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Curator's Corner 

An Improvement That Makes Matters Worse 

T he questions discussed in this 
issue of Nieman Reports arose 
out of conversations about the 

coverage of the 1994 midterm elec
tions. Many of the conversations were 
about the relationship between being 
better informed and the enormous 
amounts of information available to
day, about the application of communi
cations technology to rival that deployed 
during the Persian Gulf War and an 
ever-growing number of channels for 
distribution of information. In the case 
of the 1994 elections the fact that many 
people were surprised by the results 
led us to pose the questions addressed 
in this issue. 

Underlying much of the conversa
tion is a concern for what Lewis 
Mumford has called a "paradox of com
munications." Mumford observed that 
new communications technology cre
ates new and intensive interaction. The 
first result of that interaction often is to 
unmask previously unnoticed or hid
den conflicts. Maybe what is happening 
today is the result of a previously unno
ticed conflict between what should have 
been two positive trends of this era of 
journalism-the trend toward better
trained journalists and the trend to
ward application of a more powerful 
technology to journalism. 

Never before have journalists been 
better trained. Not only are most jour
nalists now college educated but many 
have advanced degrees . Mid-career 
study programs like the Nieman Foun
dation are widely available. Short 
courses in specialized reporting are 
commonplace . University-based jour
nalism research centers like John 
Seigenthaler's First Amendment Cen
ter at Vanderbilt and Everette Dennis's 
center at Columbia University provide 
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a steady stream of insights into the art 
and craft of journalism-its impact on 
society. There is the Poynter Institute 
dedicated solely to journalism research 
and training. Where in the 1950's there 
was only Nieman Reports, today at least 
a dozen serious journalism reviews 
continue to find an audience. Organi
zations of like-minded journalists meet 
regularly to discuss standards, ethics, 
and training for a journalism in the 
public interest. 

Converging with this better-edu
cated, focused and dedicated workforce 
is the revolution in communications 
technology. Today's journalists are har
nessed to the power of computers, 
worldwide databases, instant commu
nications access. More and more jour
nalism occurs at the console of a com
puter connected to the whole world. 

B 
ut here is the paradox: much of 
today's reporting is of a stream 
of data from which people have 

been abstracted. This is where the 1992 
campaign coverage may have uncov
ered the sort of paradox Mumford de
scribed. ItiswhatPaulStoop (a Nieman 
Fellow from Germany) would call 
Verschlimmbesserug: an improvement 
that makes things worse. The marriage 
of better-trained journalists and pow
erful technology has cut back on per
son-to-person reporting in favor of the 
mass data computers make possible. 
Journalism is growing more and more 
distant from the public on which it 
reports . 

The implications of this paradox 
might have surfaced most clearly in 
political coverage because of the elec
tion process itself. Journalism is about 
informing people. The election pro
cess is shaped by politicians whose goal 
is to influence public behavior. As New 

York University's Jay Rosen says: "Elec
tions are about winning and losing. 
Campaigns should be about a discus
sion among citizens." Typically, elec
tion coverage depends primarily on 
survey research, not person-oriented 
reporting. Election survey research 
screens out suspected non-voters. As a 
result, two-thirds of the population may 
be abstracted from the data. Coverage 
based on such a process is effectively 
disconnected from the thoughts, fears, 
ideas, inspirations, and hopes of two
thirds of the public. It is not a journal
ism which is likely to make sense to-or 
for-the bulk of the people for the 
simple reason that they are excluded 
from the reporting base. 

Unfortunately, the response of many 
media organizations has been to rely 
ever more heavily on market research 
and other devices that study people as 
homogeneous statistical groupings . 
Meanwhile more and more journalists 
disappear from the streets each day to 
perch behind computer screens. 

The concern among newsroom man
agers is that journalists fail to give the 
public what they want. But that con
cern is misplaced. The public is not 
turning away from a journalism that 
does not give them what they want; the 
public rejects a journalism in which 
they do not see themselves or their 
interests reflected. • 

L 



T.R. Reid: 
Social Order Is No. 1 

" I think they [Washington Post 
editors] know that our young 
readers really don't care that 
much about the power of the 
weakling Prime Minister of 
Japan. But if you can write a 
story saying that women 
between the ages of 24 and 30 
in Japan don't want to get 
married because they've figured 
out Japanese men are pigs, 
that's a pretty interesting story. 
That ran on the front page of 
my paper. They liked that story 
and that kind of thing. I've 
really done very well with those 
stories, just what life is like 
there. The strongest story I 
have going for me right 
now .. .is social order, how they 
built a society without crime, 
why the Japanese were so 
shocked when those two guys 
were carjacked in L.A. One 
reason is they don't have a 
word in Japanese for 
carjacking .... I couldn't find any 
police official in all of Japan 

What They're Saying 
who had ever heard of 
carjacking cases. They never 
heard of the crime until those 
two Japanese boys were killed. 
This is a very powerful story, 
the most powerful story I've 
had in five years with our 
readers. The reason the 
Japanese get so upset is be
cause they've built a society 
where it doesn't happen."-T. 
R. Reid, Northeast Asia corre
spondent for The Washington 
Post, based in Tokyo, at a 
seminar for Nieman Fellows 
February 3, 1995. 

Ellen Goodman: 
We're Disconnected 

"I think that the thing people 
most resent about journalists is 
this disembodied authority 
figure telling you what you 
should know, what you should 
think, what you should care 
about, and that we have be
come yet another Washington, 
in that sense. Disconnected. 
Knowledgeable. Patronizing. 
" .. . We have become a mobile 
class of people, who move from 
what the television people 
know as one market to another. 

And how many set down roots, 
how many live the way a lot of 
other people do in communi
ties? Not that this isn't a mobile 
[society] ; it is, but how many of 
you feel a part of the community 
that you live in? How many of 
you have stayed there for 20 
years? 30 years? So, in fact, are 
you disconnected? Do you move 
from one market to another? Do 
you live the same lives as the 
people in your path? 
" ... When I came to The Globe, 
27 years ago, it was a very 
parochial paper. Everybody had 
grown up in Boston and most of 
it was a Boston;Irish and Bos
ton/Yankee community. There 
was almost nobody outside of 
that. All white male Irish/ 
Yankee. That was it. Very 
parochial, very Boston. That was 
true everywhere. Newspapers 
were very parochial, newspaper 
people were less well educated. 
In the years since I've been at 
my own paper the overwhelm
ing majority [of the staff has 
become non-Bostonian.]I'm 
one of three people who know 
how ward 20 voted in 1952, and 
I'm not even writing locally. 
Overwhelmingly [we are] not 
connected in time and space to 
the people that we report on. 
(We are] much better educated 
and less street smart. So there's 
a piece in which that perception 
of us is accurate."-Ellen 
Goodman, syndicated Boston 
Globe columnist, at a Nieman 
Fellows seminar on December 
12, 1994. 

Pete Dexter: 
Facts Over Style 

In his new novel, 
"Newspaperboy, "Pete 
Dexter, former Philadelphia 
Daily News columnist, writes 
about the conflict between 
reporters who dig out solid 
facts and the stylist who is 
careless of the truth but knows 
bow to tell a story. The book 
concerns Florida newspaper
men chasing a big story. 
"I'm more interested in the 
person who trusts the events, 
the names, the facts, and lets 
them speak for themselves," 
Dexter says in an interview in 
At Random, a Random House 
publication. 
"I'm talking about a lot more 
than journalism here. You can 
apply that premise to fiction, 
business, the way you live your 
life with your family. You can 
choose style over substance. 
And substance has been out of 
style for a long time." 
Dexter's view of journalism is 
clear:"! would think that the 
truest line in the whole book
next to 'There are no intact 
men'-is that nobody who is 
the subject of a calamity ever 
trusts newspapers again." 



Keeping in Touch 
A Discussion of How Journalists Can Widen Perspectives 

Of What Is News and Who Is Newsworthy 

Have reporters and editors built walls around themselves so they do not know what the public is thinking? Are their interests so 
limited that they do not even care to report news involving those with different views of the world? Is such arrogance a major reason 
why the media is under heavy assault by critics? 

These questions form the backdrop of the articles in the first half of this issue of Nieman Reports. The discussion actually begins in 
the preceding pages. On Page 2 Bill Kovach explains a paradox: journalists are better trained and have more tools, but people are 
abstracted from their reports. On Page 3 Ellen Goodman says journalists are "overwhelmingly" not connected "in time or space to the 
people we report on." Throughout the discussion, editors and reporters are urged, in Roy Peter Clark's words, to "let the voices of the 
young and the poor and the old to be heard." We begin with articles by newspaper editors describing their efforts to keep in touch 
with their readers. Essays from different viewpoints follow. 

Kurt Cobain, School Prayer 
And 1,557 Chili Recipes 

BY DAVID v. HAWPE 

W
hen Kurt Cobain died we 
carried a little photo on 
page A-1, which referred to a 

16-paragraph story on page A-9. 
Big mistake. 
I was confronted on the matter by 

Morgan McGarvey, age 14, who lives 
down the street from me. I had stopped 
at the McGarvey house for pie and 
coffee. Judy McGarvey is one of the 
great bakers. Risking his mother's ire 
audy is determined that both her pies 
and her children are going to turn out 
right), Morgan cornered me. 

"You guys blew it," he said, with all 
the authority of a teenager who doesn't 
know what he doesn't know. 

"Ohyeah?Whatareyou talking about, 
Morgan?" 

"You didn't really have anything on 
Cobain's death." 
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The Louisville Courier-journal 

"Who is Cobain?" 
"Come on, Mr. Hawpe." (Disgusted 

pause.) "Come on upstairs ." 
A visit to Morgan's second-floor bed

room revealed walls decorated with 
Nirvana posters (I knew who Nirvana 
was . . . I just didn't know the lead singer's 
name .. . shame on me) . Morgan had cre
ated a kind of memorial. 

Now this is not "problem" teen we're 
talking about. This is Morgan, all-Ameri
can boy. There are nine baseball pen
nants on his walls . There's a Michael 
Jordan poster on his door. And a layout 
of super-models, bulging out of their 
bikinis. Also a picture of Lorena Bobbitt, 
on which Morgan has written, "She 
deserves death. " 

Several days later, my newspaper got 
around to running a longish Post
lntelligencer piece, describing Cobain' s 
final days. By that time, the tabloids and 

David V Hawpe has been Editor of The 
Courier-journal since 1986. Earlier he served 
as reporter, copyeditor, editorial writer, City 
Editor and Managing Editor in Louisville. A 

1974-75 Nieman Fellow, Hawpe is Adjunct 
Instructor in journalism at his alma mater, 
the University of Kentucky. As a member of 

state and local 
organizations, he 
has been active 
on minority issues 
and in journal
ism education. 
H e spends time 
reading and 
listening: one son 
is determined to 
be a writer and 
another wants to 
be a rock star. 
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teenzines were bulging with everything 
Morgan wanted to know about what 
had happened in Seattle. 

We just didn 't get it. At least not fast 
enough. Of course, it's not for lack of 
trying. We do reach out to readers. But 
let 's be honest. Too many of us just 
don't like doing it. 

I think newspapers are most hesi
tant to let others "intrude" into the 
editorial process . News coverage is one 
thing. Editorial policy is something else. 
Most obviously, the editorial positions 
of any newspaper are deeply individual 
to that institution. Members of most 
editorial boards see themselves as keep
ers of near-sacred traditions. A 
newspaper's very personality is impli
cated in its editorial views. Letting "out
siders" muck around in the editorial 
process is dangerous, or so we tend to 
think. 

As a Gannett newspaper, The Cou
rier-Journal has had its self-satisfaction 
challenged by the demands of a com
pany-wide program called News 2000, 
through which all the group 's proper
ties are learning to be more and more 
reader-driven . It 's an important lesson, 
if we are serious about meeting read
ers' needs and desires. Or if we are 
serious about empowering readers, and 
sharing the civic dialogue with them, 
rather than dictating it to them. Or if we 
are serious about surviving, as the last 
local mass medium. 

Challenged by News 2000 to find 
new, useful ways to reach out to read
ers, lastjanuarywe sent every news and 
editorial staffer-everybody from the 
editor himself to the obit clerks-into 
the field, to talk with five people about 
our newspaper. We asked our folks to 
strike up conversations at barber shops, 
doctors' offices and grocery stores; in 
Sunday School classes, union halls and 
basketball gyms; on line at the cinema 
and on benches at the mall. We took 
down what readers had to say, put it all 
into our computers and made it avail
able for every staffer to study. This led 
directly to some specific stories, and to 
some changes in coverage. 

But it was just a wake-up call. 

Since then, we have built into our 
news operation an ongoing commit
ment to reader involvement. We con
vene panels to discuss coverage chal
lenges before we address them. We 
seek out readers to assess what finally 
runs in news columns. This will be 
most obvious in our coverage of the 
1995 gubernatorial campaign in Ken
tucky, in which our stories will be guided 
and critiqued by readers in a series of 
forums, roundtables and focus groups. 

At the end of some stories, we ask 
readers to write us or call us with their 
views. Sometimes we choose the most 
interesting and representative com
ments, and run them in the newspaper. 
It 's not a substitute for scientific mea
surements of reader attitudes and reac
tions. But it does help us put a human 
face and voice on some issues. 

Often, readers and groups of read
ers seek us out. Almost everybody in 
the building speaks to some gathering, 
sometime during the year. Many make 
multiple appearances. Often those in
vitations are triggered by issues in the 
news and our coverage of them. 

We also co-produce the journalism 
course at a Catholic high school in 
downtown Louisville. That keeps us in 
touch, onadailybasis, with a changing cast 
ofyoungsters, as well as their teachers and 
fumilies. 

The Ombudsman hears from some 
20 readers a day. Many of them parse 
our coverage of government and poli
tics. When something really big hap
pens-say, we leave the real estate trans
fers out of the Sunday newspaper-we 
get more calls. We received about 80 
complaints after the real estate agate 
fiasco. He shares reader comments in 
his daily report to the staff, and in a (too 
infrequent) column in the Sunday pa
per. 

Outreach takes many forms and leads 
us in many directions. 

Sometimes it starts in the kitchen. 
In addition to reporting, speaking at 

public events, visiting area farms and 
debriefing local restaurant operators, 
food Editor Sarah Fritschner and her 
assistant, Alice Colombo, sit by the 
phones in our test kitchen every single 
Wednesday and do nothing but chat 

with readers from morning until 1 in 
the afternoon. They answer questions, 
take requests for recipes, offer advice
and do it in person. And they get story 
ideas . One example was their decision 
to offer an "infosheet" full of chili reci
pes, which readers could request by fax 
or mail. As of this writing, we have 
mailed out 1,073 chili infosheets to 
readers (who sent us stamped, self
addressed envelopes) and faxed an
other 484 to homes and offices . And the 
requests are still arriving. This week, 
we 're doing the same thing with choco
late-chip cookie recipes. 

In addition to identifying such "hot 
button," high-interest foods , our "Hot 
Line" call-in sessions have steered us 
toward particular lead stories (like an 
upcoming story on single cooks, or 
another that 's planned on low-fat des
serts). 

But it's not all chili and cookies. 
• Our major 1994 series on how 

people dealt with rising health costs by 
Pat Howington began with suggestions 
from a reader panel and continued 
with the help of reader interaction. 

• Our technology writer put his 
weekly column on-line. As a result, he 
gets about a dozen E-mail letters a week 
from local people, responding to some
thing he has written. 

• We altered the content of our 
Graduation Section last year, based on 
the meeting we had with a dozen stu
dents, counselors and parents. 

• We used a youth panel to help 
develop questions for last summer's 
poll examining the cultural and politi
cal attitudes of teenagers in the Louis
ville metro area. The stories ran on A-1 
for five days. 

• After last year's blizzard, our Neigh
borhoods section asked readers to tell 
us about all the Good Samaritans. More 
than 100 readers responded and we 
ran a "Snowstormers" package. 

• Our second-day of coverage con
cerning the possible closure of a finan
cially strapped girls ' school, Presenta
tion Academy, was shaped by the 
reader's call-in line. We ran a box with 
our first-day story, asking for memories 
and reaction. Some of that was used in 
the follow-on coverage. We even got 
one caller who pledged $10,000. The 
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principal credits us with the most help 
in raising$ 700,000 and saving the place 
from closure. 

• We did a reader call-in about a 
month after the city switched to once-a
week garbage pickup. We got a couple 
of hundred calls. Rather than using 
them for mugs-and-quotes, we used 
the information to focus on the prob
lem of garbage piling up in the Old 
Louisville neighborhood, and on the 
fact that Louisville doesn 't require 
dumpsters for multi-family dwellings. 
The story was a major factor in pushing 
the city to take a look at strengthening 
its garbage ordinance. 

• Section editor Judy Rosenfield re
ally listened to the kids when she ap
peared at a local high school journal
ism workshop. They led her to do a 
story about why young people feel un
welcome at some restaurants, and why 
some restaurants are not crazy about 
serving them. Judy and her colleague, 
Bob Dei tel, also combed our teen advi
sory board application letters for in
sight, and came up with a story on why 
so many kids have auto accidents. 

• In some of our outreach sessions, 
Business Editor Linda Raymond met 
Jerry L. Stephenson, Director of Hoo
sier Valley Economic Opportunity 
Corp., and Mark White, owner of a 
landscaping business. Later, when we 
needed a local reaction to the mini
mum wage increase talk in the 
President's State of the Union address, 
she decided we should tap the views of 
some minimum wage earners and 
people who work with them, such as 
Stephenson-as well as their employ
ers, such as White. Business writer Joe 
Ward called Stephenson, who in turn 
put him in touch with Beverly Walters, 
who actually shucks corn for a living. 

All this may sound ... err ... corny. But 
seeking out your readers really works. 
We are trying to do a better job of it. 

Ask Morgan McGarvey. 
If he doesn't give you the right an

swer, I'll tell his mother.• 
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KEEPING IN TOUCH ~~-------------

Lots of Information, 
Not Enough Analysis 

The Chicago Tribune 

BY GEORGE LANGFORD 

R
eading our readers is some
thing The Chicago Tribune 
does in a rather scattershot fash

ion that can often produce accurate 
results. The success of recent niche 
feature sections for women, children 
and certain lifestyle areas, and the zon
ing of information, resulted from an 
ability to ascertain areas of interest and 
design sections to fit them. 

How that information has been col
lected and analyzed is an amalgam that 
includes everything from formal focus 
groups to the gut reaction of experi
enced editors. 

There are times our imprecise meth
ods fail us. Our inability to detect the 
magnitude of political change in 1994 
is an example. There are other miscal
culations on a smaller scale that sug
gest we need to improve our under
standing of the public. 

What we already possess is an in
credible amount of information about 
attitudes. What we don't have is a sys
tem to recognize, collect, organize, 
analyze and act on that information. 

This information comes to us from 
sociological studies, polls, focus groups, 
interaction through the various com
munication vehicles, and business and 
marketing indicators. 

We know that the one way to stay in 
touch with people and understand them 
is to talk to them. And the most accurate 
way newspapers historically have ac
complished this understanding is 
through their reporters. The more 
trained reporters a newspaper can de
ploy into its community, the more likely 
that newspaper will grasp the attitudes 
and needs of the people. 

Unfortunately, thorough local report
ing is easily the most expensive ticket in 
journalism. Therefore, we resort to 
supplementary approaches. Political 
polls, The Tribune has found, are the 
second best method. But because only 
about one-third of the population actu
ally votes, polls are hardly comprehen
sive when trying to determine political 
attitudes. Polls rely on projections and 
the honesty of the participants, a some
times risky combination. 

We commissioned 65 focus groups 
with 405 consumers in 1994 that pro
vided some meaningful marketing data 
and some significant changes in the 
structuring of our newspaper. But fo
cus groups are not particularly helpful 
in capturing the mood of people. 

We have a public editor who has 
direct contact with people through 
phone calls, letters, meetings with local 

George Langford has been at The Chicago 
Tribune for more than three decades. He has 
held a range ofjobs, from Sports Editor to 
Features Editor to Associate Managing Editor 
for Photography, Arts and Graphics. He is 
presently The Tribune's Public Editor. 

Langford went 
from the 1961 
graduating class 
of Vanderbilt 
University to 
reporting for 
United Press 
International in 
St. Louis, moved 
on to UP! in 
Chicago and 
New York before 
joining The 
Tribune in 1963. 
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interest groups, etc. While the collec
tive results from these contacts pro
vides leads for further investigation of 
trends, they are hardly valid statistically 
and usually only put us in touch with 
information seekers (those who already 
read us). 

A combination of extensive local re
porting and political polling enabled 
The Tribune to detect the Republican 
shift on the Illinois state ticket in No
vember 1994. It told us the Republicans 
would sweep the ticket-the first time 
in forty years . Unfortunately, we did 
not take this reporting and polling be
low the state level, partly because we 
had trouble believing our information 
and because we lacked the resources 
required. 

As a result, we did not anticipate the 
defeat of Illinois Congressman Dan 
Rostenkowski. Nor did we extrapolate 
our information to a national level even 
though reporters we sent to Tennes
see, Texas and California accurately 
foresaw the Republican surges in those 
states. Thus, The Tribune did not signal 
the Republican takeover of the House 
and Senate. Had we done more exten
sive local and national reporting, we 
would have been more confident in 
our information and could have pre
dicted the political change. 

Obviously, the reporters who are 
sent into the community have to under
stand that part of their everyday assign
ment is reading attitudes. There has to 
be a process which makes reporters 
aware of the importance of this agenda 
and is set up to collect and analyze their 
findings . Training programs to this end 
would be helpful for reporters and edi
tors. 

We should be organized enough to 
gather all the varied contacts we have 
with the public and interpret them. Of 
all these resources, however, the most 
reliable for understanding social trends 
and attitudes is local reporting. Think 
local. Concentrate your energy and re
sources in that direction. We discover 
who people are and what they want by 
covering every part of the area in which 
they live and work. That sort of home
work should give us the confidence 
that we are in touch with our society.• 

Printing Reporters' 
Phone Numbers 

The Portland Oregonian 

BY SANDY RoWE 

I 
n Oregon, my adopted state, you 
would have to work at it not to be 
in touch with citizen views. Orego

nians have a history of speaking out and 
doing it loudly, if not always with a 
unified voice. One of the many differ
ences between Oregon voices and the 
East Coast southern sensibilities I know 
best, is that in Oregon people really 
believe they own the government, the 
schools, the press. What a surprise for 
me, a newcomer of 18 months. Public 
institutions-or those claiming to be, 
including us-belong to the public. Like 
most citizens, I had been trained to 
disbelieve it. 

One piece of evidence should be 
persuasive: in the November elections, 
Oregonians were choosing a new gov
ernor, electing congressional represen
tatives and local officials, and voting on 
18 public initiatives (Oregon's most 
obvious and beloved rejection of repre
sentative government) . Neither United 
States Senate seat was on the ballot. 
Sixty-eight percent of registered voters 
went to the polls. Other states would 
cheer that turnout. We were disap
pointed. It was lower than expected . 

Oregonians write letters, too. We get 
about 25,000 local letters to the editor 
a year. There are only 3 million people 
in the whole state, roughly half of those 
in our primary metropolitan market. 
We have a daily circulation of 360,000. 
Twenty-five thousand of them write 
every year. Before I retire we could hear 
from every single subscriber. 

They are notallhappycampers. Most 
Oregonians, I am discovering, are 
strongly opinionated. It has been a fas
cinating dichotomy to try to under
stand. Oregon has the friendliest, warm-

est, most welcoming people you will 
ever find . "My God, " an editing appli
cant asked after a day of touring the 
area, "are people here always so 
happy?" Yep. Oregonians pride them
selves on their politeness and friendli
ness, especially to outsiders. Just don't 
get them angry. There's an in-your-face 
element to much of the political dis
course and the mail that crosses my 
desk. 

