomb explosion which took place Sat
urday morning Ouly 27, about 1:2; 
a.m.]. 

"After The Atlanta Journal-Constitu
tion reported that a security guard was 
the 'focus' of federal investigations with 
respect to the bomb explosion, many 
media have followed suit, reporting his 
real name and his background. 

"Today, our rwo reporters (in charge 
of non-sports news coverage; they are 
city reporters in Japan) went to the 
apartment of the 'possible suspect.• His 
home is located in northeast Atlanta. 
My colleagues told us there were over 
100 reporters, with over 30 TV cam
eras, from around the world. Unfortu
nately, today is a kind of slow day in 
terms of sports events. So, the 'possible 
suspect' was a good target of the world's 
journalists. 

"We have NO IDEA if he is really 

ll seems that the "reporting" by the American 
press was indeed faulted on slump in the 
Japanese economy, insofar as the press followed 
the leads of such commentators as Ohmae and 
Drucker. 
I.et me quote again from Prof. Dower's book 
(page 303): "Clyde Haberman, the able Tokyo 
correspondent of The New York Times, called 
attention to a growing sense that, deep down, 
neither side tmly understands the other." This 
remark should be viewed in reference to a I 987 
study of the Harvard Business School entitled 
"America versus Japan" and an Australian 
banner headline "The Coming Clash of the 
World's Economic Titans," both quoted in the 
same page of the book. 
Nieman Reports regularly features reviews of 
journalistic activities and it may be worthwhile 
indeed to add the angle as to how journalism 
has cootributed to international understanding 
rather than the angle how journalists are 
working in different nations or regions. 
All of us, I believe, are not so much interested in 
how the clockwork is made to tick as in whether 
the clock shows accurate time. So, let me 
applaud your very short piece on Japru1, after all, 
as a step in the right direction. 
Joe Kazuo Kuroda, Nieman Pellow 1957 

responsible for the explosion that left 
rwo people dead and over 100 people 
injured. lnJapan, major news organiza
tions make it a rule not to report a 
person's name so long as there are no 
supporting factors to name him or her 
a suspect. If he turns out to be inno
cent, how can those media that care
lessly or bravely reported his name com
pensate him for his and his family's lost 
reputation? 

"August 1: Atlanta is becoming a stage 
of terrorism and political asylum. It's 
becoming more and more international 
while NBC keeps televising mainly 
American athletes and sports events 
that are common in the U.S. Is it techni
cally hard for Americans to watch judo 
matches rather than beach volleyball 
games? 

"The finale of the Summer Olympics 
is nearing. I'm happy." ■ 
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Stan Grossfeld, Associate Editor of The Boston Globe and a 1992 Nieman Fellow, 
won first place in both the feature writing and multiple-spread photography categories 
in this year's Sunday Magazine Editors Association competition. The award was an
nounced in May at their annual meeting in Orlando. Grossfeld won for "When Kids 
Have Kids," an in-depth look at teenage pregnancy. In the above /'hoto Allan 
Orzechowski, 16, holds his new daughter, Kasondra, as the baby s mother, Christina 
Nolan, 14, munches M&M's at Goodall Hospital in Sanford, Maine. 

On Sept. 7, just about the time we 're going to press, Grossfeld plans to marry Stacey 
Kadat on a beach in Nantucket, Mass. Ka.dat runs a human rights agency in Boston 
called "Peace at Home." After spending a week in Nantucket, they will leave for a two
month stay in Japan, where Grossfeld will be a Japan Society Fellow. 
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End Note 

Remembering Nathaniel Nash 
BY DAVID L. MARcus 

New York Times Correspondent Nathaniel Nash, based in 
Frankfurt, Germany, died when the plane of Commerce 
Secretary Ron Brown crashed in Croatia on April 3. Nash, 
44, who previously was based in Buenos Aires, was beloved 
by colleagues. 

W enever I remember Nathaniel Nash, I think about 
undays in South America. That's the day our paths 
eemed to cross the most. Seeing Nathaniel on 

Sundays-with terrorists in a prison interview, with a fishing 
rod in a stream, or with his family at an outdoor market
taught me more about being a foreign correspondent than 
any journalism program could have. 