Although it 's easy to be in touch with 
readers in Oregon, it's difficult to gen
eralize about them. Jon Franklin, pro
fessor of journalism at the University of 
Oregon and a transplanted East Coaster, 
said it best to me when I moved to 
Portland. "Oregon," he said, "is a little 
bit of everything, none of it very soft. 
Aging hippies smoking marijuana and 
skinhead Nazis with cigarette packs in 

Sandra Mims Rowe is the Editor of The 
Oregonian in Portland, Oregon. She moved 
to Portland in june 1993. Prior to that she 
was the Executive Editor and Vice President 
of The Virginian-Pilot and The Ledger-Star 
in Norfolk, Va. She is a member of the 
Pulitzer Prize Board, Treasurer of the 
American Society of Newspaper Editors, a 
member of the Board of the Knight Center for 

Specialized 
journalism at the 
University of 
Maryland and a 
member of the 
Advisory Board of 
the Poynter 
Institute for 
Media Studies. 
She was on the 
Nieman Selection 
Committee in 
1987. 
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their t-shirt sleeves. Bible-thumping fun
damentalists. In -your-face-gay-rights 
advocates, down-and-out ex
loggers . .. . Environmentalists .. .. The im
pression one gets in the first year or two 
is of this angry political cacophony." 
There is a center though, he said, and it 
is pretty sane. But you can 't generalize. 
Franklin is right . 

So, back to our readers. How do I 
get past the cacophony? 

Here, and I expect in most places, 
we start by opening the phone lines 
and the doors. We 're still learning how 
to do it, but every reporter and editor 
who has made the effort has found it 
worthwhile. Managing Editor Peter 
Bhatia (also new to Oregon) and I made 
getting to know readers and having our 
coverage make connections to their 
lives one of the five priorities of the 
paper. 

We started publishing the phone and 
fax numbers of columnists at the end of 
their columns and encouraged beat 
reporters to do the same on stories. 
The Public Life team, which includes all 
our politics and governmental cover
age, was the first newsroom team to 
embrace the idea. Some reporters were 
reluctant, but once they began includ
ing phone numbers on virtually all sto
ries, they quickly became enthusiastic. 
The calls give them support for their 
work and contribute to an underlying 
citizen perspective that is too often 
missing from political and government 
coverage. Plus, they are getting good 
story tips. 

Michele McLellan, the leader of the 
Public Life team, says that when jour
nalists from other papers read The 
Oregonian's political coverage of the 
last year, they almost always mention 
the voice of the coverage. They note 
that it is clear, that it is accessible, that 
it brings real information in a way that 
encourages people to be involved. 

During a statewide sales-tax vote in 
late 1993 and again this past fall during 
the general election campaign, the team 
ran phone numbers almost daily asking 
readers what issues they wanted us to 
explore, what questions they wanted 
candidates to answer. We got hundreds 
of calls. Many of our stories were a 
direct result of those calls. For the first 
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time, we believe we are finding a way to 
let citizens, not politicians and their 
agendas , define our coverage . 

Other reporters and teams have fol
lowed the example of Public Life. As I 
started to write this, I sent a computer 
message asking reporters who had re
ceived more than 25 calls on a story 
within the last few months to send me 
a message. Within an hour I had mes
sages from more than a dozen report
ers telling me of responses that ranged 
from a handful to almost 75. 

Tom Hallman, a crime team reporter, 
thinks running his phone number at 
the bottom of his stories is great. "I've 
received several good story ideas, ma
terial for a number of columns and it 
allows me to get immediate feedback 
on my work. Too often reporters are 
isolated from the people we write about. 
Letters are wonderful, but the calls are 
much more spontaneous and a more 
accurate gauge of what readers think. 
The emotion is right there on the sur
face. They read. They react. It can't get 
much better than that, " Hallman says. 

Our Metro front columnist, Steve 
Duin, always runs his phone number 
with columns and almost always gets 
responses. A December column on the 
controversy over the atomic bomb 
stamp netted 75 phone calls and a fist
ful of faxes. "The availability of those 
numbers allows readers to bombard 
me with visceral reactions. Much more 
often than not, that's a healthy exchange 
for both me and the readers," he said. 

Last year we used a newsroom open
ing to create an ombudsman position 
at The Oregonian. In a normal week 
(around here that's defined as a week 
when we have no story on Tonya 
Harding) he gets about 150 calls , faxes 
or letters. Bob Caldwell is our first 
public editor. The biggest surprise, he 
says, is the goodwill readers have ex
pressed toward the idea of an ombuds
man and a reader advocacy column. "I 
suspect we really could never go back 
to not having one now, because people 
have latched onto the idea and have a 
sense of ownership toward it. The posi
tion has done a lot to narrow the psy
chological distance between the paper 
and the community. " 

We 're also fairly new to the audio 
text game. We just finished our second 
year of operation during which we re
ceived more than six million calls. We 
are currently averaging 750,000 calls a 
month (in a metro area of 1.5 million) 
and have had as many as 45 ,000 in one 
day. Anywhere from a quarter to a third 
of the calls each day are generated by 
the newsroom-either musical sound 
bites we offer; updates from sports re
porters; reader response lines for spe
cific stories and news updates (such as 
on the 0.] . trial) . 

All that said, do we keep in close
enough touch with what people in our 
region are thinking about social and 
political issues? Hell no. As an industry 
and as a newspaper we are just begin
ning to learn to listen to readers and try 
to understand what they are really say
ing to us about their lives, their opin
ions, their concerns. 

The best tool I've seen . with true 
understanding of what is being said by 
the electorate is the Times-Mirror Cen
ter for the People and the Press. Its 
September study, "The New Political 
Landscape," while not attempting to be 
predictive of election results, certainly 
captured the restlessness of the voters 
and criticism of the media better than 
anything I have seen. 

Where the Center for People and the 
Press succeeds, I think the rest of us fall 
short. Before the election, its study of 
voter attitudes and values reported the 
shift away from party, the unattached 
middle , the anger of many white males. 
Correct on all counts. Too many of the 
rest of us , without the benefit of profes
sionally designed studies, tethered to 
our newsrooms and traditional asso
ciations, have a circle of acquaintances 
whose opinions and experiences differ 
not a whole heck of a lot from our own. 

Many of us would feel the same 
amazement an editor expressed to me 
on election day upon discovering that a 
mid-20s, college-educated editorial as
sistant in our office had proudly pro
claimed she voted a straight Republi
can ticket. Straight Republican? Young 
single female? Until November, it wasn't 
in our frame of reference . Now it is.• 
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Eyeballing Works in Texas 
The Dallas Morning News 

BY RALPH LANGER 

T here we were , a half-dozen 
senior editors of ~he J?allas 
Morning News, chattmg wtth 40 

or so members of the Asian-American 
Chamber of Commerce. They were tell
ing us they were unhappy that we hadn't 
been covering one of their major an
nual events. It was news to us . But it 
shouldn't have been. 

That was a number of years ago dur
ing one of our early self-invited ses
sions with various community groups. 
It was mutually embarrassing. We hadn't 
been aware of the annual charity affair 
and they had never told us about it. 
They thought newspapers "just knew 

Ralph Langer is a journalism graduate of the 
University of M ichigan in Ann A rbor. H is 
fi rst j ournalism management post was as 
M anaging Editor of The Port Angeles 
(Wash.) Daily News. He is a form er copy 
editor of The Detroit Free Press; M anaging 
Editor of The Dayton (Ohio) journal H erald 
and Editor of The Everett (Wash.) Herald. 
He joined The Dallas Morning News in 
1981 as M anaging Editor. In 1983 he was 
named Executive Editor, in 1986 was named 
Vice Presiden t and Executive Editor and in 

1991 was named 
Senior Vice 
President and 
Executive Editor. 

If those jobs have 
tended to keep 
him inside, it is 
also true that 
Ralph uses the 

pursuit of fish as 
an excuse to get 
outdoors. 

things" and if we didn 't cover some
thing it was because we thought it was 
of little news value. 

Like most newspapers we've always 
had the usual contact points with read
ers. Sometimes they wrote letters to the 
editor, and the editorial staff published 
as many as they could. Sometimes read
ers called us to complain about cover
age they thought was inadequate or 
unfair or unnecessary. Once in a while , 
in a public gathering of some kind, 
readers would ask about coverage or 
launch a verbal missile with "j'accuse" 
written all over it. They questioned our 
objectivity, our fairness , our profession
alism-and sometimes our parentage. 

For more than a decade, The News 
has stepped up efforts to better under
stand real people-readers or not-in 
our diverse community. When the com
peting Dallas Times Herald ceased pub
lication, significant space was added to 
expand the number ofletters that could 
be published. 

We've long had a news department 
rule that any reader calling to inquire or 
complain was to be treated on the as
sumption that the complaint might be 
correct. And that the caller deserved a 
check of the facts and a response, 
whether the complaint checked out or 
not. 

Certainly, over the years, we've con
ducted lots of highly sophisticated sur
veys of attitudes and demographics to 
help give us information on who lives 
here and what is important to them. 

But one of the best sources of infor
mation has been going out and, as 
some say in Texas, eyeballing. 

We provided speakers to invitations 
from community groups wanting to 
know more about the paper. But a 

significant step forward was inviting 
ourselves to meetings and sometimes 
creating gatherings of readers or po
tential readers. We let many groups 
know that editors of The News were 
interested in what they thought of the 
paper and its coverage. We've told them 
we were willing to answer any question 
and note any criticism. 

It hasn 't always been fun. There have 
been heated conversations with some 
groups or individuals. Criticisms have 
ranged from right on target to totally 
bizarre. We 've been used as a forum for 
demagogues, for the terminally politi
cally correct. 

The main themes, with variations, 
center on groups wanting more cover
age of their activities and interests, and 
they want it fast and correct and com
plete. They want the media generally, 
and us specifically, to put more impor
tanceonwhattheydo. Our main themes 
emphasize that we 're really listening, 
that some changes are possible and 
that we are human beings making hon
est judgments and sometimes making 
mistakes . 

We 've also found good story ideas 
from every session. We've made con
tacts and established rapport and shown 
people that we're not a faceless part of 
the monolithic "media." 

After one Saturday morning session 
in a predominately African-American 
community center, I was packing up 
my materials as the room cleared. A 
middle-aged man who had stood at the 
back of the room for more than an hour 
approached and said: "I appreciate the 
time you folks took. You're not as big 
an asshole as I thought you 'd be. " I told 
him I'd take it as a compliment. 

We 've met with church groups, gay/ 
lesbian groups, homeowner associa
tions , businesses and ethnically based 
organizations. Formats have included 
sit-down dinners, buffets, coffee and 
pastries ,or being part of an 
organization's regular meeting. There 
have been morning meetings, lunch 
meetings, dinner meetings, night meet
ings . There have been bus tours of a 
community and walking tours of busi
ness operations. 

And what are the results? 
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They're not subject to precise mea
surements but clearly including much 
improved communication channels on 
a micro- and macro- basis. We know 
that many participants feel more com
fortable contacting us as an organiza
tion because now they know us as real 
people. Individual contacts are also 
improved just by key editors talking 
face-to-face with readers and news 
sources. 

We always gain story ideas. 
We know we've improved our un

derstanding of readers and of their 
views. And readers know more about 
how we do what we do than they did 
before. Both sides have modified per
ceptions of each other and, often, 
changed procedures. 

We strongly believe that all of these 
things improve our ability to better 
understand who's out there and what 
they're thinking about and what the 
important issues are . By putting hu
man faces on The News we believe that 
we get more helpful feedback than be
fore. 

But as everyone knows, striving to 
achieve and maintain a high level of 
understanding of readers is a process 
without end. It must be pursued with 
persistence and with patience.• 

Blight of the Educated 
" .. .it is evident that the man

gling of the language today comes 
from the educated class, of which 
journalists form part. You do not 
hear the construction worker say 
that the building he is working on 
is a metaphor for urban overcrowd
ing, or the enlisted man at Fort 
Sam Houston complain that his 
sergeant shouts harangues at him 
during drill. It is the sizable part of 
the population that now goes to 
college who talk and write these 
absurdities. College apparently 
does nothing to prevent the blight, 
those who teach being infected 
like the rest of us." 

-jacques Barzun, critic and 
historian, in The American Scholar 
of Autumn 1994. 
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Surveys, Polls, But Above 
All-Dialogue 

The San Diego Union- Tribune 

BY jOHN F. MUNCIE 

R
'ght around spring training 
ime a few years ago, we ran a 
tory saying the oldest Little 

League in our county was dying. The 
league was in an impoverished area; it 
had no sponsors; there was little parent 
involvement. Worst of all, the manag
ers, some of whom had been involved 
for more than 30 years, were getting 
too old to continue. Their average age 
was 66. 

It was a good story. A tear-jerker. It 
touched on such salient sociological 
questions as drugs, crime, changing 
demographics and the breakdown of 
family values. But none of those ques
tions were as important to the readers 
as this one: whom do you call to offer 
help? All they could do was call the 
newspaper. We were overwhelmed and 
scrambled to route them to the right 
people. When the dust settled, all 12 
teams had sponsors and new uniforms 
and new coaches and the league had 
$8,000 in the bank. 

The league wasn't the only benefi
ciary. The paper learned several valu
able lessons. Among them: we weren't 
as smart as we thought we were. 

"Dialogue" has become a trendy 
word these days, but it's a valuable one 
when it means talking to and listening 
to your community. We got the Little 
League story and stopped there. The 
readers didn't. They were affected by 
the story and they wanted help dealing 
with it. If the newspaper had "dialogued" 
better, we would have known that. 

Over the years, The Union-Tribune 
has taken this lesson to heart. We dis
cuss more; we listen more. It began 
formally in 1975 when The Union ap-

pointed one of journalism's first om
budsmen. Our current "Readers Repre
sentative," Gina Lubrano, is probably 
the newsroom's top listener. 

"Many call in with concerns about 
accuracy-it's our policy to correct 
errors of fact," she says. "But just as 
often it's just to let off steam. Reacting 
to the same story, one reader will say, 
'You're so right wing I c.an 't stand it,' or 
'You are so liberal.. .. "' Lubrano is par
ticularly taken with callers who com
plain, "Your editorials are so biased!" 

In weekly columns, the Readers Rep
resentative explains why newspapers 
do what they do. Usually twice a year, 
she publishes a you-be-the-editor col
umn asking readers how they would 
handle a series of sensitive stories. Their 
responses are compared to those of 

john Muncie started his newspaper career in 
1970. The last 15 years he has been at The 
San Diego Union- Tribune in various feature 
capacities. At one time or another he has 
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Feature, Arts, Entertainment, TV; Books, 

Holiday and Restaurant sections, and other 
special sections he 

has since forgot
ten. Hes a long

time member of 
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Sunday and 
Feature Editors 
and a prize
winning travel 
writer. 
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two dozen editors. This particular dia
logue has generated hundreds of re
sponses and has helped us understand 
the role readers want us to have in the 
community. 

For example, one scenario involved 
the death ofa man once prominent in 
the community who lost his job after 
becoming involved in sexual miscon
duct and drug addiction. The question 
was whether to use the information in 
the obituary. (The original accusations 
did not result in criminal prosecution.) 
Nearly all of the editors, 89 percent, 
said they'd use the information. Most 
readers, 83 percent, said no. Some news, 
they believed, is none of anybody's 
business. 

Soliciting reader opinion has become 
commonplace at The U-T. And it goes 
far beyond the obligatorywhat-are-you
thankful-for holiday write-in. Our Reli
gion and Ethics writer has challenged 
readers to test their ethical standards 
on issues ranging from euthanasia to 
filching office supplies. Teens are writ
ing to our advice panel. The Features 
section has jumped into the middle of 
the abortion debate . 

Several times a year the Business 
department contracts with professional 
accountants to offer free tax and finan
cial advice over the phone . This gener
ates hundreds of calls and has become 
a kind of market research. During the 
last tax-advice day, for example, Execu
tive Business Editor Jim Drummond 
discovered that one of our advice-giv
ing CPAs had received four calls from 
people who, unable to pay their mort
gages, simply walked away from their 
homes. "It was a perfect example of 
something that didn't occur to us," says 
Drummond. Several weeks later, Busi
ness followed up with a personal fi
nance story on what happens when you 
abandon a mortgage. 

Focus groups are another piece of 
the dialogue. In the past four years 
we 've tested our weekly entertainment 
guide, our weekly Computer tab and a 
proposed weekly Teen tab on small 
groups of readers and nonreaders. 

Over the years , we've expanded the 
traditional letters-to-the-editor column 
to such specialty sections as Sports, 
Travel and Homes. The controversy 

over the infamous "bitch" quote from 
Newt Gingrich 's mom, for example , 
spilled over into the Arts section. Doz
ens of readers reacted to our TV 
columnist's thoughts on the issue. Then 
dozens more reacted when the Readers 
Representative criticized his column. 

We also use more scientific yard
sticks of public opinion. In 1992, the 
morning Union and afternoon Tribune 
merged. It was a traumatic event in the 
county's media history. Because man
agement was hypersensitive to the 
community's reaction , we commis
sioned a readership survey covering 
everything from zoning to comics. Much 
of the new combined product was based 
on what the surveys told us. In 1994, we 
conducted a sweeping follow-up sur
vey in which we focused on San Diegans' 
attitudes and issues as well as readers' 
reactions to the merged paper. In addi
tion, we have frequently polled our 
county on hot issues, both social and 
political. 

As useful as they are, most reporters 
and editors believe that surveys and 
polls cannot substitute for dialogue. 

During our last San Diego city coun
cil race, for example, the Metro section 
sent reporters to each district to find 
out what the grass roots concerns were. 
And those concerns dictated much of 
our coverage, not the spin doctors, 
press conferences and political posi
tion papers. 

In our conservative county with its 
white-collar demographics and voting 
history, it was easy to predict a Repub
lican sweep in the last election. Few 
were surprised when California's con
troversial Proposition 187, which se
verely curtailed public services to ille
gal immigrants, passed overwhelmingly. 
But our grass-roots effort helped us 
foresee a far less obvious trend : the 
rejection of many right-wing school 
board candidates. 

"Covering politics is always hum
bling," says senior political writer Gerry 
Braun, with a smile. "I was shocked that 
Clarence Thomas was confirmed by the 
Senate and stunned that President Bush 
nominated him in the first place. " 

Speaking for many reporters , Braun 
says the key to keeping such surprises 
at a minimum is direct contact. "When 

I go to speeches and meetings I go early 
to talk to people. I go to the cocktail 
parties at fundraisers to work the 
crowd. " 

Braun and others also keep in touch 
by speaking before groups and getting 
feedback from them. 

"You learn so much from questions, " 
he says. "For example, once at a jour
nalism class somebody asked me what 
was the worst mistake as a journalist I 
have made and if l had ever hurt some
body. The fact that someone asked that 
question is an indication of their idea of 
what journalists do. " 

This idea of personal contact is per
vasive. We've set up advisory panels of 
citizens to help us improve coverage in 
our north county zones. The paper's 
top officials meet regularly with busi
ness leaders in Tijuana, our sister city 
just a few miles south in Mexico. Re
porters speak to Rotary clubs; editors 
meet with mayors; the editorial board 
discusses issues with a steady stream of 
experts, officials and dignitaries. 

The day after Mexican presidential 
candidate Luis Donalda Colosio was 
gunned down in Tijuana last year, The 
U-T printed a front page color photo of 
his body. Many readers complained 
about giving the blood-spattered corpse 
such prominent display. One letter 
came from students at a predominantly 
Hispanic elementary school near the 
border. "How could you demean such 
an important political figure?" wrote 
the kids. 

Editor Jerry Warren visited the school 
himself. He talked with the young stu
dents about the right to information 
and how that is balanced with ques
tions of propriety and taste . 
Are we confident we have our finger on 
the pulse of San Diego County' Not 
entirely. 

One problem is newsroom demo
graphics. We are neither as ethnically 
nor as economically dive rse as the 
county we cover. Our staff is generally 
middle class and middle-aged. Mostly 
we live in comfortable, safe neighbor
hoods. Metro Editor Todd Merriman 
points out that the medium household 
income in San Diego County is $34,000, 
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but in the newsroom, especially in two
income families , the medium income 
easily may be more than twice that. 

It 's not hard to lose perspective. Too 
often we turn our backs on news that 
doesn't match our interests . Surveys 
and letters indicate that religion, pa
triotism, community organizations and 
success stories-good news, if you 
will-are important to San Diegans. 
Yet, we are reluctant to give these is
sues priority in our newspages. 

Which brings us back to Little League. 
Readers want to know how to save 

those kids. They want to know about 
solutions and about community insti
tutions that provide solutions-includ
ing newspapers. We wouldn 't write the 
same Little League story today. We have 
an additional role, to create what New 
York University journalism professor 
Jay Rosen calls "community connected
ness. " 

Like many papers, The Union-Tri
bune is re-examining the ethic, "We're 
journalists , we can't get involved." 
Based partly on such civic efforts as The 
Wichita Eagle's "People Project," The 
Union-Tribune is planning to adopt 
certain public issues and causes as its 
own. 

In the past months a huge cross
section of San Diegans-from Pan-Asian 
community leaders to social service 
workers to cops-have talked to us 
about the county's critical problems. 
Eventually we will attack certain of these 
problems with stories, editorials and a 
facilitating hand. 

We're even considering a weekly sec
tion devoted to helping readers build 
and rebuild their communities. The 
content of this proposed section has 
been shaped by focus groups of com
munity activists . 

We're listening.• 
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Turning to Readers 
To Cover Big Stories 

The Richmond Times-Dispatch 

BY LOUISE SEALS 

V
irginians do their best to keep 
newspaper editors on their 
toes. In 1989 they voted the 

nation's first elected black governor, a 
Democrat, into power, but no Demo
cratic presidential candidate has car
ried the state since Lyndon B. Johnson 
in 1964. In 1994 Virginians returned 
the incumbent Democrat to the Senate 
while the rest of the country was elect
ing Republicans. 

Just a year earlier, though, Republi
can George Allen swept into the Vir
ginia governor's office with a 17 -point 
victory on promises to attack crime and 
rein in government. Even after four 
years of government reductions under 
Democrat L. Douglas Wilder-which 
were forced by the state Constitution's 
requirement of a balanced budget
Virginia voters opted for even less gov
ernment. In 1994, so did voters in other 
states. 

The Virginia Senate race involving 
Oliver L. North, Senator Charles S. Robb 
and Republican-turned-independent 
Marshall Coleman was not a typical 
campaign for 1994 because it turned as 
much on questions of character and 
integrity as on public policy issues 
(crime, health care, education and the 
economy). North carried baggage from 
the Iran-Contra affair and Robb from 
allegations of past drug associations 
with drug users and womanizing. Our 
public opinion polling and calls and 
letters from readers reflected that. 

Virginia's contrarian political record 
makes an editor wary of professing to 
know the people's "mood. " And just 
when one hazards a prediction about 
what "conservative" metro Richmond 

might think, along comes a public opin
ion survey showing that local views on 
abortion and gun-control mirror the 
nation's. 

We use statewide survey research 
and increasingly use local focus groups, 
but we are still routinely reminded that 
we have not covered the spectrum of 
popular opinion. Readers call our om
budsman and our editors and contrib
ute a flood of letters. The editorial 
pages published more than 2,500 let
ters last year; hundreds more were not 
published and a few hundred more not 
intended for publication were sent to 
the news department. 

Louise Seals is Managing Editor of The 
Richmond Times-Dispatch. Before becoming 
M. E. in 1994, she ran the night news 
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Pulitzer juror, and is active in Virginia Press 

Association. She 
holds degrees 
from Virginia 
Commonwealth 
University and 
West Virginia 
University. She 
also worked at 
The Democrat 
& Chronicle in 
Rochester, 
NY, and The 
Daily News in 
Dayton, Ohio. 
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Some of the complaints and compli

ments directed to the news department 
come in response to a "From the edi
tors" column that appears every three 
weeks in the Sunday Commentary sec
tion. The topics vary from how we plan 
to cover an event to how we make 
decisions. Columns inviting comment 
usually succeed; sometimes they're 
mentioned by a caller months after 
publication. 

Richmond 's demographics assure a 
wide division of opinion on many po
litical and social issues. The city itself is 
relatively liberal, with an African-Ameri
can majority that supports Democrats 
with varying degrees of enthusiasm. 
The surrounding suburbs are predomi
nantly white and generally elect con
servatives, of either party. 

Beyond the metropolitan area, The 
Times-Dispatch covers a state that 
ranges from the gridlocked suburbs of 
Washington to the Southwest's 
coalfields and Southside's tobacco 
farms , from the Shenandoah Valley's 
neat farms to sleepy Chesapeake Bay 
fishing communities, from white-col
umned county courthouses to the neon 
strip ofVirginia Beach. The spreads in 
income and education are as sweeping 
as the geography. 

We try to stay tuned in any way we 
can: survey research, focus groups, a 
youth advisory board, feedback from 
speaking engagements, reader calls and 
letters, and newsroom discussion. 

For judging the moment's hot sto
ries and spotting fads , staff feedback 
from neighbors and friends works well. 
What are parents saying as they stand 
on the sidelines at their kids ' soccer 
games? What styles do middle school 
students absolutely have to buy for 
school this fall? This is the metro ver
sion of small-town readers cornering 
the editor in the barbershop or at the 
post office. 

Staff feedback , though, has draw
backs, and a big one for us is demo
graphics. Our staffs median age is 41. 
In a metropolitan statistical area that is 
30 percent black and a state 20 percent 
black, our staff is 10 percent black. 
Thus chunks of our potential audience 
are underrepresented or not repre-

sented in our planning, assigning and 
editing. 

That's one reason we are turning to 
our readers more in reporting big sto
ries. We learned some years ago that 
when ordinary folks are given the time 
to delve into an issue, most of them 
reject sound-bite analysis and either-or 
solutions in favor of more complex 
approaches to difficult issues. 

Early in the 1989 gubernatorial cam
paign that Wilder eventually won, we 
asked thoughtful people of many occu
pations and backgrounds in different 
parts of the state to chat with us about 
their concerns and hopes. Those views 
helped us write several stories that might 
not have been developed by our report
ers and editors . 

We did the same thing on crime and 
corrections last summer when The 
Times-Dispatch joined with The Associ
ated Press, and three other metro dai
lies-The Daily Press inN ewport News, 
The Roanoke Times & World-News and 
The Norfolk Virginian-Pilot-to study 
Governor Allen's no-parole plan and 
how states with similar policies fared. 
The project team used structured but 
unscientifically chosen discussion 
groups that we called "community con
versations. " 

Gathering in eight groups around 
the state, the more than 90 citizens 
knew that the issues were broader than 
depicted by the politicians and too com
plex to be solved in one special legisla
tive session. They doubted that govern
ment could or should resolve the issues 
alone, and they placed great impor
tance on working with the next genera
tion. 

The citizens ' opinions and the re
sults of a scientific opinion poll appear
ing across the state just before a special 
session of the General Assembly appar
ently reflected the views of a substantial 
number of Virginians. Almost six 
months later, the legislators have not 
resolved all the issues related to the no
parole policy, even though a majority 
in each house had signed on to the 
proposals before the special session in 
September. 

Given the complexity of a newspa
per, though, readers can probably find 
a misstep-in commission or omis-

Mencken on Correctness 

What ails the beautiful letters of 
the Republic is what ails the general 
culture of the Republic-the lack of 
a body of sophisticated and civi
lized public opinion, independent 
of plutocratic or governmental con
trol and superior to the infantile 
philosophies of the mob-a body 
of opinion showing the eager curi
osity, the educated skepticism and 
the hospitality to ideas of a true 
aristocracy. This lack is felt by the 
American author, imagining him to 
have anything new to say, every day 
of his life. He can hope for no sup
port, in ordinary cases from the 
mob: it is too suspicious of all ideas. 
He can hope for no support from 
the spokesmen of the plutocracy: 
they are too diligently devoted to 
maintaining the intellectual status 
quo. He turns, then, to the intelli
gentsia-and what he finds is cor
rectness. In his two prime func
tions, to represent the life about 
him accurately and to criticize it 
honestly, he sees that correctness 
arrayed against him. His represen
tation is indecorous, unlovely, too 
harsh to be borne. His criticism is in 
contumacy to the ideals upon which 
the whole structure rests . So he is 
either attacked vigorously as an anti
patriot whose babblings ought to 
be put down by law, or enshrouded 
in a silence which commonly dis
poses of him even more effectively. 
H. L. Mencken in Prejudices, Sec
ond Series, 1920. 

From: "The Second Mencken 
Chres-tomathy," published January 
30, 1995,AifredA. Knopf, New York; 
$30. 

sion-for each success. Communica
tion with readers is still as good a short
term barometer as any for measuring 
what we cover and how well we do it. If 
they know they'll be heard, they will 
call and write. • 
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A Constant Conversation With the People 
The Daily Tribune of Ames, Iowa 

BY MICHAEL GARTNER 

W
e talk to people. We wander 
around town. We go to 
meetings. We go out to cof

fee. We read our mail. We invite folks 
in. We answer our own phones. And we 
report and report and report. 

That's how we know what's going 
on in town and what the people in our 
town think. That's how we keep in 
touch with our readers. 

It's that simple. 
The Daily Tribune in Ames, Iowa, is 

a tiny newspaper. Our circulation hov
ers around 10,000, and our news staff 
totals 18. We can't afford polls or om
budsmen. 

Michael Gartner is Editor and co-owner of 
The Daily Tribune in Ames, Iowa. In 40 

years in the news business, he has been Page 
One Editor of The Wall Street journal, 
Editor and President of The Des Moines 

Register, Editor of The Courier-Journal in 
Louisville, General News Executive of USA 
TODAY and Gannett, and President of 
NBC News. He is a former columnist for The 
Wall Street journal and a current op-ed 
columnist for USA TODAY He also writes a 
twice weekly column on words. He was on 
the Pulitzer Prize Board for I 0 years, is a 

former member of 
the Nieman 
Advisory Board 
and is a past 
president of the 
American Society 
of Newspaper 
Editors. He is 
also a lawyer who 
often writes on 
First Amendment 
zssues. 
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But we are not a typical newspaper, 
and Ames is not a typical town. 

The newspaper is owned by three of 
us, and two of us are working at the 
newspaper every day-reporting, talk
ing, listening, probing and generally 
having fun while we determine what's 
going on and what people are doing 
and thinking. 

The town is a university town and a 
government town. The population is 
about 50,000, including the 25,000 stu
dents at Iowa State University. The city 
owns the hospital, the bus company, 
the electric company and the water 
company. The university is a state uni
versity. A major employer is the state 
Department of Transportation, which 
is headquartered in town. 

So nearly everything that happens 
comes under the Iowa open-meetings 
and open-records laws. And that's the 
main way we keep in touch with the 
attitudes of the people. We simply cover 
every meeting-from the city council 
to the hospital board, from planning 
and zoning to the board of supervisors, 
from the board of regents to the budget 
hearings. Townsfolk go to those meet
ings-Ames is the definition of partici
patory democracy-and they speak up. 
We're there, and we listen. 

We also pore over public docu
ments-from the university's athletic 
budget to the county's permits to carry 
concealed handguns. (We ran that list 
the other day as an editorial, under the 
headline "Know Your Neighbor.") Like 
many small newspapers, we run the 
names of everyone admitted and re
leased from the three hospitals in the 
county (all three are owned by the 
taxpayers), and we also run the names 
of everyone going in and out of the 
county jail. 

We're an intensely local newspaper. 
We're an afternoon newspaper, with a 
weekend edition on Saturday morning, 
and many of our readers read another 
newspaper on weekday mornings--The 
Des Moines Register or The New York 
Times or The Wall Street Journal or USA 
TODAY. None of those newspapers, of 
course, cares about Ames, and we do. 
So the dialogue about Ames· takes place 
in our pages. Our editorials-which 
last year won the American Society of 
Newspaper Editors editorial-writing 
award and the Inland Press editorial 
award-are always local. Our front page 
usually has five local stories, one na
tional story, a local photo, and a news 
summary. 

So with the coverage of meetings, 
the printing of lists, the insistence on 
local editorials, and the scrutiny of docu
ments, we try not to let anything hap
pen in town without it being in The 
Tribune. (We sort oflive by the motto of 
the Aspen, Colo., Times: "If you don't 
want it in The Times, don't do it.") 

The editorials and the news stories 
prompt a lot ofletters, and we run them 
all. Our readers are very well educated, 
and the letters more often than not 
offer thoughtful comments on our views 
or thoughtful solutions to community 
issues. This is, of course, a wonderful 
way to keep in touch with the readers 
and to find out what they think. 

The truth is, our readers-and I sus
pect readers everywhere-care far more 
about local issues than they do about 
national issues. They care more about 
property taxes than about the Mexico 
bailout. They care more about a fight 
over the future of the hospital-a sim
ply wonderful way to get their views 
about health care-than they care about 



term limits. They care more about parks 
and clean air and roads and schools 
than they care about the balanced-bud
get amendment. 

No one cares about the size of Dee 
Dee Myers 's office. 

And attitudes aren't changing much. 
The town tends to vote Democratic, 
and in the last election it continued to 
do so. It elected Democrats to its two 
open seats in the Legislature, and it 
supported the losing Democratic can
didate for governor. It re-elected the 
Democrat and the Republican running 
for the county Board of Supervisors, 
because both are hardworking and 
honest and-probably because of thor
ough coverage in the newspaper-the 
voters knew that. 

No one in town was surprised. 
We don't get entwined in the so

called power structure in town. But 
some of the young men and women 
who work for us-not in the news de
partment-do. They're in the Chamber 
of Commerce or on the Economic De
velopment Commission or things like 
that, and through them and friends we 
keep pretty close tabs on what those 
folks are thinking. 

We don't serve on any corporate 
boards or things like that, either, but, 
again, through friends we keep pretty 
close tabs on what the business com
munity is doing and thinking. 

We do spend a lot of time with public 
officials. I'll drop in City Hall to chat 
with the police chief or stop by the 
county building, in a town 10 miles 
away, to talk to the sheriff or a county 
supervisor. I'll have lunch with the city 
manager or coffee with a politician. The 
city and county officials are extraordi
narily open and accessible , and the 
university officials understand about 
open meetings and open records. Re
porters are always working, and since 
we're a tiny newsroom with no walls or 
offices, we all talk to each other about 
what's going on. 

The Managing Editor,] im Flansburg, 
each year asks six readers to be an 
informal advisory board, and he meets 
with them every couple of months. 
They talk, about what's going on in 
town and at the newspaper, and every
one, including] im, seems to come away 
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A Voice From the Past 
On Covering Labor 

"The so-called 'great dailies'
Tribune, Times, World, Post and 
such-have neither sentiments nor 
interests of the working laboring 
people, who constitute five-sixths 
of the population of the city. They 
oppose them in regard to every 
matter which concerns them, and 
invariably take the side of the 
classes from which their own pa
tronage is derived. They make the 
mistake of supposing that these 
hard-handed multitudes are more 
selfish, or more thick-headed, or 
more wicked than the rest of us, 
and the idea that such people ac
tually have opinions of their own, 
seems to them quite ridiculous .... A 
few days ago all the papers here 
struggled to get up a great anti
inflationist demonstration, and yet 
they were unable to assemble one
half as many people as attended a 
workingmen's meeting on the 
same night, which was hardly men
tioned in any paper, and at which 
inflationist speeches were deliv
ered. The one meeting was made 
up of rich men, and the other of 
poor men; but the poor man 
counts on election day, as well as 
the rich man. I have been present 

from each meeting a little better in
formed about this issue or that one. 

And that 's it. 
We're kind of an old-fashioned news

paper-locallyowned, more interested 
in news than features, devoted to cov
ering the town and the university and 
the county-and we keep in touch with 
our readers in an old-fashioned way: 
we talk to them. 

And they talk to us .• 

at scores of workingmen's meet
ings within a few weeks, at which 
inflationist speeches were made 
or resolutions passed-and mind 
you, this correspondent is an anti
inflationist-and you 'd never have 
known, by reading the papers, that 
they were held. Why, this very week 
there is an 'Industrial Congress' 
sitting at Rochester, in this State, at 
which delegates from every State 
in the Union are present, repre
senting societies which number 
hundreds of thousands of voters, 
and which has adopted a series of 
inflationist resolutions, and yet it 
is a fact that but one daily paper in 
this city has even mentioned it, 
and that only in a dispatch five 
lines long. I repeat it, that the 
'leading' daily papers here do not, 
in any way, speak for the multi
tude, or represent their interests: 
but rather boast that they stand up 
for what they are pleased to call 
the 'more intelligent sentiment'
more properly called the advertis
ing sentiment." 

-ANew York-based writer in a 
column for lbe Cincinnati Com
mercial, April20, 1874. 
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Civic Journalism-Growing and Evolving 

BY ED FouHY 
AND jAN SCHAFFER 

I
n Edgar, Wisconsin, three women 
who used to hunker down to 
watch their afternoon TV soap op

eras now have become C-SPAN junkies, 
converts to a new cause of civic engage
ment. 

In Charlotte , N.C., citizens recently 
opened their newspapers to read a list 
of things critically needed in five of the 
city's most crime-ridden neighbor
hoods. They were so moved that more 
than 500 immediately volunteered to 
help. Most had a solution or two to the 
problems right in their own hands . 

In Tallahassee, more than 300 citi
zens met in an electronic town hall, 
taking a new pathway to civic engage
ment. Without leaving their homes, they 
simply turned on their computers and 
dialed into the Tallahassee Freenet, 
there to spend two hours talking about 
their community's needs . "It was a real 
gas," said Tallahassee Democrat associ
ate editor Bill Edmonds, who suggested 
taking the newspaper's Public Agenda 
project on-line. While it may have been 
frustrating, at times, to have more than 
300 people trying to "talk" at once, "It 
was oddly energizing ," he said. 

All these citizens have come face-to
face with journalism that is a little dif
ferent in their local newspapers and on 
their te levision and radio stations. 

It may not be entirely new, but it 
does have some new names. Variously 
called civic, public or community jour
nalism, it has energized not only citi
zens, but also editors and news direc
tors who have been trying it in dozens 
of communities across the country in 
the last year or two. 

Simply put, most civic journalism 
initiatives make a deliberate attempt to 
reach out to citizens, to listen to them, 
and to have citizens listen and talk to 
each other. Sometimes this happens in 
large town meetings, at other times in 
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more intimate living-room conversa
tions; sometimes at public debates, at 
other times in focus groups . 

If attendance and response levels 
are any indicators, most citizens who 
have had the experience seem to like 
being invited to take a more active role 
in their communities, to help define 
just what the problems are , set an 
agenda, establish priorities and figure 
out solutions. 

As the three Wisconsin women dis
covered, it can be a lot more challeng
ing and even more fun than the after
noon soaps. They're now regulars on 
the Wisconsin town meeting circuit. 

By now, enough civic journalism ef
forts have been printed and broadcast 
to demonstrate that they are good jour
nalism-as well as good catalysts to 
civic discourse. 

It would be hard to top the kind of 
neighborhood reporting The Charlotte 
Observer has undertaken in its eight
month-old "Taking Back our Neighbor
hoods/Carolina Crime Solutions" 
project. Their tough, o ld fashioned, 
shoe-leather information gathering led 
the North Carolina Press Association to 
award the series a first place prize for 
public service. 

This year will see ever more civic 
journalism projects launched . Indeed, 
the Pew Center will help fund 12 of 
them. Among them are not only new 
projects, but efforts by experienced 
practitioners to let their initiatives evolve 
in new directions. 

The Charlotte Observer, for instance, 
wants to figure out where next to take 
its crime series. "We have been aston
ished at the civic energy the series has 
unleashed," said Editor Jennie Buckner. 

The Wisconsin State Journal, a part
ner in one of the nation 's longest-run
ning civic journalism efforts , is plan-

Ed Fouhy is the Executive Director of the 
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ning to tackle even more controversial 
issues than it has up until now, includ
ing the venerable, but sprawling 26-
campus University of Wisconsin and 
the racial theories expounded in the 
controversial book "The Bell Curve." 

Similarly, newspaper, television and 
radio partners involved in U.S. Senate 
and gubernatorial election projects last 
year, led by National Public Radio, are 
eager to apply the lessons they have 
learned to the 1996 presidential pri
mary and general election campaigns. 

As the types of civic journalism initia
tives are evolving, so, too, is the under
standing within the profession. Early 
criticism is turning to curiosity as edi
tors ask to see more and practitioners 
profess total puzzlement at how their 
efforts could possibly be tarred with 
such labels as boosterism or advocacy. 

"Facilitating a meeting is not the 
same as participating in the outcome," 
says Wisconsin State Journal Associate 
Editor Tom Still, who with partner Dave 
Iverson, Executive Producer ofWiscon
sin Public Television, have spearheaded 
the successful "We the People/Wiscon
sin. " That three-year-old partnership, 
which has grown to include public ra
dio and WISC-TV, the CBS affiliate, has 
continually evolved as it seeks to intro
duce citizens variously to election cam
paigns, federal issues, state problems 
and to engage young people in the 
process of citizen deliberation and de
cision making. 

Likewise, NPR Editorial Director John 
Dinges, who oversaw the 1993 election 
coverage, said, "The Citizens Agenda, 
not objectivity vs. advocacy, were at the 
heart of the NPR Election Project. " 

The project involved intensive re
porting by newspaper, radio and televi
sion partnerships in six cities on issues 
citizens wanted political candidates to 
address. Overall, more than 50 radio 
stations participated. 

"Questions of objectivity or advo
cacy have not been a factor in any of our 
projects . Our stations and newspaper 
partners also did not 'organize ' in the 
community," Dinges said. 

Civic journalism is nourished by a 
concern among top editors that some
thing is amiss in their relationship with 
their readers and viewers. But they 
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aren 't so out of touch with them that 
they don 't know they aren 't in touch. 

"The 11 o 'clock news doesn 't reflect 
anyone 's life ," says veteran New York 
City television news producer Paul 
Sagan. 

Richard Brady, a Cincinnati-based 
executive with Suburban Communica
tion Corp., owners of suburban news
papers in several big cities, has a sign 
over his desk, "Change isn 't an option 
anymore. The option now is to become 
an agent of change not a victim of 
change. " 

Both men are face to face with the 
paradox of journalism in the 'Nineties: 
1994 was a great year from a business 
point of view, with a total recovery from 
the recession, but each is facing declin
ing audiences and the gnawing feeling 
that the ground is shifting under their 
feet and no one quite knows what to do 
about it . 

F
or many big media companies 
under pressure from Wall 
Street, the way to deal with the 

uncertainties of the future is to seek 
alliances with hardware producers or 
owners of what are now called com
munications networks-previously 
known as telephone companies. But 
for some journalists worried about 
the future, there is a new willingness 
to consider other changes. 

Paul Dolan of ABC News is one. He is 
looking for ways to protect the news 
franchise of the highly profitable sta
tions that Capital Cities/ABC owns in 
such rich markets as New York, Los 
Angeles , Philadelphia and Chicago. He 
says he is convinced that one way to 
deal with the future is to return to core 
journalistic values. 

That theme is echoed again and again 
among editors who are turning to civic 
journalism techniques . Consider the 
"We the People/Wisconsin" project. 
Now entering its fourth year, that me
dia coalition has sponsored regular 
explorations of key state issues. The 
partners, with help from the market 
research firm, Wood Communications, 
host town meetings and focus groups 
around the state to begin conversations 
on issues citizens have told the part
ners they consider vital. Reports ap-

pear on page one and on the six o 'clock 
news . Call-in radio programs give ev
eryone who wants to participate an 
opportunity to do so in the weeks lead
ingup to the live television specials that 
are the climax of the quarterly process. 
But at the heart of the process is hard, 
shoe-leather reporting that transcends 
the easy, traditional formulas so char
acteristic of much of journalism. 

Similar practices were used in doz
ens of other civic journalism projects 
underway in 1994. This year, new ini
tiatives are being headed by The San 
Jose Mercury, The Detroit Free Press , 
The Grand Forks (N.D.) Herald, The St. 
Paul Pioneer Press, The Bergen Record , 
The Dayton Daily News, The Rochester 
Democrat and Chronicle, The Manhat
tan (Kan.) Mercury and The Seattle 
Times. 

Their proposals range from studying 
solutions to children beset by violence 
in Detroit, to holding a community 
conversation in Grand Forks ; from 
studying the quality of life in Bergen 
and Passaic Counties, to exploring citi
zen willingness to end traditional school 
boundaries in Rochester. 

Civic, or public, journalism experi
ments have been underway since 1990 
when The Wichita Eagle 's Editor, Davis 
"Buzz" Merritt Jr. , still smarting over 
the cynicism of the 1988 presidential 
campaign, cleciclecl his newspaper 
would no longer be manipulated by the 
political consultants. Instead, citizens 
would be the focus for his paper's po
litical coverage. 

The idea was embraced and advanced 
in 1992 by Rich Oppel, then Executive 
Editor ofThe Charlotte Observer . Oppel 
formed a partnership with WSOC-TY, 
the Cox-owned ABC affiliate, to extend 
the reach of what came to be called 
"Your Vote in '92." 

Last year Eel Miller of The Poynter 
Institute for Media Studies teamed with 
NPR to extend the concepts of civic 
journalism Merritt and Oppel had pio
neered . NPR, su pportecl by a grant from 
the Pew Center for Civic Journalism 
and the Carnegie Foundation , recruited 
top-flight public radio stations in Se
attle , Boston, San Francisco, Dallas, 

· Wichita and New Hampshire for a wide
ranging election year experiment de-
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signed to break with past practices. 
When the news directors of the sta

tions and their newspaper partners gath
ered in San Francisco in December, 
1994 to assess their experiments, they 
were still a little taken aback at the 
project's impact. Citizens had con
nected with the political process; they 
flooded voice mail lines and call-in 
shows. Perhaps even more surprising, 
many reporters, initially resistant to 
any change, bought into the methods 
of civic journalism. One of the partici
pants, Walter Robinson, The Boston 
Globe 's Managing Editor for Metro 
News, wryly reflected on the attitude in 
his newsroom: "Reporters tend to re
flect the interests of the institutions 
they cover rather than of their readers." 

Others talked about the impact of 
the project on readers. Sheri Dill, Ex
ecutive Editor of The Wichita Eagle 
during the 1994 campaign, cited a post
election survey in which 75 percent of 
readers said the paper's coverage was 
quite effective in interesting them to 
vote. That was up from under 35 per
cent in 1990. More than 88 percent of 
its readers said they were "satisfied" 
with the coverage, up nine percentage 
points from 1990. And 86 percent of 
readers-up from 72 percent in 1990-
rated the Eagle's election coverage as 
"fair." 

Most striking, however, was the star
tling drop (from 55 percent to 38 per
cent) of readers who called television 
the "most helpful" source of informa
tion for voters, while The Eagle's rank
ing as the "most helpful" source went 
from 30 percent to 39 percent. More
over, Dill said, voter turnout in The 
Eagle 's circulation area was up three 
percent in the face of a two percent 
drop statewide. 

While the Election Project editors 
expressed varying degrees of satisfac
tion about their efforts at their San 
Francisco gathering, they were all eager 
to talk about how they could use civic 
journalism techniques in day-to-day 
news coverage and to begin planning 
for the presidential campaign. No one 
wanted to return to the old ways of 
covering politics. 

Next year's front-loaded primary sea
son-with 27 primaries and caucuses 
scheduled to take place in just 39 days-
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has already prompted some editors and 
news directors to begin designing elec
tion-year projects with a focus on vot
ers, not just the candidates, their con
sultants and their pollsters. They are 
fearful the presidential primary will 
occur at such an accelerated rate that 
the extended conversation candidates 
are supposed to hold with voters will 
be reduced to 10-second sound bites 
and 30-second negative TV ads , the HIV 
virus of American politics. 