The first Sunday we spent together was in 1991, at the fetid 
prison called La Cantu ta in the desert hills outside Lima, Peru. 
It was visitors' day, and we were going to see the women of 
Shining Path, the guerrilla group that was terrorizing Peru at 
the time. We trudged single-file through walkways strewn 
with garbage, then we entered the one clean, well-organized 
room in the whole complex-the women's unit. 

Picture the setting: a dark ceU, a picnic table in the middle, 
banners with revolutionary slogans hanging from the ceiling, 
murals of Lenin and Mao on the walls, and a dozen tough, 
gap-toothed women circling the two gringos armed with 
nothing but notepads and paper bags with French bread and 
sweets (our offerings). We weren't just any gringos, either; 
Nathaniel was six-feet-three, blond and baby-faced. He looked 
like a combination of a Harvard- educated missionary (which 
he was) and a CIA agent (which the women figured he was). 

One comrade after another scrutinized our company ID 
cards and passports. They grilled us about the name of the 
contact who had helped us get in. "How do we know you're 
really journalists?" an aggressive host demanded. 

Nathaniel, who had been deferential, started charming 
them with stories of his trips in the shantytowns, his inter
views with President Alberto Fujimori, his reflections on the 
way women dominated society in Peru. Soon he was asking 
piercing questions in his trademark gentle way: how could 
the guerrillas claim tO represent the poor while bombing the 
very electrical stations that the poor needed' 

After the tense prelude, we had a lively discussion-a sort 
of"Crossfire"-goes-to-the-slammer. Aswe left, to the women's 
shouts of"Viva Marx!" Nathaniel told me he couldn't believe 
how interesting his job was. Days later, his feature in The 
Times was just as I'd expected: balanced, with enough color 
to show his enthusiasm. 

Another Sunday, this one in southern Chile. We'd just 
spent a crazy couple of days driving a rental car through mud 
to report on a virgin forest devastated by loggers. And more 
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t0 the point, Nathaniel 
had just gotten a call 
from New York offering 
him a new beat: Euro
pe an economic re
porter, based in Ger
many. 

It was time to cel
ebrate, and that, for 
Nathaniel, meant going 
fly fishing. A Manhattan 
native, I wasn't much of 
a fisherman. No matter, 
said Nathaniel. He 
showed me a duffle bag 
that happened to con
tain two pairs of wad
ers, two fishing rods and 
a dozen lures that he 
had made himself. And so began one of the most memorable 
days ofmy time in South America-standing in a cold river, 
with the snow-capped Mount Osorno volcano in the back
ground, as Nathaniel taught me to cast. I watched with envy 
as he quietly reeled in one big trout after another (always 
carefully setting them free). I realized he approached fishing 
the way he approached reporting, as something co master for 
the sheer pleasure of it. 

That night we shared an attic room in a tiny fishing lodge. 
As rain drummed on the roof, Nathaniel told me about his 
advenn1res as a reporter. Chasing the savings and loan story 
in Washington, playing tennis with Argentine President Carlos 
Menem, trekking through Bolivia ... bur he was most enthusi
astic when he talked about spending time with his son, 
Nathaniel Jr., and his twin girls, Margarett and Lisa. Friends 
tell me it was a typical talk with Nathaniel. He didn't complain 
about the play of his stories. He didn't gossip about news
room politics. He focused on what he loved. 

Another Sunday, a week later: I joined Nathaniel and his 
wife, Elizabeth, at an outdoor crafts market on a sloping lawn 
in Buenos Aires. It was their final chance co buy hand-made 
mementos from Argentina. South America had been wonder
ful, Nathaniel said, but in Europe the distances between 
countries were shorter and he could spend more weekends 
with the family. Thar's the lase time I saw Nathaniel, and as I 
glanced back he and Elizabeth looked like a newly married 
couple, bargaining cheerfully with the vendors. ■ 

David Marcus, a 1996 Nieman Fellow, is South America 
Bureau Chief of The Dallas Morning News. 
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