Television-newspaper-radio partner
ships, in some cases building on the 
foundation of the 1994 NPR-Poynter
Pew election project alliances, are com
ing together in New Hampshire and 
other key states. The purpose is to 
create a series of citizen-centered cam
paign events, debates, town hall meet
ings, candidate-citizen conversations 
that will be too important for the candi
dates to ignore. 

S
o what's ahead for civic journal
ism? Some projects, begun last 
year will continue. In Charlotte, 

as a result of the civic journalism part
nership, more than 500 citizens and 
groups have volunteered to help out, 
an eyesore in one neighborhood has 
been demolished, another neighbor
hood is getting a new recreation center 
and local law firms have rallied to file 
pro bono lawsuits to close crack houses. 

"We used to heighten conflict. We 'd 
say to people, you go fight, we'll hold 
your coats and write about it after
wards," said Rick Thames, one of The 
Observer's most experienced editors. 
"But we've learned that doesn't serve 
our readers very well. They are tired of 
the conflict. They want to see solu
tions." 

In Florida, a community conversa
tion begun by The Tallahassee Demo
crat and CBS affiliate, WCTV, under the 
rubric, "The Public Agenda," is also 
continuing. It 's a conversation designed 
to find, focus and begin deliberations 
on such key community issues as roads 
and growth. It's taking place in living 
rooms, churches, community centers, 
and, yes, on the local computer bulle
tin board, where citizens want to con
tinue their conversations, but just one 
issue at a time. The role journalists are 

playing in Tallahassee would have been 
familiar to newspaper editors of a hun
dred years ago. The Democrat and its 
TV partner have created an extension 
of the town hall, something that news
papers once commonly did. The Talla
hassee media partnership provided 
what public opinion guru Daniel 
Yankelovich calls the "public space" 
where citizens can gather and under
take the deliberation that must occur 
before they can reach a consensus. 

Some civic journalism critics have 
confused this convening function with 
boosterism. Journalists, they say, have 
no business taking a role in any civic 
enterprise, except to report on it. Char
lotte Observer Executive Editor Jennie 
Buckner doesn't see it that way. "Our 
experience has been the opposite of 
boosterism," says Buckner. "We have 
told the community hard truths about 
itself. We have asked the people of 
Charlotte and the neighborhoods [spot
lighted by The Observer and its broad
cast partners] to look at some of the 
most damaging pathologies in cities 
today. They have looked at them, owned 
up to them and decided to do some
thing about them. We have not skirted 
around issues, we have taken them on. 
We have entered into a dialogue with 
the community about how we came to 
have these difficulties, but we have also 
talked with the community about solu
tions and committed to change." 

Like the neighborhood initiative in 
Charlotte, the Tallahassee project has 
little to do with politics and everything 
to do with governance, obviously a vital 
function in a democracy but one often 
regarded as boring to readers. Gover
nance is, after all, the decisions political 
leaders make after the election that 
affect the lives of citizens. 

As one editor said at the San Fran
cisco meeting, "Governing may be bor
ing to us, but it's what our readers care 
about. Maybe we should dare to be 
boring. Our readers might surprise 
us."• 

For more info rmation, Contact the Pew 
Center at 601 13th Street N. W , Suite 31 O
S, Washington, D.C. 20005. 202-33 1-
3200. Fax: 202-347-6440. Internet: N ews 
@pcc).dgsys.com 
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Empathy-Path to a Different World 

BY Lou URENECK 

The least celebrated quality of 
the best reporters may turn out 
to be a skill that is rarely taught. 

It may even be impossible to learn 
except from life itself. The quality is 
empathy, the ability to step into the 
shoes of another person and see the 
world in a different way. 

Empathy is an enormously impor
tant part of the complete reporter. Un
fortunately, it is also a sadly underde
veloped and unevenly cultivated 
dimension of most news reports. It is 
especially important now when so many 
journalists ask themselves why they 
were ambushed by the 1994 election 
results. The scarcity of in-depth 
empathetic reporting from points of 
view widely dispersed in our society 
may point to a bigger problem: the gap 
between people in the newsroom and 
people in the rest of the country. 

According to the election's winners 
and a legion of analysts, the results of 
the 1994 midterm elections pivoted on 
fundamental shifts in the public's atti
tude about government, society and 
relationships among people. If a fault 
opened in the political earth, as The 
Economist magazine depicted the re
sults in its cover illustration following 
the election, shouldn't journalists have 
felt early tremblings of the ground? 

Empathy is many things but first it 
may be an opening of the mind to other 
points of view. Before we can see the 
world as others see it, before we can 
crawl into their skins to know their 
aspirations and anxieties, their daily 
disappointments and the circle of their 
horizons, we need to let go, at least 
temporarily, of our own closely held 
views and experiences, a very difficult 
task indeed. It can be a long arduous 
trek into the viewpoint of another per
son. We may have to scale Grand Can
yons of race, religion, class, education, 
gender, family, work, income and even 
personality. 

Reporters who work at empathy may 
find that they not only see the world in 
a different way. They may come to see 
a different world. 

Most of us who have worked in news
rooms have seen the blind spots. Reli
gion and conservatism are two that 
come to mind. Many reporters simply 
may not find these topics interesting. 
The impulse to go out and learn about 
them is missing. So the stories, as an 
unconscious act of omission, are not in 
the newspaper. How many profiles of 
traditional Catholics or pro-life activists 
have you read recently? From time to 
time, all of us as journalists need to 
think about the master story lines that 
run through our minds at some deep 
level. These are the social and political 
narratives that tell us what is news. To 
stay fresh, we need to challenge them. 

So openness is important; then 
comes imagination. The act of putting 
ourselves inside the life of another per
son takes a strong act of imagination. 
But openness and imagination are only 
the beginning of empathy for journal
ists. The toil comes around, as it usually 
does in all good journalism, to exhaus
tive and honest reporting. For report
ers, empathy requires us not only to 
enter the lives of other people. We also 
must come back with the story, a story 
that is dense with the information that 
is convincing in its detail and authentic
ity. Empathetic reporters go to the 
places where people live and work and 
put in the time and energy of observa
tion and query. 

If you are going to write about po
lice, says Anne Hull, a 1995 Nieman 
fellow and ASNE writing award winner, 
you have to drink the same lousy coffee 
and stay up the same hours. The same 
advice, to live the life of your subject, 
applies to writing about overwhelmed 
teachers, laid-off factory workers, ille
gal immigrants, women looking for their 

first jobs after divorce, people picket
ing abortion clinics, young gang mem
bers, men who can't meet child-sup
port payments, migrant farm workers 
and powerful CEO's. Their lives are in 
the details . 

One of the jobs of journalism is to 
bridge the distances between people, 
rich and poor, conservative and liberal 
and all the other antipodes that em
brace life in America, to make the expe
rience of the entire nation, in all its 
variety, manifest to readers and view
ers. It is difficult for society to negotiate 
change without a sense of shared expe
rience. Coverage of the American civil 
rights movement in the 1960's pro
vides an outstanding illustration of how 
social change can be encouraged by 
making the experiences of one group 
within the society the experience of the 
nation, ifonlyvicariouslythrough news
paper stories and television images. 

Examples of successful empathetic 
reporting appear in the best newspa
pers and newscasts. So do the missed 
opportunities.For example, as this ar-

Lou Ureneck is the 1994-95 editor-in- . 
residence at the Nieman Foundation at 
Harvard. He is also the editor of The Port
land (Maine) Press Herald and Maine 

Sunday Telegram 
and chairman of 
the N ew Media 
Committee of the 
American Society 
of Newspaper 
Editors. Among 
his projects is a 
study of how the 
methods of history 
can inform the 
practice of 
journalism. 
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tide was being prepared, a model of 
serious empathetic reporting appeared 
in the December 18, 1994 edition of 
The New York Times Magazine. The 
reporter, Jason DeParle, crawled inside 
the life of Mary Ann Moore, a black 
woman on welfare in Chicago. He gave 
readers a powerful insight into a per
son, a real person and not a statistic or 
political cliche. The piece, in conjuring 
her life as it is actually lived, piled up 
the details of her life: broken-down 
cars, sick babies, hostile co-workers, 
dangerous neighborhoods and irre
sponsible boyfriends. Her trouble , we 
come to see, is not so much getting a 
job as keeping it and living on its wages. 
The piece demonstrated the irrelevancy 
of much of the current political debate 
to the reality of her life and the problem 
of welfare in America. Readers met a 
person who may live galaxies away from 
their life experiences but with whom 
they can build a connection of under
standing. As the piece drew out the 
experiences of Mary Ann Moore that 
arc common to all-concern for her 
children, desire for a better life , fear of 
crime-readers might have even begun 
to identify with her. A bridge was built, 
a bridge that in some small way may 
even improve the national discourse 
on welfare. 

On the other hand, the same issue of 
the magazine contained a piece that 
raises the issue of whether the 
empathetic skills of the press extend to 
people or groups whose views may be 
at variance with its own. As a missed 
opportunity, it may offer a clue to the 
blind spots of the press. The piece, 
headlined, "The Last Victim," looked 
back on the midterm elections. It began 
with an informative review of the re
sults, demonstrating through a careful 
analysis of the numbers that white male 
voters swung the election to the Repub
licans . One man, Ben, shows up in the 
piece. He is the author's cousin and 
earned his spot in the article by airing 
his grievances against the Democrats at 
a Thanksgiving dinner of the author's 
family. 

Unlike the previous piece, which 
created a rounded portrait of a person 
by getting inside her life and letting her 
speak, the second piece used its subject 
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as a foil to state the author's politics. 
The piece made no effort to see the 
Democratic party, or at least that part of 
it personified by Bill and Hillary Clinton, 
through the eyes of a person who de
cided to cast his vote for the Republi
cans. Instead, the author dismisses the 
movement of Democratic men to the 
Republican party as male rejection of a 
strong First Lady. She blames the media 
for fanning a backlash against women's 
rights by focusing on incidents that 

Tips on Empathy 

The best places to look for sto
ries that can be reported with 
empathy are where we find the 
actions of people inexplicable or 
where people are caught in the 
shifting plates of a changing soci
ety. 

Some tips on reporting with 
empathy: 

1. Keep an open mind and be
gin with a basic respect for the 
person whose life you are about to 
enter. 

2. Ask open questions, the kind 
that elicit revealing responses. 
Avoid argumentative questions, at 
least at the beginning. Learn to 
listen. 

3. Gather lots of information. 
Find the revealing details. Spend 
lots of time with the person you 
are writing about in as many differ
ent and natural settings as pos
sible. 

4. Populate the story with other 
people who are important to the 
person you are writing about. They 
can serve as refractors of point of 
view, providing texture and depth. 

5. Identify and develop the uni
versal experiences of your subject. 
Find those elements that others 
can identify with. 

6 . Avoid sarcasm, condescen
sion and flip judgments. 

exaggerate the impact of affirmative 
action. "The result," writes the author, 
Susan Estrich, "is that men like my 
cousin Ben wind up with a fairly dis
torted view of the world. " 

What that view is exactly, we never 
get to see in any depth as a lived expe
rience. Much more valuable would have 
been a piece in which the author used 
her imagination to cut free the cords of 
her own strong views and sought to 
connect Ben's views to the details of his 
experience. She need not agree with 
him. The best empathetic reporting is a 
dialogue between immersion and dis
tance, sympathy and critique. 

The idea of journalists' being sur
prised by the moods, viewpoints and 
election-day decisions of the public is 
not comforting to those of us who think 
that journalism ought not set itself apart 
from the people. In fact , the disconnec
tion between press and public attitudes 
on a range of issues should be worri
some for all who see journalism as a 
calling that derives its purpose from 
service to the .public. Journalism, at 
some level, needs to take heed of com
mon wisdom: it is the distilled experi
ence of millions of regular people mak
ing judgments based on the witness of 
their individual lives. This, I think, is 
what is meant by democracy. 

Surely all the meetings we attend, 
places we go and people we talk with 
should alert us to seismic shifts among 
the people. If not, we need to question 
whether we are going to the right places 
for news and talking to the right people 
and whether the people we move with 
are in touch with anything beyond their 
own ambition. We also need to ques
tion whether journalists themselves 
have become part of a professional class 
that is out of phase with the great mass 
of Americans. It is for good reason that 
we cringe at the stereotype of the re
porter who starts his workday with a 
cup of gourmet coffee and finishes it 
with a bottle of imported beer. This is 
not how the rest of the nation lives. 

It is ironic, of course, that the press 
finds itself surprised by public attitudes 
at a time when the practice of market 
research has become so prevalent in 
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newspapering. Never has the public 
been surveyed so often and in such 
depth. On reflection the phenomenon 
may not be surprising given the clumsy 
questions often put to people on sur
veys and the ways in which limited
response options channel answers into 
simplistic formats. People are compli
cated, nuanced and open to learning 
and deliberation in ways that surveys 
do not acknowledge and can not know. 
Survey questions say as much about 
how the pollsters see respondents as 
the answers say about how the respon
dents see the world. Just before the 
midterm elections, a Time-CNN poll 
gave Democrats the edge and reported 
that voters put the blame for govern
mental gridlock on the Republicans. 
The election told a different story. 

Market research has its place, of 
course, especially as a way for the new 
breed of journalistic nomad who moves 
from city to city to get a quick study on 
his new "market," but journalists and 
managers who rely too much on mar
ket research to understand their audi
ences and edit their newspapers ought 
to consider the plight of politicians: the 
more they seek to match their rhetoric 
to the results of opinion surveys, the 
lower they seem to drop in the public's 
esteem. They win the elections but lose 
the people . The armies of pollsters and 
consultants employed by politicians 
have only worsened the people 's alien
ation from their government. Politics 
and journalism at their best are still 
more than games of numbers . They are 
a conversation between responsiveness 
and leadership, involvement and de
tachment. 

Somewhere in that conversation 
there is a place for empathy, the ac
knowledgment , understanding and 
maybe even the appreciation of the 
world as it appears to other people. By 
working at empathy, we may find our
selves less often surprised.• 

Henry McNulty: 
After 75,000 Phone Calls, Is There Any Progress? 
"Have I made progress in the past decade or so? That's hard to say. 
"In 1984, [Hartford] Courant readers complained to me about inaccuracy, insensitiv
ity, press arrogance, a liberal bias, poor judgment, lack of fairness and balance, 
disregard of privacy, grammar and spelling errors, glorification of unworthy people 
and a lack oflocal news. 
"Now, almost 11 years later, the same issues still constitute the Reader Complaint 
Top 10. It's hard to find much progress in that regard. 
"But there is this. Since the first day I took the job, any reader with anything at all to 

say about how The Courant has reported the news has 
been able to talk with someone who is in daily communi
cation with the newspaper's top editor. I've heard the 
readers, they've heard from me and the staff has been 
told what's on their minds every day. 
"That's maintaining a two-way channel of communica
tion, and I think keeping such a channel open is the 
main task of any news ombudsman." 

-Henry McNulty, on leaving the job as The Courant's 
ombudsman after fielding about 75,000 telephone calls 
and writing 2,511 internal memos and 215 columns. 

The On-Line Information Era 

Is There a Place for Serious journalism? 

Read what the experts say-
From the proceedings of the second 

Nieman conference on new technologies. 
May 4-5, 1995 

Plus supplemental articles. 

Nieman Reports Summer Edition. 
Subscribe today. 

Fill out the subscription card stapled in this issue 
and mail it with your check today. 
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Public Opinion 
And The Mid-Term Elections 

BY ANDREW KOHUT 

AND RoBERT C. ToTH 

W
.thout much argument, the 
1994 mid-term election was 
a historic event. The Republi

cans swept to power in the House of 
Representatives for the first time in 40 
years despite a Democrat in the White 
House. But the outcome should have 
come as no surprise to those who fol
lowed the opinion polls closely before 
the election. 

Most polls did a good job of finding 
and tracking the Republican lead 
throughout 1994. By the fall, most na
tional surveys showed the unusually 
high level of GOP support, suggesting a 
major Republican victory. Some polls 
were better than others in explaining 
what the high percentage of support 
would mean in terms of the outcome of 
congressional elections, however. 
Those polls that came closest to the 
mark focused on intentions of the likely 

voters rather than the registered voters 
or the eligible voters. And of them, the 
surveys of most value attempted to un
derstand how the popular vote would 
translate into the potential shift of seats 
in the House. The Times Mirror Center 
watched public opinion unfold with 
four surveys, starting in the spring and 
extending to the final weekend before 
election day in November. In them we 
plumbed the mood of the electorate 
with questions about their values and 
attitudes as well as their party affiliation 
and past voting behavior. Our polling 
benefited from having measured these 
basic attitudes and values in the public 
regularly since 1987, so that by the 
summer, we had a very good sense of 
how significantly the national mood 
differed in 1994 from previous pre
election periods. 

Satisfied With Country's Course 
Trends - Gallup & Times Mirror 
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Our March poll found that the eco

nomic recovery had "little impact" on 
the public mood as a whole. It contin
ued to be "sour, " with less than one in 
four Americans saying they were satis
fied with the way things were going in 
the country, even though the public 
sensed the positive economic turn
around. The graph on the preceding 
page plots responses to this question 
for 15 years . 

Economic concerns were eclipsed 
by crime as the most important na
tional problem, for example. But Ameri
cans remained "highly dissatisfied with 
the state of the nation, financially bur
dened, and fearful about their future." 
Continued discontent with earning 
power of jobs was inhibiting celebra
tion of the economic recovery, while 
politically, the Whitewater investigation 
weighed down Clinton's approval rat
ings. 

The disparity between how individu
als felt about the state of the nation 
compared to the conditions of their 
community was greater than usual. Just 
24 percent were satisfied with the 
country's course (essentially no change 
from the previous October when it stood 
at 22 percent), while 68 percent were 
satisfied with the way things were going 
in their local community and 83 per
cent were content with their personal 
life. The public usually feels better about 
conditions closer to home, but the dif
ference between its view of national vs. 
local and personal conditions was par
ticularly striking because the public was 
feeling that the national economy was 
on the mend and concerns about un
employment and the recession were 
well below the 1993 levels . 

Clinton's approval rating was not 
buoyed by the rising tide of economic 
indicators largely because jobs re
mained a top problem during the spring 
and the public was not optimistic that 
any benefits that were occurring would 
last. More than half (52 percent) of 
respondents said they or someone in 
their family had lost a job, taken a cut in 
pay or benefits, or worked where job 
cuts have occurred. While the public 
saw crime as the top national problem, 
it listed the job situation as first priority 
for Clinton, just as it had four months 

earlier. Some 44 percent of American 
workers said they had a job that paid 
them enough to lead the kind of life to 
which they aspired, butonly33 percent 
said they expected to say the same in 
the future, a level essentially unchanged 
from 1992. A bare majority (51 per-

cent) said they worried greatly that their 
children would not have good job op
portunities. 

Whitewater appeared to be sapping 
public confidence in Clinton, in Wash
ington, and in the media. His approval 

A Handy Guide to Polls 

0 
fall the tools in journalists' tool 
boxes, none is more misused and 
abused than public opinion 

polls. Reporters more and more lean on 
the work of pollsters to supplant old 
fashioned leg and telephone work that 
could produce valid reflections of public 
attitudes. 

Reporters turn to polls because they do 
not trust their ability to measure attitudes 
through traditional means, or they find 
the issues too big and complex, or they 
are lazy. Or, their editors believe polls 
shore up credibility; don't blame us, look 
what the polls showed. 

There seems to be a poll available to 
answer any question on any issue. If not, 
we will hold one of our own by posting a 
telephone number and counting the calls. 
If reporters and editors persist in follow

ing this path, at least now they have a 
handy reference to guide them through 
the thicket of the polling jungle: "A 
Journalist's Guide to Public Opinion 
Polls," published by Praeger in paperback 
for $14.95. 

This reference describes most of the 
risks contained in using polls as material 
for news stories from the most technical 
to the most obvious such as the well
tagged "SLOPS," self-selected listener
oriented public opinion surveys dear to 
the hearts of radio and television person
alities. 

As a shortcut, the authors, Sheldon R. 
Gawiser, a polling consultant, and G. 
Evans Witt, assistant Associated Press 
bureau chief in Washington, offer, in an 
appendix, twenty questions to be an
swered for journalists who use polls in 
their work. Full discussion of the ques
tions is included in a pamphlet written by 
the authors and published by the National 
Council on Public Polls. Copies of the 
pamphlet can be obtained by contacting 
the NCPP office at 800-239-0909. 

Twenty Questions 

1. Who did the poll? 
2. Who paid for the poll and why was it 

done? 
3. How many people were interviewed 

for the survey? 
4. How were those people chosen? 
5. What area-nation, state or region-or 

what group-teachers, lawyers, Demo
cratic voters, etc.-were these people 
chosen from? 

6. Are the results based on the answers of 
all the people interviewed? 

7. Who should have been interviewed 
and was not? 

8. When was the poll done? 
9. How were the interviews conducted? 
10. Is this a dial-in poll, a mail-in poll or a 

subscriber coupon poll? 
11. What is the sampling error for the poll 

results? 
12. What other kinds of mistakes can 

skew poll results? 
13. What questions were asked? 
14. In what order were the questions 

asked? 
15. What other polls have been done on 

this topic? Do they say the same thing? 
If they are different, why are they 
different? 

16. So the poll says the race is all over. 
What now? 

17. Was the poll part of a fund-raising 
effort? 

18. So I've asked all the questions. The 
answers sound good. The poll is 
correct, right? 

19. With all these potential problems, 
should we ever report poll results? 

20. Is this poll worth reporting? 
An additional source for journalists is 

the American Association for Public 
Opinion Research (AAPOR) . It can be 
reached at 313-764-1555. n M.S. 
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rating fell to 45 percent (from 51 per
cent in January) and his disapproval 
rating rose to 42 percent (from 35 per
cent in January). A majority (52 per
cent) felt a cover-up was going on, and 
a much larger majority (81 percent) felt 
Whitewater was disrupting important 
business of the Federal government 
(crime, health care reform, economic 
policy) by either a lot ( 44 percent) or a 
little (37 percent). A majority (55 per
cent) felt the press was giving too much 
attention to the issue. 

Clinton's health care reform plan, 
which he said was the defining issue of 
his administration, was losing public 
support as it began to look like another 
big new government bureaucracy in 
the making, even though health care 
reform per se continued to rank high 
on the public's list of national prob
lems and on its list of high priority items 
for Clinton to tackle . Welfare reform 
began rising as an issue on which the 
public wanted action during the early 
spring of 1994. 

We conducted our major trend sur
vey of the public during the summer, 
resulting in a new typology of voters 
that was released in late September. 
"The American electorate is angry, self
absorbed, and politically unanchored," 
it reported. Voters showed no clear 
direction in their political thinking 
"other than frustration with the current 
system and an eager responsiveness to 
alternative political solutions and ap
peals. " 

The two-party system was weaker in 
mid-1994 than in the 1980's and the 
link between what people believed and 
their partisan ties was also weaker. Tol
erance issues and social class divisions 
were splitting the Republicans-the 
religious right dramatized their divisive 
elements-at the same time that cul
tural conservatism emerged as a bigger 
attraction for the GOP than economic 
conservatism. For the Democrats, the 
historic schisms between working class 
conservatives, liberals and disadvan
taged groups continued to be under
scored by racial issues, and the younger 
New Democrats who supported Clinton 
in 1992 were expressing less anti-busi
ness and more economically conserva
tive views than traditional Democrats. 
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"Independents will play an even more 
crucial role in the outcome of elec
tions." 

New economic realities had reshaped 
the center of the electorate since our 
previous political typology surveys. The 
largest bloc of independent voters rep
resented a post-industrial working class 
with deep skepticism of the political 
system because of their struggle with 
their own economic limitations. Their 
pattern of political beliefs was incom
patible with a traditional partisan point 
of view and inclined them more than 
any other group on the landscape to a 
new third party. But many other re
spondents were also attracted to some 
alternative political solution, and par
ticularly to political outsiders. 

Voter frustration continued to grow, 
as did animosity toward the media. And 
the public had become more polarized 
on issues of social policy and cultural 
change. The mood was meaner, with 
greater indifference to the problems of 
the poor and minorities, resentment 
toward immigrants, and more cynicism 
about what government programs can 
accomplish. Discontent with Washing
ton, rising through the late 1980's, was 
greater than even two years earlier. 
Voters increasingly wanted traditional 
politicians to step aside; their experi
ence was seen as a vice rather than a 
virtue. Criticism of the news media, 
especially television news, was sharply 
higher. A very large percentage ofAmeri
cans-fully 71 percent-said the press 
gets in the way of society solving its 
problems rather than helping society 
solve its problems. 

Our national poll in late October 
found that the public anger was mani
festing itself in building a Republican 
lead that could produce a GOP majority 
in the House as well as the Senate. 
There was considerably more support 
for Democrats than a few weeks earlier 
but also "an unprecedented plurality of 
registered voters inclined to vote Re
publican. More importantly, as the elec
tion nears, it also finds the GOP with a 
sizable lead over the Democrats among 
people most likely to go to the polls." 
Their motivation was anti-Clinton and 
anti-Washington. The anti-incumbency 
sentiment had diminished somewhat 

but not the GOP lead. Turnout would 
be the key. Republicans were enthusi
astic because they were energized. 
Democrats were despondent. 

The difference between basing fore
casts on likely voters rather than regis
tered voters can be seen in results of 
this survey. Of 1,577 registered voters 
polled, 47 percent said they would vote 
Republican, 44 percent said Demo
cratic. But of those registered voters, 
995 were most likely to vote, based on 
expressed intentions to vote and past 
voting history. Of the likely voters, 51 
percent said they would vote Republi
can, 43 percent said Democratic. "Fur
ther, the survey suggests that turnout 
may well be as low as it was in 1990 and 
1986, when only one in three citizens 
cast a ballot." Low turnouts tradition
ally help the GOP, high turnouts help 
the Democrats. 

Moreover, the trend showed a steady 
increase in support for GOP Congres
sional candidates among the two bed
rocks of the party-the fiscally conser
vative and the socially conservative 
groups in the Times Mirror typology. 
"No such trend toward Democratic Con
gressional candidates is seen among 
the core groups of the Democratic 
Party," the survey found. In fact, one 
core Democratic group-dominated by 
social conservatives and trade union
ists-showed a significant drop in sup
port for Democrats over previous 
months . Among independents , we 
found a middle-class , mostly female 
group feeling high financial pressure 
that shifted back toward Democrats, 
but "the question is not only how they 
[members of this group] will vote, but 
whether they will bother to vote at all, 
given their low level of interest in poli
tics." 

The final Times Mirror pre-election 
poll, released Sunday night before the 
voting, predicted that the popular vote 
would go Republican by a wide margin : 
52 percent vs. 48 percent . The only 
issue was whether the vote would be 
converted into enough seats in the 
House to give the GOP control there as 
well as the Senate. "The survey finds 
the Republican party with about enough 
popular support to capture control of 
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Table 1: VOTER INTENTIONS IN TIMES MIRROR POLLS, 1994 

REGISTERED VOTERS (%) LIKELYVOTERS (%) 
Rep Dem 

Nov. 3-5 45 43 
Oct. 20-24 47 44 
Oct. 6-9 52 40 
September 48 46 
July 45 47 

the House of Representatives, but not 
enough to guarantee such an outcome," 
the report said. 

It pointed out that Democrats had 
closed the gap somewhat and the anti
incumbency sentiment was waning. 
"The trends observed in the survey sug
gest that the Democrats may narrow 
the margin even more" in the final days 
of the campaign. The poll found the 
number of registered voters statistically 
tied for the first time since September: 
4 5 percent inclined to vote Republican, 
43 percent disposed to vote Demo
cratic. Ten days earlier it had been 47 
percent to 44 percent, respectively. But 
among likely voters, the Republican 
margin was 48 percent to 43 percent, 

Table 2: 

Other Rep Dem Other 
12 
9 
8 
6 
8 

48 43 9 
51 43 6 

slightly less than the 51 percent to 43 
percent ten days earlier. Table 1 sum
marizes this and earlier data. 

If the current party standings did not 
change, the report said, and if unde
cided voters split as our statistical analy
sis suggested, the result would be a 52 
percent to 48 percent Republican win 
in popular vote. Since the popular vote 
does not translate directly into con
gressional seats, the GOP needed some
what more than 52 percent to be as
sured control based on the historical 
relationship between the popular vote 
and the division of seats. The Republi
cans, because they register greater turn
out in the districts that they carry, re
quire a higher share of the vote than the 

FINAL VOTER INTENTION RESULTS OF MAJOR POLLS 

ORGANIZATION REGISTERED VOTERS (%) LIKELY VOTERS (%) 
Rep Rep 

Rep Dem Adv. Rep Dem Adv. 
Yankelovich 

(for Time/CNN) 
Oct. 25-26 36 42 -6 38 44 -6 

PSRA (for Newsweek) 
Oct. 27-28 46 44 +2 

N.Y. Times/CBS 
Oct. 29-Nov. 1 49 45 +4 

Gallup (for CNN/USA) 
Nov. 2-6 46 46 0 51 44 +7 

NBC/Wall St. Journal 
Nov. 4-5 40 37 +3 46 35 +11 

Wash. Post/ABC 
Nov. 3-6 46 47 -1 

Times Mirror 
Nov. 3-5 45 43 +2 48 43 +5 

Democrats in order to control the 
House. Table 2 summarizes the final 
predictions of major polling organiza
tions. 

The different results seen in the final 
voter intention table can be due to 
many factors, among them the precise 
wording of the questions, placement of 
the questions within the survey, and 
size of the sample. The larger the over
all sample, the greater the number of 
registered voters, and likely voters . 
Times Mirror interviewed a total of2000 
respondents to find 1,468 registered 
voters and 923 likely voters. To filter 
out likely voters, we asked a series of 10 
questions that ranged from "how much 
thought have you given to Tuesday's 
election" to "do you happen to know 
where people in your neighborhood 
go to vote" to "are you absolutely cer
tain you are registered to vote" as well 
as "do you, yourself, plan to vote" and 
which candidate was supported. Other 
polling organizations did similar work, 
using techniques developed over many 
elections. In particular, it should be 
noted that in the 1994 election, there 
was no statistical difference between 
the Gallup and Times Mirror results 
before the undecided vote was allo
cated. We allocated the undecided 
through a statistical technique called 
multiple regression. Using such factors 
as the demographic profile (i.e., race, 
region of country) and political atti
tudes (i.e., approval of Bill Clinton) of 
decided voters, the regression equa
tions predicted the likely partisan pref
erences of the undecided voters in the 
election. 

In the end, we were pretty much 
right on the money. The turnout was 
38.7 percent of eligible voters on Nov. 
8. The Republican margin was 52.4 
percent to 47.6 percent for the Demo
crats. Based on unofficial results, the 
percent of seats won was 52 .9 percent 
forthe GOP, 46.9 percent for the Demo
crats. The Republican gain in House 
seats was 52, which produced a major
ity of 26 seats. Not since Eisenhower's 
pull in 1954 had the Republicans gained 
control of the House. Not since 1946 
had the President's party lost as many 
seats in that body.• 
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Shoe Leather, Shoe Leather, Shoe Leather 

BY HAYNES 1 OHNSON 

N
ewtGingrichhashisNewWave
pardon me, Third Wave, or some 
such Toffler wave-that carries 

us irresistibly into the cyberspace of our 
electronically interconnected future. 
There, we 'll all find ourselves linked, 
wired as it were, enabling us to converse 
on the Internet, to shop, bank, and 
write, all courtesy of the wonders of the 
exploding computer technology world. 
And we can do it all alone. We'll never 
even have to leave the comfort, and 
isolation, of our home office work space. 
We can exist, if we choose, without ever 
having contact with a single soul. 

I say this not out of either marvel or of 
trepidation for that future. It is upon us 
already; nothing anyone can say or do 
will change it. My concern is how this 
increasingly isolated futuristic world af
fects the practice of daily journalism. 

Editors increasingly worry, and 
rightly, about the loss of readers. They 
worry even more, and even more cor
rectly, about how to win them back. 

One solution is the often-mocked 
"news-you-can-use" formula . I do not 
disparage this . Journalism is a service, a 
practical service as well as a public ser
vice. If readers believe their papers are 
providing them with useful information 
about money matters or health and con
sumer advice, so much the better. Nor 
does this kind of journalism have to be 
pandering or represent a "dumbing 
down" of the press. Done well, it can 
help rebuild a critical relationship of 
mutual trust and need between readers 
and their papers. 

Another solution is now much in 
vogue. That is the so-called "public in
terest" or "community" journalism 
where teams of reporters are assigned 
to focus in greater depth on concerns in 
their communities. This requires break
ing the boundaries of traditional "beat" 
reporting to go beyond City Hall and 
examine the reality of life inside public 
housing or schools or police and fire 
departments. It is an admirable attempt 
to reconnect the ever-more disconnected 
strands of contemporary American life 
that have left more and more groups 
removed from each other. 

Which leads me to my principal con-
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cern-and complaint-about too much 
of today's daily journalism. Too often, 
we've forgotten that people are the heart 
of our business . Or, to put it another 
way: too often we simply don't talk to 
people. 

Oh, sure, we talk to "experts." We 
corral the usual suspects-the spokes
person or "spin-doctors," often anony
mous, for competing politicians, eco
nomic, or diplomatic sides-and parade 
them before our readers, complete with 
the jargon of the insider. We cite studies, 
and even quote ourselves. But we spend 
precious little time and effort at the old
fashioned art of simple door-knocking. 

In the past, if you wanted to report on 
a labor dispute, you talked to a steel
worker. If you wanted to understand 
the problems afflicting rural America, 
you sat with an Iowa farmer at four 
o'clock in the morning, drinking coffee 
and talking about how the price of soy
beans in Brazil was affecting him. If you 
wanted to understand the deeper un
dercurrents of our public life in an elec
tion cycle, you headed out with maps of 
voting precincts and went door to door 
interviewing people in their homes. 

Today, we rely on polls to tell us what 
people think. Surveys supplant indi
vidual reportorial legwork. 

Don't misunderstand me. The polls 
and surveys are useful when properly 
handled. They can provide evidence of 
wider public trends and shed light on 
changing national attitudes and values. 
But they do not replace the greater in
sights that can be gleaned from the labo
rious, time-consuming process of face
to-face interviewing. That is the 
journalist's principal province, and re
sponsibility. No poll, however well de
signed, can plumb the complexities and 
contradictions of individuals. Polls ask 
people to respond by answering yes, no, 
or don't know. Real people are not so 
simple; their attitudes do not neatly fit 
into yes-and-no categories. 

In recent years I've spent many 
months on the road interviewing Ameri
cans. A persistent theme, expressed re
peatedly and literally evetywhere, in
volved the growing distrust of Americans 
toward all leaders and institutions. That's 

what the last two elections were all about, 
both the "Clinton Change" and the sub
sequent "Gingrich Reaction." ("Revolu
tion" it may prove to be, but not yet.) 

Along with this pervasive public dis
affection , I heard another complaint 
regularly voiced about the press: that 
too often what people read in the press 
does not reflect the reality of their lives. 
Aloof, distant, elite, arrogant, out-of
touch-these criticisms are common 
when people characterize today's press. 

That's another way of saying many 
Americans feel increasingly alienated 
toward a press that supposedly exists to 
tell their stories and to help them under
stand what others around them are ex
periencing. 

Moral, and not so original either: get 
back to basics, brothers and sisters of 
the trade. 

In the old days, journalists used to 
cite approvingly Joseph Pulitzer's famous 
adage about what formed the essentials 
of effective journalism: accuracy, accu
racy, accuracy. Speaking from the per
spective of the dawning of a new jour
nalistic century, I would add another 
maxim as applicable to that future: shoe 
leather, shoe leather, shoe leather. Shoe 
leather, that is, worn and expended in 
search of the real-life stories of real 
people. A little bit of knocking on doors 
is one useful step along that journey. 
You don't get there by cyberspace 
alone.• 

Haynes johnson won the Pulitzer Prize for 
national reporting in 1965 for his Washington 
Star coverage of the Selma civil rights struggle. 

His father, Malcolm johnson, also won a 
Pulitzer, for his 1949 series "Crime on the 
Waterfront" in the old New York Sun. In his 

journalistic career with The Washington Star 
and The Washington Post, Haynes johnson has 
been a reporter, an editor and a columnist. He 
is now working on his twelfth book, in collabo
ration with David 5. Broder, about the work
ings of the American political system-an effort 
that has involved countless and repeated 
interz;iewing over the last two years. 
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How Technology Spoils Reporters 

BY PAUL DELANEY 

D 
uring one of our periodic 
discussions on solving the 
world's sports problems and 

to talk about our first love, journalism, 
a reporter who covers New York City 
professional teams was lamenting pack 
journalism. His point was that in his 
own work he tries to get away from the 
herd by boycotting the predictable 
pablum served up at meetings between 
coaches and writers, gatherings more 
akin to pajama parties. Instead, he 
would wander about looking for some
tl;ling different, seeking original sources 
and angles other than the official line. 

But he ran into a snag. He could 
handle the constant bellyaching by the 
coaches, who did not particularly care 
about the stories he turned up, but the 
unexpected heat from his colleagues 
was what really bugged him. They were 
disturbed by his wanderings and his 
articles because of the pressure from 
their editors, who justifiably inquired 
into their whereabouts when my friend 
was coming up with stories they missed. 
These reporters certainly could not 
admit to their bosses that they simply 
were too lazy to pull away from the 
convenience of the spoon-feeding by a 
corps of cooperating coaches. There
fore , the least difficult thing to do was 
to turn on their colleague and demand 
that he ease up and join the party. 

My friend's tactics exposed two phe
nomenons in daily newspapering: the 
shrinking of sources to only one voice, 
or a few voices, and the resulting adap
tation to such a convenience by report
ers. Modern technology and techniques 
have speeded up the trend. 

These developments are not limited 
to the sports department, unfortunately, 
but can be found in the city room, 

business desk, features department and 
others. And it is not a simple matter of 
reporters having become shiftless and 
lazy. All kinds of other factors contrib
ute to the belief that the only way to 
report nowadays is to stay in the office 
and work the telephones. 

The reasons include the demands of 
technology (I remember when com
puters were introduced into the news
room we were told that, unfortunately, 
deadlines would be pushed up, but 
eventually would return to the original 
times, and possibly be extended be
yond those of precomputer days. Hah!) 

Also, distance and traffic-urban 
sprawl-make it almost impossible to 
simply jump into a car or use public 
transportation to rush to the scene of 
news or to see sources, and-right you 
are-make those early deadlines. In 
addition, city streets have become much 
too dangerous for even freespirited re
porters with intrepid reputations (Bob 
Reinhold and John Kifner of The New 
York Times come to mind) to schlep 
around town (truthfully, Reinhold is 
now an editor at The Los Angeles Times 
while the aging Kifner still does it occa
sionally.) And the omnipresent fax 
machine is a new player in the gather
ing of news. 

I do not accept the proposition that 
young reporters have become too elit
ist to want to go to the ghetto on assign
ment. I find young journalists and pro
spective reporters-in my classes, for 
example-just as courageous, enthusi
astic and eager to succeed as past gen
erations, willing to go to the action 
wherever it is , when editors so direct. I 
find the same healthy conflicts, tradi
tional in newsrooms, between editors 
and their young reporters who do not 

see eye-to-eye, youngsters who feel that 
editors do not move fast enough or 
grasp or share with vigor the same 
seriousness about the controversy of 
the moment. That phenomenon may 
be one explanation for the belief that 
newsrooms are hotbeds of liberalism. 

Over the last few decades , there has 
been a perceptible shift in where edi
tors assign reporters, in what is consid
ered important news, and important, 
career-enhancing beats . Much of that is 
natural. For instance, since conflicts in 
Nicaragua and El Salvador are over, 
there is little news from Central America 
now, and the journalists who were there 
have packed their gear and gone on to 
promotions and the newest career
enhancing assignment. 

On the other hand, some of the shift 
is not natural. Deliberate decisions were 
made to cut off coverage of the civil 

Paul Delaney, while a reporter in the Wash
ington Bureau of The New York Times, 
moved his family from the suburbs to the 
inner city-back to the ghetto, he said
because he did not want his children to be 
reared without a black urban experience. 
Besides postings in Chicago and Madrid, 
Paul served as an editor on The Times 

National Desk in 
New York and as 
a senior editor 
involved in 
recruiting report
ers and newsroom 
administration. 
He is now 
Chairman of the 
Department of 
journalism at the 
University of 
Alabama. 
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rights movement, for example, as a 
result of internal and external news
room politics. The media withdrawal 
from civil rights followed political shifts 
in the White House during the 1980's 
by administrations that were hostile to 
the rights movement. 

At the same time, the makeup of the 
newsroom has also undergone a dra
matic change in personnel, with more 
conservative and right-wing editors and 
reporters in positions of power finding 
themselves welcome, while the overall 
perception remained that most are lib
eral. It was not too long ago that main
stream journalists held their noses and 
snubbed the right-wing upstart Wash
ington Times, owned by a corporation 
controlled by the Unification Church. 
Now Times editorials are quoted, its 
articles followed up and its reporters 
sought after for talk show analyses . 

To be candid, I am convinced that 
the majority ofbig-city newsroom staffs 
were much more conservative than had 
ever been acknowledged, and others 
have gradually turned to the right over 
time. Of course, I am referring specifi
cally to white editors and reporters, 
since non-whites have little or no real 
power or impact on newsroom policy 
at the bulk of American dailies. For 
example, I do not argue that when 
polled, many reporters say or indicate 
that they are liberal. But why should 
one believe they were any more truth
ful than those people in exit polls who 
lied when they said they voted for David 
Dinkins for re-election as mayorofNew 
York in 1993? 

After the 1980 presidential elections, 
Abe Rosenthal reminded a room full of 
his senior editors at The New York 
Times-we of the Eastern establish
ment elite, we nattering nabobs of nega
tivism-that Ronald Reagan and his 
conservatives had won the election and 
that we should give them their say in 
our news pages. A reasonable directive. 
It meant taking the conservatives seri
ously as sources and subjects. Yet, the 
right wing has been having its day ever 
since, although screaming it isn't so. I 
wondered after last year's right-wing 
election triumphs what Abe would say 
to his staff today, were he still Executive 
Editor of The Times. 
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What was actually going on, though, 
was a steady rightward march that be
gan with the election of Richard Nixon 
as president. Combine his "Southern 
strategy" with Reagan-Bush outright an
tagonism toward the cities, minorities 
and the poor and we have to conclude 
that more not less media attention 
should have been paid to inner-city 
problems. But we in the media took 
our cue from Washington, not neces
sarily by duplicating its hostility, but by 
gradually de-emphasizing their impor
tance with reduced coverage and atten
tion. Our fellow Americans picked up 
our lead. 

For example, for a much-too-short 
period, the way to success in big-city 
newsrooms was by reporting on the 
problems of the poor, minorities and 
civil rights and civil liberties. The Re
publican administrations in Washing
ton turned their backs on minorities, 
except for crime and welfare in the 
inner city, and so, too, the newsrooms 
of America. 

It was during this period, in which 
reporters narrowed their sources to 
the leaders and officials and highly
paid tlacks who made themselves con
veniently available , that technology 
prompted new kinds of reporting. This 
meant further isolation of reporters 
from human contact, from their live 
sources. Reporters could, day in and 
day out, get on page one without ever 
interviewing a single source face to 
face. 

When I was recruiting reporters at 
The Times, we looked over the clips of 
an applicant whose work was impres
sive and had made a lot of impact. But 
something was missing, his stories 
seemed too mechanical. Finally, when 
he came in for an interview, we found 
that he had difficulty relating to people, 
to put it mildly. It seemed that all of his 
work, every story, had been completely 
done in the office. He had not talked in 
person to a soul. 

Armed with good excuses for using 
phone interviews, relying on limited 
numbers of sources to speak for the 
masses, and placing too much faith in 
narrow but sensational events , journal
ists lost touch with much of what was 
going on at the bottom, with the people. 

Anti-abortion protests do occur and are 
newsy, sensational and sometimes 
deadly. But polls show that a majority 
of Americans support the right to abor
tion, a legal and constitutional right 
supported by the Supreme Court. 
Therefore, the issue faced by the media 
is to keep the issue in perspective while 
covering a Randall Terry and other abor
tion opponents. Is that done by con
centrating on the leaders on both sides, 
or the rank and file of each? It sure is 
more convenient to talk to the few 
leaders than the masses of followers. So 
far, the focus has been more on the 
leaders, it seems. 

I believe that by sticking close to the 
phone and fax machine, reporters did 
not get out in the communities be
tween the 1992 and 1994 elections to 
capture early the intensity of the rap
idly increasing anger welling up in 
Americans. We certainly had enough 
coverage of Ross Perot as the spokes
man of disaffected Americans. He paid 
for a lot of it, of course. We still hear 
from Jesse Jackson as the spokesman 
for African-Americans and other minori
ties. He has his own television program 
now. It is easier to cover the Perots , 
Terrys and Jacksons than to get out and 
pound the pavement and find sources 
from among the people behind these 
leaders. There may be a huge gap be
tween what the rank-and-file abortion 
foe thinks about killing doctors and 
what the media quote the leaders say
ing. 

Another example comes to mind. 
The press has found a number of black 
right wingers to highlight: they're in 
vogue. But reporters have yet to under
stand how to deal with the fact that 
those conservatives of color are repre
sentative of a mere small slice of the 
huge African-American community. 
Even then, not too many journalists 
have sought out grassroot conserva
tives among blacks, thereby getting 
themselves and their papers into the 
same trap as in the past in covering 
black America. By focusing on small 
windows of that community-such as 
the frustration many blacks have with 
the NAACP, the state of civil rights and 
current civil rights leaders-journalists 
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arrive at erroneous conclusions about 
what "the black community" thinks and 
wants. 

and editors and photographers-guess 
what?-heading out into the commu
nity to establish relationships. To re
connect. Basic journalism. There is such 
a need because papers lost readers and 
their communities by locking them out 
of the process, save as spectators, in 
favor of the spokesperson. 

The separation occurred simulta
neously as the other forces were nega
tively affecting the profession. Many 
papers, in panic, turned to the sensa-

tionalism of tabloid journalism, papers 
and electronic media, and, in the minds 
of many, abdicated their mission and 
responsibility and lowered their stan
dards . People who were not too highly 
regarded in the first place lost a little 
more esteem among the public. 

To regain lost stature and status, 
journalists will have to come to terms 
with the new age , and they will have to 
go back to their real sources, the 
people.• 

There was a time when reliance on 
single sources was appropriate and le
gitimate. During the civil rights move
ment, it was necessary to run to the 
leaders to find out about and report on 
plans and strategy. They were excellent 
sources (sometimes the only sources) , 
the issues were pretty straightforward, 
leaving little difference between lead
ers and followers, and the leaders were 
reliable and representative of the people 
they led. But such reliance became the 
rule and it spoiled many reporters, who 
found it convenient to continue the 
practice. The habit became the forerun
ner of the isolation that the computer 
age fed. Face-to-face, intimate contact 
became the exception, in many cases. 

The Future of Public Broadcasting 

Computers speeded up finding, se
lecting and sorting information, court 
records, for instance. They are unques
tionably helpful in this fast -paced age of 
the information superhighway. But 
speed isn't everything. For instance, 
sometimes, by not personally looking 
at the documents themselves, report
ers can miss important written entries, 
alterations and changes and other no
tations not picked up by the computer. 
And much of the writing from such 
reporting surely is wooden. 

As daily papers struggle to find them
selves and their place in the new elec
tronic age, one strategy to counter cable 
television's worldwide, instant 24 hour 
news is to provide more analysis and 
perspective on the news. For the most 
part, this means even more isolation of 
reporters from the people, since ana
lyzing events entails making phone calls 
to favorite talking heads, after pulling 
up background information on Lexis
Nexis and receiving from the talking 
heads faxes and videotapes of their 
latest speeches and appearances on 
gang-bang TV talk shows. 

Not to worry. There is a new move
ment by journalists to "reconnect" with 
readers, in the words of Buzz Merritt, 
editor of The Wichita Eagle. He is a 
leader of a campaign to get papers to 
refocus on readers and what they want 
from their newspapers and for their 
communities. This is done by reporters 

Following are excerpts from a discus
sion january 15, 1995 onAlex]ones's 
On the Media program on radio sta
tion WNYC in New York. The guests 
were Henry Cauthen, Chairman, Cor
poration for Public Broadcasting, and 
Tim Graham, Associate Editor of Me
dia Watch of the Media Research Cen
ter. 

Jones- Speaker of the House Newt 
Gingrich has called for zeroing out the 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting, 
the Public Broadcasting System's fund
ing arm, which he says is a "little 
sandbox for the rich." The Speaker 
claims he merely wants to privatize 
public broadcasting, but his critics say 
he wants to kill it. 

Cauthen-The Corporation for Pub
lic Broadcasting simply provides fund
ing for the local stations throughout 
the country that are independent sta
tions. We're not a network. It's 145 
independent television stations and 
over 600 radio stations. 

Jones-Tim Graham, regardless of 
how you think this has been executed, 
do you have a fundamental problem 
with the concept of Corporation for 
Public Broadcasting? 

Graham-Yes. I think that conser
vatives believe that there shouldn't be 
such a thing as a government-oper
ated news agency or a government
operated broadcasting agency. What 
we're saying right now is: you defund 
the Corporation for Public Broadcast
ing. I'm not saying that the system, 
such as it is, can't continue to exist as 
a nonprofit, non-government sort of 
institution. 

Jones-What do you think is going 
to happen? 

Graham-We have a media system 
thatconstantlytalks about "here comes 

the axe," and yet these programs just 
continue to grow and grow and grow. 
This notion that somehow PBS is out
numbered and outflanked and 
outspent in this debate is completely 
laughable in that here we have three 
or four guys who are conservative, and 
a couple legislators, against a system 
which spends two or three million 
dollars a year on advertising itself, 
who has a network with 600 radio 
stations and what are they all saying to 
their listeners right now: write your 
legislator. 

Jones-! think they're saying that 
Congress is trying to take away their 
funding. 

Graham-If you're a libertarian, 
this is your nightmare. And that is that 
government spends government's 
money advocating more government. 

Cauthen-We certainly are the un
derdog, at least on Capitol Hill , when 
you have the Speaker saying that he is 
going to zero out public broadcasting. 
You have to take him seriously. The 
result of a major cut or zeroing out is 
going to be the demise of public broad
casting. 

Graham-This is an issue where they 
have the public opinion upper hand 
because the first thing they do is: you're 
going to kill Big Bird, you 're going to 
kill Mr. Rogers. I think the much harder 
argument is ours. When we have to 
pick between The Frugal Gourmet and 
feeding the elderly, we're going to 
prioritize. 

Jones-Why can't the Corporation 
for Public Broadcasting find that 
money somewhere else? 

Cauthen-Well, the Corporation has 
no real means or mechanism for rais
ing money. Its purpose is to distribute 
the federal funds .• 

Nieman Reports I Spring 1995 29 



-------------1 KEEPING IN TOUCH 

Reading the Public From the Arts Pages 

BY CHARLES CHAMPLIN 

Through the Sixties and Seven
ties , when I was juggling two 
berets as the arts editor and also 

the principal film critic ofThe Los Ange
les Times, a question thrown at me 
frequently was, "Do the movies shape 
us or reflect us?" 

When the question was asked accus
ingly, as it often was, the import was 
clear: the movies were leading us down 
a primrose and popcorn-strewn path to 
unrestrained sex, violence and bad lan
guage, plus socialism bordering on 
anarchy, and how could I as a critic and 
editor deny the truth of it? 

I certainly could deny the truth of it, 
but I am bound to say that the area of 
violence was troubling even then and is 
more troubling now. 

The new rating system for films (vol
untary self-regulation, as Jack Valenti is 
ever at pains to point out) had been 
adopted by the industry late in 1968, 
giving American films a latitude of ex
pression they had not had in modern 
times. Those in the society who have 
traditionally feared the persuasive 
power of the movies saw the new alpha
bet ratings as opening floodgates of 
filth , a phrase that recurred in my mail. 

The alarums, since expanded to em
brace television, have not died away, 
and indeed the thoughtful concerns 
about the cumulative and inuring ef
fects of screen violence (on any sized 
screen) cannot be dismissed as right
wing rant . 

But what was, or is, to be said about 
movies and television as mirrors and/or 
shapers of us all? My answer then, and 
not much modified since, is that they 
mirror us in their hesitant fashion, but 
that their shaping effect is modest if not 
miniscule compared to the larger 
forces-poverty, unemployment, racial 
tensions and drugs-affecting the soci
ety. 

The iron law of movies and televi
sion is that they are marketplace com-
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modities, surviving by the consent of as 
large a section of the audience as they 
can command. What works is repeated 
endlessly, until it stops working. What 
fails is not tried again. Another way to 
say it is that movies and television are 
consensus media, which put themselves 
at financial risk if they depart too dras
tically from the tastes, expectations and 
beliefs of the marketplace. 

With the exception of the super
patriotic "The Green Berets" in 1968, a 
film that exists as testimony to John 
Wayne 's personal clout as a star, Holly
wood stayed clear ofVietnam until after 
the withdrawal in 1974. It was simply 
apparent that no consensus existed in 
the country about the war, and there 
seemed no way to write a story accept
able to both those for and those against 
the war. "The Deer Hunter," "Apoca
lypse Now," "Platoon" and other films 
about the Vietnam involvement looked 
back, later. 

When in the late Sixties, wife-swap
ping created a minor furor in the news 
columns, Hollywood used it as the ba
sis for a romantic comedy, "Bob and 
Carol and Ted and Alice. " In the end no 
one's virtue was compromised, no 
marital vows were dented and, despite 
the poster shot of two couples in one 
bed, monogamy prevailed . Wife-swap
ping had not acquired an approving 
consensus among us, and therefore not 
in Hollywood. 

Sexual matters are treated far more 
explicitly in both film and television 
than in 1969 when Bob and Carol was 
released. Monogamy is sometimes as 
hard to find as men wearing hats; mar
riage is no longer mandatory and living 
happily ever after no longer the auto
matic presumption at the last fadeout . 

But for the most part, movies and 
television seem only to be reflecting the 
changes in the way Western society 
conducts its romantic life , and it seems 

as true now as in the Sixties that the 
movies can best be seen as a kind of 
delayed-action replay of what we're up 
to . The replays , of course, are seldom 
kitchen-sink reality. The expectations 
of the customers toward movies and 
now television have not changed in 
their essentials in the century since the 
movies were born. These expectations, 
or demands, principally include excite
ment, escape or temporary diversion 
from humdrum everyday life , reassur
ance and uplift (not preachment but a 
momentary sense of well being). What 
constitutes excitement and the other 
expectations has evolved hugely in a 
century, of course, as the sophistica-

Charles Champlin is Arts Editor emeritus of 
The Los Angeles Times and an author, 
teacher, lecturer and television host. He 
contributes "Criminal Pursuits, "a monthly 
column of mystery reviews to The Times, 

along with frequent articles. H is interview 
program, "Champlin on Film, "is still seen on 
the Bravo cable network. Since 1985 he has 
been an adjunct associate professor in the 
School of Cinema- TV at USC, conducting a 
course in theatrical film analysis. He was 
born in Hammondsport, NY, to a family 
long involved with the wine industry. He 
served in the infantry in World War II and 
was awarded the Purple Heart. He was 

graduated from Harvard with honors in 

1948. After 17 
years as a Time
Life writer
correspondent, he 
joined The Los 
Angeles Times as 
arts editor and 
columnist in 
1965. He wrote 
close to three 
million words for 
the newspaper. 



----------------1[ K E E P I N G I N T 0 U C H r-[ ------ -------

tion of both the audience and the tech
nology has grown; yet a reassertion of 
the primacy of loving kindness links 
Chaplin's tramp with films as different 
as "Forrest Gump" and "Nobody's Fool." 

At that, the most confounding and 
difficult read-out between film and tele
vision and the common weal continues 
to be violence. It is complicated be
cause of the very long Hollywood tradi
tion of violence defined simply as ac
tion and somehow implicitly accepted 
by the audience as make-believe. The 
gangsters mowed down byTommyguns 
will arise to be mowed down again in 
the next picture; the cowboys and Na
tive Americans will shake off the dust 
and toddle off to the commissary wagon 
for sandwiches. 

Violence on the screen was for years 
a proxy for sex, which was thoroughly 
proscribed, especially under the Hays 
Code that governed the making of 
American films from 1934 to 1968. The 
relative attitudes toward sex and vio
lence did reflect American norms. 

Sam Peckinpah's "The Wild Bunch" 
in 1969 redefined just how graphic 
screen violence could be. Its re-release 
a quarter-century later is still contro
versial and the film, with some trimmed 
footage restored, has been threatened 
with a NC-17 rating (which replaced 
the inflammatory X). 

When one of the first furors erupted 
about screen violence, I asked a Beverly 
Hills psychoanalyst to do an article on 
the subject for our Sunday arts maga
zine, Calendar. His conclusion was that 
the real danger was the steady reitera
tion of the implicit message that only 
violence solved problems, and that dis
cussion and negotiation were unavail
ing. That struck me as sensible then , 
and it remains central to my troubled 
belief that a prudent human being must 
feel deep concern about the possible 
effect (if only in numbing the conscious
ness) of watching quantities of gratu
itous and exploitive violence. 

During an interview a few months 
ago, Paul Newman got onto the subject 
of the film"Pulp Fiction. " It 's "marvel
ously inventive and eccentric," he told 
me. "But I don 't know what to do with 
the violence. It 's one thing to make fun 
of guys who are slugging each other on 

the ice [as in Slapshot, a film he made in 
1977] and another thing to use comedy 
to ameliorate the brutality of a guy 
getting his head blown off. " Just so, and 
what can be said about the film 's en
dorsements by several critics groups, 
who enthuse about its style and are 
silent about its exploitive violence? One 
answer must be that critics become 
inured to violence by over-exposure, as 
audiences at large do, too. 

Indeed, the subject of violence is 
further bedeviled by the confusion of a 
commercial phenomenon with a social 
phenomenon. The principal custom
ers for theatrical films these days are 
the 25-and-unders, who account for 
perhaps three-fourths of tickets sold . 
They like action films. The big Holly
wood studios make far fewer films than 
they once did, no more than a quarter 
as many, but at an average cost of some 
$30 million each before prints and ad
vertising. The cost breeds caution, a 
reliance on big action films and, ac
cordingly, there is a shrinking in the 
variety of choices available to filmgoers. 
The alternative choices, independent 
films , are less widely distributed than 
the major studio releases. Films of vio
lent action thus become self-fulfilling 
commercial prophecies, since they of
ten open simultaneously on more than 
2, 000 prime screens, preempting those 
screens from quieter fare. The violence 
in many of the action films is undoubt
edly intended as make-believe, prepos
terously larger than life, or death, even 
as in the simple old clays; but it is also 
graphic in the Peckinpah tradition. 

The box office success of non-vio
lent films like "Forrest Gump, " 
"Nobody's Fool" and in earlier years 
"Big," "On Golden Pond" and "Driving 
Miss Daisy," suggests that audiences, 
including young viewers, will opt for 
alternate fare if it is available. But each 
of those films in its way was a high-risk 
venture, the kind of films that usually 
remain orphans, minus descendants. 

For an arts editor, probably the most 
direct reading of the audience, or a 
significant part of it, is available in the 
area of popular music, rock most espe
cially. I was working at Time Magazine 
in London when the Beatles moved 
from Liverpool into cultural history. 

And not only the Beatles, but the Kinks , 
the Animals , the Dave Clark Five and , 
most especially, the Rolling Stones. 

It was clear that the significance of 
the phenomenon was more sociologi
cal than musical, and it continues to be 
so. 

The Beatles could be seen then as 
the embodiment of a youthful postwar 
optimism in Britain, their Midlands ac
cents somehow affirming that an ac
cent need not be a bar to success, as it 
had been. And with one twang of a 
guitar, so to speak, music had displaced 
film stardom as the dream route of 
escape from the boredom and frustra
tions of lives with low ceilings of non
opportunity. You didn 't even have to 
be handsome. Seen now the Beatles 
look romantic and even conservative in 
their black suits and ties, their individu
alism expressed in long hair and 
winklepicker shoes. It 's easy to forget 
how threatening they appeared to their 
elders-threatening in their cheeky 
defiance of class and all else. It was as if 
the class structure had melted in the 
fires of war, as had been predicted . 

It hadn 't, of course, and the Rolling 
Stones, rising almost simultaneously 
with the Beatles, were from another 
end of the spectrum. They could be 
interpreted as a later symbol: of a post
optimistic postwar cynicism, druggy, 
existential, anarchic , self-centered. The 
two groups were alike in dismissing, in 
different tones, the persistence of the 
status quo. 

What became important journalisti
cally was to explain the extraordinary, 
occasionally hysterical response, first 
to the Beatles, then to the Stones . (My 
original suggestion to Time for a Beatles 
story was rejected in a cable that read, 
"Showbiz bypassing Champlin sugges
tion obscure Liverpool rock group. ") It 
was not quite so simple as the teenaged 
adulation of the young Frank Sinatra; it 
was perhaps closer to the worship of 
Elvis Presley, Elvis being himself a sym
bol of an unfettered independence that 
was , however, like the Beatles ', funda
mentally and traditionally romantic. 

Like jazz-equally controversial 
when jazz moved out of the brothels 
and gin mills into polite society-the 
new music raised senior hackles and 
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said something about its times. Bob 
Dylan, whose voice was compared to a 
buzz saw hitting a hickory knot, did not 
casually rename himself Dylan, having 
been born Zimmerman. He demon
strated that lyrics had come a long way 
from moon-June and were worth care
ful attention, as a form of protest po
etry. Dylan and other rock lyricists sang 
of alienation (the great buzzword of the 
late 20th Century) , anger, rootlessness, 
the end of a kind of collective opti
mism. The singers and the groups mani
festly spoke to a young audience that 
was affluent and mobile but still full of 
angers and angsts , along with hope that 
the times they were a-changin'. 

With the invaluable aid of MTV, pop 
music is as shrewdly conceived and 
marketed as ever the movies dream of 
being. But for all the hype, the sounds 
and the words come out of the per
formers' feeling about themselves and 
the society and, too, from their keen 
perceptions about what their listeners 
feel and want to hear. The music can be 
disliked, sometimes easily enough, but 
it cannot be dismissed or ignored. The 
demand on the rock critic is to be able 
to sort out the slick and faddy from 
what truly catches the vibes of its audi
ence. 

Rap has been the latest rock sub
genre for editors and reviewers to cope 
with. Its sing-song messages have been 
literally hate-filled and hateful, and will 
likely be again. And they undoubtedly 
reflect a cynical fulfillment of what rap's 
audiences want to hear. Who can doubt 
that rap accurately expresses an asser
tion of black identity and of the rages 
and frustrations of a population that 
continues to perceive equality as elu
sive? 

Popular music is a sensitive barom
eter of the public's state. Even the re
newed popularity of Tony Bennett and 
a Frank Sinatra nearing 80 can be read 
as a kind of counterculture impulse 
appearing from above (in age terms) 
and suggesting that there is much to be 
said about music that is neither defiant 
nor angry but upbeat, lyrical and ro
mantic. 

If pop music gets an unusual amount 
of coverage in The Los Angeles Times 
and other papers, it is in an attempt to 
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persuade a new generation to acquire 
the newspaper-reading habits of their 
parents. It 's not an easy job, but some 
surveys The Times conducted in the 
late 1980's suggested that the number 
of younger readers of the Sunday Cal
endar section was in fact on the rise, 
stimulated not only by the editorial 
content but also by the ads for the rock 
concerts and information on where to 
order tickets . 

Radio had been back burner news 
on the entertainment pages for years, 
reflecting the shrinkage of radio from 
the days of network glory to local rip
and-read newscasts briefly interrupt
ing canned music in a variety of for
mats. Radio seldom made news unless 
a zany morning deejay did something 
particularly naughty. Talk radio has 
changed all that, enjoying an upsurge 
so swift and in some cases so virulent 
that it has leapt from the low hum
mocks of the entertainment section to 
the political news columns. At its best, 
philosophically, talk radio gives voice 
to listeners who otherwise feel them
selves mute. But that will not quite do 
as a rationale for the unchecked and 
unbalanced spew of host opinions that 
are given a certain level of credence by 
being said on the same medium that 
once carried Elmer Davis and Edward 
R. Murrow. 

Newspapers, struggling with their 
identities and their futures in a time of 
revolutionary change, still seem magis
terial in the breadth and depth of their 
coverages and their attempts to under
stand and be a positive force in their 
communities. You pray for their health, 
not least after a little time with talk 
radio. 

In the postwar years, the entertain
ment pages of most dailies have re
flected and reported a cultural revolu
tion in American society. A variety of 
forces-universal higher education 
funded by the GI Bill, the LP, FM radio 
and paperback books and a wave of 
civic pride and optimism-all conspired 
to produce an unprecedented expan
sion of cultural edifices, performing 
groups and arts events . And newspa
pers by their nature were principal sup
porters and encouragers. (Dorothy 
Chandler's heroic efforts in Los Ange-

les were in a class by themselves.) The 
performing arts-opera, dance, sym
phonies, chamber groups, public the
ater-received editorial space splen
didly disproportionate to the size of 
their audiences and their non-existent 
ad budgets. 

The critics championed the avant
garde in all the arts, challenging the 
essential conservatism of the best
heeled supporters of the arts. When I 
went east to hire Martin Bernheimer as 
the music critic of the paper, I was told 
to tell him, "You protect Beethoven, 
we'll protect Bernheimer." It was pro
phetic; his fearless reviews earned him 
the Pulitzer Prize and considerable hos
tility. 

When recessionary times hit, the arts 
revolution flagged in several cities. Sym
phony orchestras went bankrupt, bal
let-companies still struggle. But major 
newspapers have continued their back
ing of the arts. Now, in a new Washing
ton climate, inimical to PBS , the na
tional endowments and the whole 
philosophy of government support of 
the arts, newspapers are challenged to 
join the fight , to minimize the cutbacks 
and to encourage private sector giving 
(because there will certainly be cut
backs). 

It is a truism, or if it isn't it ought to 
be, that editors can't read their audi
ences by their letter-writing. Silence is 
the norm and, worst luck, it is approval 
that is most often mute. The gleeful and 
taunting detection of error, disagree
ment expressed as diatribe , arrows di
rected at the messenger instead of the 
message-these fill the mail trays , hut 
usually not very deeply at that . 

Disagreement (with reviews) ex
pressed as diatribe makes an arts editor's 
mail very lively indeed, as I found . I 
suspect that only sports fans are more 
vociferous. Yet beyond the disagree
ments, the mail revealed a shared pas
sion for the arts between critic and 
consumer. In the struggle to protect 
the arts from vandalism, readers of news
papers may rediscover their common 
cause with the paper, and newspapers , 
struggling to assert their identities amid 
technological upheavals , may redis
cover their strong links to readers.• 
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Fair's Fair ... Or Is It? 
Reassessing the Need for a Doctrine to Insure 

Minority Representation on the Airwaves 

BY MARILYN J. MATELSKI 

0 ver the last few years, a~ I've 
witnessed my three meces 
grow from toddlers to teens, 

I've noticed a definite evolution in the 
term "fairness." At the pre-kindergar
ten stage, fairness is seen as a sort of 
"turn-taking, " i.e., having the front seat 
in the car, sitting next to grandma at 
dinner, or playing checkers. 

However, as individual personalities 
begin to emerge, and previously un
known interests arise, the notion of 
fairness often becomes redefined as 
"equitability," e.g., a weekend ski trip 
versus a mountain bike or a CD player. 
Also, at this stage, the ultimate decision 
between what is fair and what is not 
involves other factors such as econom
ics, technical expertise and social expe
diency. 

Ironically, the evolutionary standards 
of personal fairness seem to parallel 
those facing the electronic media to
day, and industry professionals must 
work continuously to stay in touch with 
their public's interests and needs. The 
task is often monumental. 

Recently, Congress has made yet an
other attempt to revisit an earlier deci
sion revoking the broadcast industry's 
previous framework for fairness ac
countability-the 1949 Fairness Doc
trine. The Fairness Doctrine was pro
mulgated to protect and encourage 
participation by minority voices on the 
airwaves, following the basic tenets of a 
representative democracy. Prior to 
1987, the Doctrine had served as a 
watchdog, charging radio and televi
sion station programmers with the re
sponsibility of speaking to controver
sial issues of public interest as well as 
providing multiple viewpoints on each 
of these issues. Through the decades, 
several historic court cases challenged 

the necessity of such a directive; but in 
1987, as an indirect result of a cel
ebrated 1982 suit pitting the Syracuse 
Peace Council against the Meredith 
Corporation, the FCC voted to abolish 
the Fairness Doctrine. The decision was 
in keeping with the deregulatory cli
mate of the Reagan administration. Still, 
tremors could be felt throughout Con
gress and the nation, causing unlikely 
alliances between seemingly dichoto
mous politicians and special interest 
groups. South Carolina Senator Ernest 
Hollings teamed up with Massachu
setts Representative Edward Markey, 
for example, to decry what Hollings 
referred to as a "wrong-headed, mis
guided and illogical" decision; and 
broadcasters like Tom Goodgame (then 
president of Group W TV stations) 
mourned the loss of a doctrine that had 
been "a great thing [because] it pro
tected the rights of the people." Other 
groups claimed victory for a decision 
that had been long overdue. 

Since the 1987 ruling, several at
tempts have been made to reinstate the 
Fairness Doctrine in its original form or 
with modification. Each has failed and 
neither side seems willing to negotiate 
a compromise. 

The alliances formed during the pro
cess of this latest debate have been 
interesting, to say the least. However, 
before identifying the members of both 
sides, it may be useful (in the interest of 
fairness) to review the historical con
text of the issue, tracing the notions of 
"equitability" and "accessibility" back 
to their infant stages in broadcasting. 
Perhaps then it might be easier (in the 
spirit of the Doctrine) to reveal the 
opposing perspectives. 

In 1949, NATO was established, "All 
the King's Men" dominated the Oscar 
presentations, and Arthur Miller won a 
Pulitzer Prize for his play, "Death of a 
Salesman." In the world of broadcast
ing, radio and television continued to 
expand throughout the country, claim
ing station totals of 2,600 and 51 re
spectively. The newly accessible me
dium of TV exposed its viewers to such 
entertainment innovations as the tele
thon, the Emmy awards, and "The Life 
of Riley." In addition, the FCC looked 
more seriously at broadcast news and 
public affairs, overturning its previous 
anti-editorial stance in the Mayflower 
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decision. Instead, it permitted editori
als to be aired in a limited way (and with 
at least one opposing viewpoint). 
Shortly after the Mayflower decision 
was reversed, other court cases strength
ened the FCC's commitment to edito
rial balance, and soon the notion of a 
"fairness doctrine" was born. Congress 
later adopted a formal amendment to 
the 1934 Communications Act, rein
forcing its claim that if the airwaves 
were public, station owners should be 
required "to afford reasonable oppor
tunity for the discussion of conflicting 
views on issues of public importance." 

Almost immediately following the 
inception of the Fairness Doctrine, many 
broadcasters protested it vehemently, 
contending the law had violated their 
First Amendment rights as well as creat
ing a discriminatory chasm between 
them and other media owners (prima
rily newspaper and magazine publish
ers) , who were free to editorialize with
out fear of reprisal. 

Proponents of fairness legislation, 
however, maintained that some form of 
legalistic framework was needed to 
make the electronic media truly demo
cratic, i.e ., safeguarding the rights of 
minority voices. They contended that 
broadcast licensees were unique from 
other media owners in several ways, 
namely: 1) license allocation was lim
ited by the technical nature of the elec
tromagnetic spectrum; 2) the costs of 
running such an operation (even in a 
small community) were relatively steep; 
and 3) unlike their counterparts, broad
casters were bound by the rules of the 
1934 Communications Act, which de
clare the airwaves to be public. Because 
of these special circumstances, the First 
Amendment premise of free trade in 
ideas (put forth by Justice Oliver 
Wendell Holmes) had been altered to 
"level the playing field" for all who 
desired access . Years later, in a 1987 
essay, author and legal specialist Louis 
Cooper argued that a truly free trade of 
ideas might be overly idealistic: "Per
haps, then, the more practical goal for 
this society is not free trade in ideas but 
fair trade-some assurance, in other 
words, that one particular viewpoint 
will not completely drown out others 
because of its adherents ' power (finan
cial or otherwise) in the ideological 

34 Nieman Reports I Sp1ing 1995 

marketplace. This kind of assurance 
likely requires some sort of govern
ment intervention. " 

Clearly, the battle lines had been 
drawn between those who felt the ne
cessity for governmental regulation of 
the airwaves within a democratic forum 
versus those who favored a free-market 
approach to rules on fairness. In 1969, 
twenty years after the Fairness Doctrine 
had been adopted, the FCC felt it had 
finally put the controversy to rest, when 
in the landmark Red Lion case, the 
Supreme Court ruled that "a licensee 
has no constitutional right ... to mo
nopolize a ... frequency of his fellow citi
zens." The Doctrine continued to be 
challenged at both local and federal 
levels until1987, when the FCC, feeling 
the pulse of Reagan-era deregulation, 
once again reversed itself, and revoked 
its legal definition for fairness. 

According to FCC spokespeople, the 
decision to rescind the Fairness Doc
trine had occurred, in part, because 
broadcasters had moved into a differ
ent era technically, economically and 
socially. The emergence of cable as well 
as the UHF television frequency ne-

Roy Peter Clark: 
Let the People Speak 

gated the earlier spectrum limitation 
argument-in fact, 1987 figures showed 
that over 1,300 television stations and 
10,000 radio stations were now broad
casting throughout the country; they 
were also operating longer program
ming schedules. Further, this techno
logical "growth" of spectrum space also 
provided added opportunities for di
versified ownership, i.e ., those who had 
been previously denied license accessi
bility were now given a greater chance 
to acquire broadcast property. Finally, 
some evidence had suggested that the 
Fairness Doctrine had actually discour
aged programmers from airing contro
versial issues because of the mandate to 
provide opposing viewpoints . FCC offi
cials argued that the latter problem, 
known as the "chilling effect," could 
only be remedied by removing the onus 
of"equal time," and instead, providing 
a free forum for all forms of discussion, 
not merely those labeled as "news" or 
"public affairs ." 

Since 1987, several unsuccessful at
tempts have been made to reverse the 
FCC's most recent decision on the mat
ter of "fairness." They have come to 

"The voices in American journalism for too long have been too monotone and 
monochromatic, coming most often from white male authority figures. The lan
guage of journalism has the flexibility to be more inclusive if journalists will expand 
their reporting strategies and let the voices of the young and the poor and the old 
be heard. I agree here with Jay Rosen. A goal of journalism must be to improve the 
nature of public conversation on issues of concern, to define problems, sharpen 

arguments, and seek common ground. The adaptation 
oftraditional forms (such as oral history) and the 
creation of new ones (edited transcripts of town 
meetings) will model modes of public discourse that 
will revitalize democratic feelings and impulses."-Roy 
Peter Clark, senior scholar at The Poynter Institute for 
Media Studies, where he has taught writing since 
1979, in his new book, "The American Conversation 
and the Language of journalism." 
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little or no avail, although many mem
bers of Congress have joined forces to 
decry what Senator Daniel Inouye, 
Democrat of Hawaii, describes as "the 
FCC's willingness to ignore clear Con
gressional intent and disregard a stan
dard that has served the public for forty 
years ." Supporters of new Fairness 
Doctrine legislation contend that mi
nority viewpoints will always take a 
back seat to more popular perspec
tives; as such, they must be guaranteed 
access to the airwaves. Further, the 
arguments ofFirstAmendment infringe
ment and the "chilling effect," are 
groundless. The Communications Act 
of 1934 addresses clearly the special 
responsibilities of broadcasters as pro
curers of public airwaves. As for the 
"chilling effect, " Dr . Patricia 
Aufderheide, through a grant from the 
Donald McGannon Communication 
Research Center at Fordham Univer
sity, conducted a study to test its verac
ity. In a 1990 Journal of Communica
tion article, Aufderheide interviewed 
17 broadcasters from both radio and 
television stations in large, medium 
and small markets. She asked each if he 
or she could provide a single example 
of controversial programming that 
would have been omitted prior to the 
Fairness Doctrine's demise. According 
to her results, 16 of those interviewed 
were unable to provide any evidence of 
a segment of controversial program
ming they would have been unable or 
unwilling to do before. 

Gigi B. Sohn, Deputy Director of the 
Media Access Project in Washington, 
D.C. , concurs with Aufderheide 's re
search in a 1994 essay. Sohn asserts that 
"the doctrine has had virtually no day
to-day impact on the operations of 
broadcasters, affording significant pro
tection at almost no cost ... . Elimination 
of the . . . Fairness Doctrine has resulted 
in an overall decrease in coverage of 
controversy .... Editorials are almost 
non-existent." 

And so the debate continues. Such 
strange bedfellows as Ralph Nader, 
Phyllis Schlafly and President Bill 
Clinton have banded together in favor 
of the reinstatement of some form of 
the Doctrine. Their opposition comes 
from equally incongruent partners (in
cluding Rush Limbaugh, The Wall Street 

Anna Quindlen: 
Dad's Lesson 

"My dad is a management consultant and he's done some work for news
papers and he always says the first thing he does when he goes in to sit 
down is say: 'What is the mission of a newspaper?' And the first time he 
asked me I said, 'It's to bring news and information to the public.' And he 
said: 'Wrong. The mission of the newspaper is to make money. A newspa-

per that doesn't make money folds and the 
J newspaper that folds can't bring news and 

information to the public.' So it's this kind of 
circular construct and when you get to top 
management you're aware of how it works 
because that's when the veil becomes the 
thinnest. Not because anyone is saying to you, 
get the tobacco story off page 1, but because 
you know how the bottom line impacts your 
ability to hire reporters, to send them out on 
certain stories, to put more people on the 

l desk. ... But the bottom line is, nobody 
interferes."-Anna Quindlen, former New r - York Times columnist, at the 13th annual 
Key West Literary Seminar, january 15, 1995. 

Journal, the National Association of 
Religious Broadcasters, and former gov
ernor Mario Cuomo) who agree with 
Vice President AI Gore that the Fairness 
Doctrine "reflects an era when America 
was a rural country and the word tele
communications was not yet in the 
dictionary." 

While it is true that "telecommunica
tions" would probably not be found in 
a dictionary forty years ago, neither 
could terms such as "leveraged 
buyouts," "MSOs," and "political cor
rectness ." Yet these terms bear as much 
(if not more) consideration when dis
cussing fairness and equitability. In 
short, nothing is as it was several de
cades ago-technologically, economi
cally, politically or socially. If anything, 
this observation argues strongly for 
more structure and framework when 
defining (and enforcing) fairness and 
equitability in today's world. 

First of all, it is important to put the 
popular "expanded technology equals 
greater access to information" myth to 
rest. True, the public has access to 
more electronic media and more chan
nels within that media than ever be
fore. Recent statistics show that in 1994, 

there were over 1,500 TV stations and 
almost 12,000 radio stations in the 
United States. In addition, TV Guide 
notes that 90 percent of all American 
households have access to cable televi
sion, 63 percent subscribe to basic cable, 
28 percent get pay cable, and 79 per
cent have a VCR. But what is available 
on all these channels? Most of the al
ready existing options feature either 
entertainment, sports, nostalgia or 
shopping. Of the 101 proposed new 
channels featured in a recent Broad
casting & Cable issue, most are still 
dedicated to those four categories (al
beit with minority interests), with few 
"equal opportunity" political accessi
bility networks. In short, you'd have 
better luck seeking information on 
home repair, international sports bet
ting or regional personal ads than a 
debate on tax reform. The number of 
available channels is not as important 
as the programming placed on them
a topic related directly to ownership. 

One of the most alarming effects of 
deregulation in the last few years has 
been the relaxation of ownership rules 
and regulations. In 1992, radio owner-
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ship limits were raised from a maxi
mum of 12 AM/12 FM stations to 30/30. 
At present, the same fate seems likely 
for TV broadcasters. Encouraging this 
type of station accessibility seems only 
to enhance the specter of monopolistic 
control. Coupled with the emergence 
of new networks (a revolutionary con
cept 40 years ago), the shadow looms 
even larger. These networks, some of 
which are tied directly to the film indus
try-notably Fox, Warner Bros. and 
United Paramount-further threaten 
the future of independent production 
and distribution in television. 

In the late 1940's, vertical integra
tion in the film industry was banned 
because it would eliminate the inde
pendents. Special controls were needed 
to ensure that a single company could 
no longer influence both the produc
tion and exhibition of a single movie. 
Like the fate of the Fairness Doctrine, 
the prohibition against vertical integra
tion was lifted in the late eighties dur
ing the Reagan administration. Those 
of us who enjoy foreign or indepen
dent films (most likely to be shown in 
independent theaters) have since found 

Alvin Shuster: 
So Wonderful, So Difficult 

these opportunities fewer and further 
between. It takes little imagination to 
foresee what type of program fare might 
be shown on a network which also 
happens to be a film and television 
production company as well as a distri
bution complex. Witness, for example, 
Sumner Redstone and Viacom Inc.'s 
recent acquisition of Paramount Com
munications . According to Boston 
Globe reports, this mega-merger com
bines a newly formed television net
work with over 50,000 film and televi
sion titles from Paramount, Simon & 
Schuster's 300,000+ publications and 
Blockbuster Entertainment's 5,000 
video and music stores. When added to 
Viacom's other properties, such as MTV, 
Nickelodeon, several theme parks, and 
a complement of owned-and-operated 
radio and television stations, the op
portunity for outside influence seems 
limited, at best. 

Relatedly, issues of public interest 
and social need should also be raised 
within this context. The FCC's move 
toward ownership deregulation has, in 
turn, created a plethora of leveraged 
buy-outs, major budget cuts in news 

"I don't want to sound immodest, but the things I did as a foreign correspon
dent are illustrative of why being a correspondent is so attractive, so appealing, 
so wonderful and so difficult. Take the variety of things that I covered. One 
minute I was a war correspondent in Vietnam, the next minute I was covering 
the wedding of Jackie Kennedy and Aristotle Onassis. One minute I was trying 
to track down Carlos the terrorist in Algeria and being carried to my flight by a 

couple of hefty customs agents, and the next 
minute I was dressed in top hat and tails to view 
the opening day at Ascot. 
"One minute I went to Prague for two weeks and 
stayed seven months because of the Soviet 
invasion, and the next minute I was in Jerusalem 
interviewing the hostages freed in the raid in 
Entebbe. 
"That mix of stories-some momentous, some 
less so-are a reflection of what being a foreign 
correspondent is all about."-Alvin Shuster, on 
retiring as Foreign Editor of The Los Angeles 
Times. 
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and public affairs departments (as well 
as in offices of standards and practices 
and minority affairs), and a decided 
lack of true public interest program
ming. In addition, there is no question 
that the current Congress is consider
ing monumental funding cuts in public 
broadcasting-perhaps the last bastion 
of non-commercial radio and televi
sion-and station managers will either 
be forced to raise more income them
selves (to make up the difference) or 
risk program, or even station, loss. I'm 
not sure how many viewers can tolerate 
more pledge weeks or auctions, but my 
guess is not very many. Thus, one of 
PBS's alternatives would be to "go com
mercial," a move that would be hard to 
reconcile with the original goals and 
objectives of public broadcasting. It 
might also cause America's free press 
image to plummet even further in the 
minds of other Western democracies 
where public television, fairness and 
regulation are very evident in program
ming and policy-making. 

With these concerns in mind, it seems 
difficult in a democratic society not to 
argue for some type of formalized struc
ture for fairness in the electronic me
dia. While it is true that the world is a 
very different place than that reflected 
in the 1949 Fairness Doctrine, it can 
also be said that without some mandate 
for responsibility to the public, it is easy 
to slip into an ethical vacuum. The 
dissolution of the NAB Code shortly 
after the FCC's move toward deregula
tion exemplifies this point clearly. One 
cannot exist for very long, either per
sonally or professionally, without some 
code of morals and standards. Practi
cally speaking, most industry execu
tives would acknowledge that the Fair
ness Doctrine had little impact on 
programmers' daily lives. However, its 
presence served as a symbolic safeguard 
for public interest concerns. Fairness 
might need to be redefined, revised 
and recodified as radio and television 
enter into the next century; but it should 
not be removed from formal discus
sion.• 
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Talk Radio: Finding a Different Public 

BY CHRISTOPHER LYDON 

I 
t feels like a different democracy 
out here in talk radio territory. I 
am a rookie in the region, an old 

hand trying to learn a new game, but I 
am in love with the differences. Talk 
radio can be different, first, from the 
towel-snapping adolescent "guy" gags, 
the yahoo frenzy that is supposed to go 
with the medium. And it 's different as 
well from the dyspepsia and despair, 
the pretentiousness and disconnection 
that have come to be standard fare in 
print journalism. 

We are finding a different place, a 
different psychology, a different poli
tics . I would call it "liberated" more 
than "liberal," and "confident" more 
than "conservative." The old labels sel
domcome up, and politics, in any event, 
runs well behind workplace economics 
and spirituality among the favorite top
ics of conversation. The audience is 
hipper than I am to the new media, and 
it 's old-fashioned literate at the same 
time. Musical subjects, from Mahler to 
the Rolling Stones, make the phones 
ring. Our talk-show territory, in short, 
is like nothing in the world so much as 
my lifelong notion of Boston as a pecu
liarly gabby, open, autodidactic , 
Emersonian capital of self-improvement 
and moderately accomplished chatter. 
All things considered, as they say in 
public radio, it's a happy place. 

"The Connection" was born on La
bor Day, 1994 on WBUR, which is both 
the dominant NPR voice in New En
gland and the most popular drive-time 
news source in Boston. Our first hour 
worked off former US Labor Secretary 
John Dunlop and his commission re
port to President Clinton on the ex
panding peonage in the American work 
force . In the second hour we talked 

with the author Padraig O'Malley in 
Boston and with Sinn Fein's Martin 
McGuinness in Belfast about the Irish 
RepublicanArmy's breakthrough cease
fire. From our first minutes on the air, 
we had more callers than we could get 
into the conversation. We continue to 
get more women callers than I hear on 
talk radio elsewhere, and more wit than 
at many coffee shops or your run-of
the-season dinner party. 

"The Connection" is broadcast live 
from 10 a.m. till noon Monday through 
Friday, and gets "rolled over" on tape 
for a different audience between 8 and 
10 p.m. every evening. Our mid-morn
ing call-in hours do not mean what a 
sour-grapes editorialist at The Boston 
Globe tried to suggest, that the people 
heard on daytime talk radio tend to be 
unemployable. On the contrary, we get 
calls from people who listen in their 
offices, and others who work at home; 
from students and salesmen in their 
cars; from full-time moms and high 
school teachers on a break. 

We have not found a subject sonar
row that there isn't a quick quorum on 
the phone line to chew it over. We have 
had spirited hours on Vampirism, on 
the Age of the Universe and on the 
music of Ornette Coleman. The poet 
Robert Pinsky read from his new trans
lation of Dante 's "Inferno," and John 
Updike read from "The Afterlife," his 
new collection of stories. We have sum
moned listeners' fantasies about the 
Perfect Crime and, on another day, 
their experiences of the Sublime. When 
the subject is the Balkan war, we are 
buried in calls with Serbo-Croatian ac
cents. But then when the exotic travel 
buff Colin Thubrun came to talk about 
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan and his book 

about "The Lost Heart of Asia, " it seemed 
that all our audience had been to Cen
tralAsia and knew Samarkand almost as 
well as they know Harvard Square. Rob
ert Levin, the piano virtuoso who im
provises in the Mozart mode, gave us a 
marvelous hour on the "unfinished 
Mozart," including the deathbed "Re
quiem" that Levin had dared to com
plete. He precipitated a shower of 
knowledgeable calls. "This is ridicu
lous," Levin commented on his way out 
of the studio. "I think if you said: 'the 
subject is glucose, ' people would call 
up and talk about glucose." We haven't 
tried glucose yet, but he may be right. 

"The Connection" was launched in a 
high season of Massachusetts politics. 
Mitt Romney was taking a hard run at 
Senator Ted Kennedy. Governor Wil
liam Weld, on his way into a national 
campaign perhaps, was consolidating 
his four-year devastation of the State 
House Democrats and of his challenger 

Christopher Lydon covered politics for The 
Boston Globe in 
the 1960 s and 
fo r The New 
York Times 
Washington 
Bureau in the 
19705. For 
nearly 15 years he 
was the host of 
"The Ten 
O'Clock News " 
on WGBH, 
public television 
in Boston. 
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Mark Roosevelt. Each of the principals 
took "The Connection" microphones 
for an hour or more. In the District 
Attorney's race, we hosted a debate 
between the anomalous black Republi
can appointee, Ralph Martin, and his 
hapless challenger, old-boy Jerry 
Malone. We also did the obligatory hour 
on each of the many Massachusetts 
ballot questions, from Rent Control to 
the Graduated Income Tax. The shock 
to me was discovering that politics is no 
longer the meat and potatoes, the steak 
and whiskey of Massachusetts conver
sation; it is no longer what high-school 
football is said to be in Texas: the year
round center of grown-up talk. Almost 
anything but politics gets more vibrant 
voices on the phone line. Harvey Cox, 
the theologian, for example, discover
ing the fire of Pentecostal Christianity 
in this country; or his Harvard Divinity 
School colleague Diana Eck relating 
her own confrontation with Buddhist 
spirituality in India. 

One of our first monster crushes of 
calls engaged MIT's Frank Sulloway on 
his theory that birth order-at the head 
or tail of the family litter-is destiny. 
Alexander Theroux declaimed from his 
book on "The Primary Colors," and far 
from putting people off with his amaz
ing erudition, he got a chance on talk 
radio to elicit callers' own sometimes 
intimate experience of color-the trans
formation of mood, as one woman ex
plained, that came with donning a red 
dress!Jill Conway, the first female presi
dent of Smith College, came to talk 
about her memoir of graduate school, 
"True North," but immediately callers 
to "The Connection" made it a counsel
ing session for women in their thirties 
straining to reconcile professional and 
family vocations. 

Local life apart from politics can pro
voke passionate and incisive calls-on 
the threat of teachers ' strikes, for ex
ample, in Greater Boston schools this 
winter. We opened a gushing vein of 
memory when we asked for thoughts 
on redesigning Government Center 
Plaza, the wind-chilled void at the core 
of Boston's downtown renewal in the 
1960s. We did an hour last fall on the 
"code of silence" in the Charlestown 
neighborhood that has protected drug 
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dealing and murder from prosecution. 
The mother of a victim upstaged all the 
commentators with a raging call we had 
not expected, detailing how her son 
had been shot in front of 3 7 witnesses, 
then dragged out of a barroom to die 
on the street so as to protect the liquor 
license on the premises. The murderer 
had never been charged, the mother 
said, but she had had the satisfaction of 
spitting in his face! 
We do not traffic in Hillary Clinton 
jokes, or bait Rush Limbaugh ' s 
"mainstreamliberalpress, "-not as 
much as we should perhaps. If there is 
a version of the infamous talk-show 
anger in our territory, so far from the 
Beltway, it shows up on work subjects. 
I'd heard the commonplace that the 
biggest single segment of the "new jobs" 
of the Nineties had been filled by Temp 
agencies. But it was raw voices on the 
phone that drove home the humilia
tion, the hurt, the need that have blos
somed in this new economy. I am think
ing of the secretary who cried that the 
temp agency took 40 percent of her pay 
and gave her no health benefits, and 
paid her nothing when an office man
ager decided he didn't need her, or 
didn't like her looks. I am thinking of 
the university teacher who called to say 
she'd been re-engineered after 16 years 
and six books to a "permanent tempo
rary" standing and a salary of $4500 per 
semester, with no benefits. A man's 
voice I won't forget said, "we are slaves 
in denial." Studs Terkel's classic book 
"Working," on the job life of Americans, 
was born on a version of talk radio, 
which may be the ideal medium for our 
serial sequel, "Un-working," on the post
industrial job market. 

But even on work issues, anger is not 
the prevailing tone in our talk-show 
territory-much less despair. We keep 
reading about the dangerously seeth
ing populism out there in radio America, 
but I am not hearing it on the phone 
lines. Talk radio is not a handwringers' 
medium-any more than the classic 
New England town meeting ever was . 
Not to confuse the two, or equate them; 
but come to think of it, a certain boister
ous but constructive style of argument 
may carry over, on "The Connection" 
anyway, from town hall to the airwaves. 

What we don't hear on talk radio is 
the tone of learned lament that is so 
common and so tiresome in print jour
nalism-all the more so when the la
ment is about talk radio. My epiphany 
on this point came in an interview on 
'The Connection" with the literary critic 
Sven Birkerts about his book, "The 
Gutenberg Elegies." Subtitled "The Fate 
of Reading in an Electronic Age," 
Birkerts' book is his self-consciously 
Luddite, resolutely pessimistic farewell 
to civilization as we've known it. It bids 
farewell to solitude and deep reading, 
farewell to used-book stores, farewell 
to the subtlety and inwardness of, say, 
Henry James. How can any of those old 
treasures survive, Birkerts asked pite
ously, in a world where the rushing 
ocean of electronic entertainment is, 
on the darkest night of any man's soul, 
just a keystroke away? 

W
ell, the answers came 
readily from listeners and 
callers to "The Connection." 

First: lighten up and get a grip, Mr. 
Birkerts. Radio didn't destroy books, 
and movies didn't defeat radio. Tele
vision didn't kill movies, and the 
Internet won't wreck civilization. It 
might in truth promote reading and 
has already done wonders for letter 
writing. Callers sensed that Birkerts' 
argument was driven not just by 
nostalgia but by fear, and they re
sponded with common sense: the 
interactive electronic technologies, 
explained Bernie from Newton, are 
the natural enemy not of books but of 
television! Couch potatoes, beware! 
But readers, relax! Hadn't Birkerts 
discovered that we can all do several 
things at once-listening to the radio, 
talking on the telephone, washing 
dishes , as several callers seemed to be 
doing? And for all the joys of deep 
reading, what about the pleasures of 
grazing, electronically and otherwise? 
Partly to tease Birkerts, I reminded 
our listeners that if the phone lines 
were busy they could also check in by 
e-mail, another of those demonic 
novelties. Scores of messages flooded 
in, many from self-styled "deep read
ers," and many as well-crafted as 
Birkerts ' book. Doug in Waltham 
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prescribed cultural bifocals: 'The Net 
is the best thing since sliced bread for 
'telegrams,"' he observed, "but I still 
write real letters on fine crunchy 
watermarked paper when I want to 
convey a professional 
impression .... Please pass this tele
gram on to your author with my 
comment that it cost me less than 
three cents to send and was far easier 
than pen and ink. .. and suggest that 
he revisit the scene in five years to 
see what's become of it." Lisa from 
Cyberspace assured Birkerts that the 
book is not in danger, if only because 
"you can't curl up with your 
PC ... . New media don't replace, they 
augment; and a defensive attitude 
toward those new media doesn't 
protect the old media, it hurts them. 
Older technologies wither and die 
when we cease to see them anew, 
and new technologies provide a 
valuable chance to do that crucial re
envisioning." I was proud of our 
audience, and determined from that 
moment to have done with the Victo
rian hysteria about the new machin
ery, and catch up with the early 
adaptors. 

Time magazine fretted in a cover 
story this winter that talk shows and the 
electronic media may be undermining 
the Founding Fathers' representative 
democracy-by feeding back too much 
public opinion too quickly. On the same 
principle, I suppose, the Founders 
might say that ultrasound pictures tell 
us more than we ought to know about 
our babies in embryo. The real answer, 
I'd argue, is that the Founders on a 
return visit might be as perplexed as 
any of us about the electronics of 21st 
Century democracy; but they would 
hear in the talk radio audiences the 
spirit of openness and opportunity, the 
robust irreverence, the unregulated and 
sometimes rowdy give-and-take that 
they, and we, deem the essential Ameri
can sound. And then they'd turn to Ben 
Franklin, who'd explain just how it all 
works.• 

Another Link With Readers 

BY PETER CALAMAI 

0 
n February 24, 1993, Brian 
Mulroney, the Prime Minister 
of Canada, announced his res

ignation. Within hours, The Ottawa Citi
zen 'had jumped into an interactive 
electronic link with readers that contin
ues to expand. 

The link gives the newspaper new 
ways to solicit reader feedback, short
ens the lag between receipt and print
ing of letters and opinion articles, ex
pands information gathering by 
reporters and creates a new category of 
news. 

The same interactive link, however, 
has also generated some major mana
gerial headaches and proved disap
pointing as an agent of public journal
ism. 

When it all began, two years ago, I 
was simply looking for a quick way to 
get letters commenting on the career of 
Prime Minister Mulroney. The idea of 
accepting letters to the editor by E-mail 
had been floating around for several 
months, since the launch in Ottawa of 
the National Capital Free-Net (NCF). 

Like freenets elsewhere, the NCF is a 
no-charge local electronic bulletin 
board open to anyone with a computer 
and a modem and providing restricted 
access to the Internet. The Ottawa Citi
zen was present on NCF from the be
ginning but the presence was largely 
passive-entertainment and sports cal
endars adapted from the paper, regur
gitation of capsule movie reviews, tele
phone listings for key staffers and a 
quick crib about local government. Our 
high-tech writer acted as the sysop and 
tried to answer questions from the sev
eral thousand registered NCF users. 

Then Brian Mulroney resigned. I 
challenged the NCF boss: 

"Get me a sign-on announcement in 
the next 20 minutes that we're accept
ing letters about Mulroney's legacy and 
I'll make E-mail letters a permanent 
feature for The Citizen." 

He did and we received 15 letters 
electronically within a few hours. E
Mail letters have been a permanent 
feature ever since, providing some
where between 10-15 percent of the 
200 + letters to the editor we receive 
weekly. And the involvement with the 
NCF (and through it, the Internet) con
tinued to expand. It now also encom
passes: 

• Free-Net addresses for 30 report
ers and editors, connecting them elec
tronically to the 34,000 registered NCF 
users locally and to millions oflnternet 
users worldwide. 

• Regular submissions via Free-Net 
for features such as our consumer ac
tion line columnist and weekday high 
school page. 

• In-paper solicitations for submis
sions via Free-Net on special projects, 
like reader questions for candidates 
during local elections or D-Day memo
ries for anniversary coverage. 

Peter Calamai is Editorial Page Editor of 
The Ottawa Citizen. He is a 1982-83 

Southam Fellow, 
the Canadian 
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Nieman Fellow. 
His E-mail 
address is 
ac583 @jreenet. 
carleton.ca. 
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• An active feedback area in The 

Citizen Free-Net menu, moderated by a 
newsroom copy editor who prods de
partments elsewhere in the paper for 
answers to user inquiries. 

Being plugged into NCF and the 
Internet has also brought rapid devel
opment of a new class of news-ar
ticles about the potential and pitfalls of 
this brave new world. In a front-page 
article Feb. 19, for instance, The Citizen 
reported on a local resident who wound 
up spending three weeks in jail and 
losing his job after he posted an inquiry 
about antique firearms to an Internet 
discussion group, mentioning a gun 
show in Syracuse. (The man was on 
parole from a drug conviction and po
lice jumped to the conclusion that he 
had left Canada because of the Syracuse 
mention, thus violating his parole con
ditions. He hadn't but by the time the 
confusion was cleared up, he 'd lost his 
job.) 

But our major use of Free-Net is to 
improve communication with readers. 
In this regard, the technology can be 
both a blessing and a curse. 

On the blessing side, this new form 
of communication undoubtedly appeals 
to some local residents who haven' t 
been regular contributors to our letters 
columns or op-ed page. They like the 
ease of typing comments and then see
ing them fly off the screen, rather than 
having the bother of faxing or mailing 
letters. The freshness of these voices 
initially meant they were probably over
represented in the letters that got into 
print (it didn't hurt, either, that these 
letters didn 't need to be retyped). 

Yet while the number of registered 
NCF users has continued to balloon 
(1 00 newcomers a day), the same names 
now keep reappearing among E-mail 
letter-writers and the number of usable 
contributions each week hasn't changed 
appreciably over the past six months. I 
suspect the novelty is wearing off. 

There 's also the difficulty of captur
ing in print the "thread" concept that 
adds excitement to electronic commu
nication-the higgledy-piggledy piling 
up of comments upon comments, of
ten within no more than an hour. The 
letters section on The Citizen's Free
Net menu works the same way-letters 
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are posted by the sender on the open 
list where everyone can read them, and 
comment, long before they get into 
print. (We guard privacy by letting the 
writers send phone numbers for letter 
verification to a private E-mail account.) 
We've published a few of the resulting 
threads but they haven't been as excit
ing in print. 

The curse is that your electronic ad
dress can be "spammed"-flooded by 
junk messages from across the conti
nent. For a short time we provided a 
direct Internet address that shot sub
missions right into the letters pmtion 
of The Citizen's NCF menu. We got 
Zionist propaganda daily from a zealot 
in Florida, fundamentalist religious dia
tribe from the U.S . Mid-West and so on. 
This junk angered contributors who 
were local or at least had gone to the 
trouble of connecting with NCF and 
first reading the discussion from other 
letter writers. So we pulled that plug. 

There's also an unfulfilled potential 
for better public journalism in these 
electronic links. We made one stab at it 
and hope to make another when we 
figure out where we went wrong. The 
premise was to use the convenience 
and immediacy of the NCF connection 
to extend the deliberative debate that's 
a regular full-page feature in our Sun
day paper. 

This feature, known as Editorial Fo
rum, sees three or four contributors 
providing different viewpoints each 
week on a topic that we pose as a 
pointed question. A list of reference 
materials, print and electronic, is also 
included. Our plan was to post the text 
of these submissions by Wednesday 
each week, invite reader comment and 
either incorporate that comment on 
the page Sunday or in follow-up letters 
the next day. 

It didn't work. People were inter
ested in commenting on the topics we 
selected; but they largely didn't bother 
to read the submissions first-or didn't 
read them carefully. Readers respond
ing later to the printed newspaper made 
far more thoughtful contributions. 

What was the problem? Partly, it 's 
the low quality of public debate on the 
Internet generally. Check into many 

discussion groups and you 'll find ru
mors posted as fact and exchanges at 
the intellectual level of a phone-in show. 

More importantly, this poor response 
reflects a much wider and more trou
bling misconception in our society 
about what thinking actually is. Think
ing is not processing information, but 
perception, the developing and refin
ing of ideas rather than the sheer gath
ering of data. 

So it 's not the potential of the tech
nology that will determine the shape of 
the Knowledge Society-that simply 
helps us gather more information more 
easily. It is our own existing wants and 
desires that really matter. So if we now 
have shaped a world, or a nation, or a 
community that is intellectually flabby 
and morally bereft, then that's the sort 
of Knowledge Society we 're likely to 
wind up with as well, despite all the 
data flooding in via the Internet, or 
National Capital Free-Net. 

Edward de Bono, the father oflateral 
thinking, said it better some time ago: 

"Many people believe that if you 
collect enough information it will do 
your thinking for you and that the analy
sis of information leads to ideas. Both 
are wrong. " 

It 's simple enough to link electroni
cally with your readers . For newspa
pers, the real challenge is to use these 
new electronic links to confront the 
intellectual flabbiness that too often 
passes for thinking in North American 
society. • 



MEDIA ECONOMICS 

Newspaper Profits: 
A Delicate Balance 

BY ]AMES c. LESSERSOHN 

W
hen I entered the newspaper business some 
sixteen years ago, a wise old Boston Globe ex
ecutive took me aside and said, "Newspaper eco

nomics are simple. Circulation revenue covers the cost of 
newsprint. Advertising pays for everything else and delivers 
the profits." 

Could it really be that simple? The numbers checked out. 
Circulation accounted for about 25 percent of The Globe's 
revenue; newsprint expense was virtually the same amount. 
Besides, when the price of the newspaper went up, the notice 
to the readers almost always began, "Because of the rising 
cost of newsprint ... " 

Somewhat cautiously, I decided to accept the rule of 
thumb. For years the relationship held up. As the 1990's 
approached, however, strange things started to happen. 

The trouble began with advertising. Seeking economy and 
flexibility, many retailers started shifting ad dollars to direct 
mail. When newspapers lowered their pre-printed insert 
rates to combat the direct mail threat, other retailers were 
inadvertently encouraged to abandon run-of-paper advertis
ing in favor of less costly pre-prints. Demands for rate 
concessions came next. Newspaper rates became negotiable, 
and few advertisers seemed interested in negotiating prices 
up. 

Weaknesses in retail advertising were largely hidden by 
exploding classified volumes until the stock market crash of 
1987. As the nation slid into recession, real estate, help 
wanted and automotive advertising sank with the economy. 
In 1991, total United States newspaper advertising revenue 
fell 6 percent, its first significant decline since 1961. 

With advertising in what felt like a free fall, newspapers 
looked to readers for relief. Industry leaders took to calling 
the daily newspaper an outrageous "bargain" in speeches to 
each other. The implication was obvious: readers should pay 
more to offset advertising declines and restore the industry's 
rightful20 + percent profit margins. After all, hadn't the cable 
industry already trained people to pay $25 a month for what 
used to be free TV? 

Before the price tolerance of readers could really be 
tested, profit relief came from an unexpected source: news
print prices. Tumbling advertising volumes led to a supply 
glut, which drove paper prices down 25 percent after 1987. 
By 1994, newsprint prices had fallen to levels not seen since 
1980. 

The old rule of thumb looked a little sore, to say the least. 
In 1994, circulation still accounted for roughly one of every 
four revenue dollars, but newsprint chewed up only about 15 

percent of revenue at most newspapers. With advertising 
volumes recovering faster than rates, many publishers were 
grateful that circulation revenue not only covered expense, 
but also compensated partly for the newspaper's eroded ad 
pricing power. 

This compensation didn't last long. Modest increases in 
advertising volume quickly ended the newsprint glut. Deter
mined to make up for lost time, papermakers entered 1995 
announcing one price increase after another. By June, news
print prices will reach all-time highs, 40 percent above 1994 
levels-enough to knock about six points off a typical daily's 
operating profit margin. 

Under pressure to reverse this deteriorating profitability, 
publishers undoubtedly feel tempted to dust off their "news
papers are underpriced" speeches as a prelude to sizable 
price increases. Subscriptions to most American newspapers 
cost less than $10 a month. There is certainly room for higher 
prices, but how much higher given newspapers' already 
documented problems maintaining household penetration? 

Price increases frequently cause a 3-to-5 percent drop in 
circulation. Time brings back most buyers (all too often with 
the help of a discount subscription offer) , but no publisher 
wants to be the first to discover the penetration level that 
marks the point of no return for advertising. 

A newspaper that prices too many readers out of its 
audience can simultaneously lose large chunks of its advertis
ing base, its social impact and its profitability. 

With circulation prices and advertising rates constrained 
by competition, publishers are employing a wide variety of 
non-price strategies to cope with rising newsprint costs. 
Publishers are challenging their management teams to: 

• Develop advertising programs, both print and elec
tronic, that reach non-subscribers as well as newspaper 
readers. These programs are designed to compete head-on 
with direct mail, niche classified publications and emerging 
electronic information services. 

• Cut costs. Every aspect of the newspaper is being 
scrutinized for opportunities to streamline operations. Many 
editors are already clashing with their publishers over staffing 
and space budgets. They can rest assured that their col
leagues on the business side are facing no less pressure. 

• Find a sustainable profit margin. If competitive pres
sures recede, profit margins will take care of themselves. But 
publishers know that aggressive price increases can become 
counter-productive and that cost-cutting eventually ap
proaches a practical limit. At this unpleasant point, margin 
reductions become unavoidable if newspapers are to main
tain the circulation and advertising volumes necessary to 
cover their high fixed costs. 

Of course, all this turmoil does have one happy aspect. As 
paper prices rise and market reality puts a lid on circulation 
prices, the time may be approaching when newspaper nov
ices can again be taught that circulation revenue covers 
newsprint expense and that advertising provides everything 
else-including, we trust, a profit. • 

james C Lessersohn is Managing Director, Corporate Planning, for 
The New York Times Company. 
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Coming to Terms With Your Fear 

FROM 

DATE 

SUBJECT 

D AVID BRAUCHLI 

22-}AN-95 

GROZNY'S BURNING 

I 
left Grozny yesterday. I'm sitting 

in a Moscow hotel, having show
ered (extensively) and shaved, re

flecting on my time in Grozny. I had 
more close encounters in the last three 
days than I care to recall. I think when 
you realize you're a short-timer, you 
become more aware of your own mor
tality. I got caught by a tank, partly 
because I was stupid, but probably more 
because I was curious and saw a scene 
that would have yielded the most dra
matic pictures I would have shot in 
Grozny. That stands out as the closest 
to death I've come in a long time. It also 
brings out the most confused emotions 
in a photographer, to stop and help, 
shoot or to keep on going because of 
the safety factor. 

Two days ago I was headed out the 
door without my cameras. I figured I 
was going to file and come back, when 
a little fairy said to me, never go any
where without your cameras, you never 
know what you may see. I grabbed a 
couple of video tapes, stuffed them into 
my belt pouch, and my gear. It took 
maybe an extra twenty seconds to grab 
all the stuff and head out to the car. 

By this time the artillery, rockets, 
bombs were coming in thick and fast, 
but mostly, it sounded like, around the 
center of town. The day before a car had 
been shot up near the bus station, near 
our house and a photographer who 
had gotten out of his car immediately 
afterwards to shoot pictures had taken 
a round and a piece of shrapnel had 
gone into his small intestine. He was in 
Nazran where they had operated on 
him. I said to our driver Said, as we 
drove by the destroyed car, "I don't like 
the bus station" and he concurred. We 
sped off down the road when there was 
a loud bang fairly close by. I said, "must 
be the bus station "and he agreed again. 
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Five bodies, a jeep, but no wallet 

We rounded a corner and there was a 
scene of horror in front of us (yet, every 
photographer's dream). Two cars had 
been shot up, one Lada Niva jeep, one 
Moskovich. There were four people 
lying on their backs, apparently dead, 
two crawling for cover, both badly 
wounded. The dust was just settling. 
"Jesus," I said to Said, "stop the car, we 
have to help." I didn't know what to do. 
I wanted to help these people, get them 
out of there and to a hospital. I wanted 
to take pictures; it is so rare when you 
get a chance like this, immediately after 
an attack, when the pain and shock are 
etched on the faces of the dead and 
wounded, where the scene is so vivid 
and real, the pictures would take them
selves. But underneath my concern and 
eagerness was a wariness-something 
wasn't right and I didn't know what. 

Photographer David Brauchli, a Syracuse 
University graduate, has covered much of 
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union 
as well as South Africa, Somalia and the 
Middle East. While shooting pictures in 
Sarajevo in 1992, he was wounded and a 
colleague was killed. David was stoned in 
Somalia and beaten up by white extremists in 
Bophuthatswana. On his latest assignment he 
kept a diary of his experiences covering the 
siege ofGrozny in Chechnya for The Associ
ated Press and Sygma. He sent the diary by 
E-mail to friends and family, including his 
brother Marcus, Nieman Fellow 1992, and 
sister-in-law, Maggie Farley. Here is the entry 
for his last day there. 



I took two steps toward the wounded 
and then opted for cover behind the 
Lada jeep. I wanted to see what was up. 
I snapped three quick frames of the 
entire situation, the jeep, its radiator 
smoking, the dead and wounded on 
the ground, the earth on the road and 
the factories smoking in the back
ground. I was about to emerge from my 
position when the screech of a tank 
round and the blast of the concussion 
took out a small hillock to my left. I ran 
the opposite direction and hit the deck, 
next to a Chechen fighter in a snow suit. 
We were hiding behind a small cement 
post. Unfortunately I was wearing black, 
black coat, black trousers, and stood 
out like a sore thumb on the snow
covered landscape. I fumbled into my 
pouch for a tape and ripped off the 
plastic covering. I put it into my video 
camera. I couldn't make stills, I couldn't 
get position, but I could shoot the scene 
for TV. Another round came in, faster, 
closer, maybe thirty seconds after the 
first one. I ate snow and dirt with the 
Chechen. It 's a tank, I thought, and he's 
got a bead on us. I started to babble to 
the fighter, I told him I really wanted to 
take these pictures, I wanted to help 
these people, but I didn't want to lose 
my own life doing it. He nodded, know
ingly. Another round, closer. 

I'd had it, I got up and ran, fast and 
hard to a garbage dump 50 meters 
away. I dove for cover and discovered 
three other civilians also cowering there. 
The tank shifted his target and put a 
round directly behind where we were, 
maybe 15 meters away. These bastards, 
I thought, have a good pair of binocu
lars and have got a good sight on us . 
The fighter I was lying with in the snow 
came over and dove for cover as well. 
We stayed huddled in the ditch for 20 
minutes as shell after shell impacted. 
The tanker knew we were around, but 
he couldn't see us because of the snow 
and because we were in a depression. 
Still, if he managed to land a round on 
the back side of the depression, the 
concussion would kill us all. 

I started to rue my decision to get 
out of the car and try to make pictures. 
Stupid, selfish, I thought, I should have 
carried on. That would have been self
ish as well. WHAM! Another round. I 
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had left the video camera on to capture 
the noise , it is truly amazing noise , the 
rush of a round and the impact. If you 
live, you 're amazed , if you die , well, I 
don 't know. I focused on the guys I was 
cowering with , I figured that would be 
better than focusing on the sky and 
would take my mind off my current 
situation. Still, as I looked through the 
camera, I thought, Christ , he can stay 
there all day, he probably has night 
vision, and we 'll all freeze to death 
before he gets bored. But why would 
he want to kill civilians? Probably for 
the same reason the jets were bombing 
the neighborhoods. Then, Whoosh! A 
jet came over, low and loud. He circled 
and came back. At this point I was truly 
terrified. The tank surely had commu
nications with the jet and he was look
ing for us so he could missile or bomb 
us. A most unpleasant ending to a pretty 
pleasant life. I was getting pretty upset. 

Then I noticed my wallet and digital 
diary were missing. Now I was really 
upset. I couldn't lose those! All my 
credit cards, my money, my phone num
bers, my expenses, my receipts. Jesus, I 
put them in the same place as the god 
damn tapes, jerk. I forgot about the 
tank, I forgot about the jet, I started to 
look for my stuff. Isn 't that weird? It 
wasn't where we were lying, it must 
have fallen out as I ran for cover. There 
was an instinct pulling me back to find 
my stuff. Fortunately my head took 
over and said, Hey, jerk! stay where you 
are, this is serious. I took that advice, 
but I was bugged. 

The jet came back. We all cowered. It 
left in a roar over downtown. Maybe it 
wasn 't looking for us. I sure hoped so. 
The tank hadn't taken a shot in about 
three minutes and we were getting 
antsy. We all wanted to live and we all 
wanted to leave. One fighter in a snow 
suit jumped up and raced away. The jet 
came back. Rat-a-tat-a-tat went his ma
chine gun at the plane. BOOM ! went 
the tank in reply. Jerk, I thought, he 
gave our position away. Sure enough 
more rounds followed on the heels of 
the first one and we ate dirt for another 
five minutes. 

Then, silence. No booms, no jets, no 
whizzes. We could hear the sound of 
cars as they drove slowly up to the 

destroyed jeep and Moskivich and then 
as they speeded up and fled , away from 
the scene and possible destruction. I 
counted perhaps five cars and con
cluded it was safe to get out of there. I 
popped my head up to take a view of 
the situation. There was the Indepen
dent Televison News crew I had handed 
my tape to. They had their tripod out 
and were doing a shot when the tank 
tried to nail them. I've never seen four 
guys in helmets, flak vests and gear get 
into a car so fast and speed off. Franti
cally I waved for them to stop and get 
me , almost crying with fear. They pulled 
alongside and I dove in. I slammed the 
door shut and said "Thanks, you guys 
have just saved my life." I meant it. Then 
I gave them my tape. 

Said was waiting clown the road. 
Behind us , on the road, were the two 
civilians I was lying in the ditch with . I 
told Said to stop, reverse and pick 'em 
up. They leaped into the car and we 
sped off. At the reservoir there was a 
huge crowd. Someone who had had 
more guts than I picked up one of the 
wounded guys. They were putting a 
tourniquet around his leg, but he was 
already going waxy. I bullied my way 
through the crowd , made five frames , 
couldn't handle it and left. 

We sped out of town to the office 
where I filed one picture. I think it 's the 
grimmest picture I shot of the war so 
far, five bodies and a jeep. It was the 
most personal assault I felt during the 
war. Ugh. Ifl had had my stuff with me, 
I would have spent the night in Goiti. 
But I wanted to find my wallet and 
diary . I knew where they were. If the 
tank wasn 't still positioned there , it 
would be possible to find them. At dusk 
I left the office to go back to Grozny and 
hopefully to find my wallet. 

That night I slept uneasily. I had a 
runny nose and every time I managed 
to drop off I clreamecl about being 
huddled in the ditch and losing my 
wallet. I contemplated going for a walk 
to see if I could find it. Absurd , of 
course, considering the amount oftead 
flying around outside. When we did 
leave the next morning, we drove by 
where the attack had occurred , but it 
had snowed and it was impossible to 
look for anything. Bummer. The wallet 
really was gone.• 
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Press Suppression in Indonesia 

BY MuRRAY SEEGER 

T he government of Indonesia, 
long known for its controls on 
foreign correspondents trying to 

visit the country, last summer closed 
three weekly magazines, issued official 
warnings against three other publica
tions and placed three more "under 
watch." Their offenses included report
ing on human rights demonstrations in 
East Timor, the former Portuguese 
colony that has been a scene of unrest 
for several years. 

Tempo, the country's most popular 
magazine, was closed for endangering 
national security. The magazine, 
founded in 1973, reported afightwithin 
the cabinet over the potential cost of 
refitting former East German Navy ships 
purchased by the government. Tempo 
said the minister of industry and tech
nology sought $1 billion and was sternly 
opposed by the Finance Minister who 
felt a poor country like Indonesia could 
better spend the money elsewhere. 

To soften the international impact of 
these actions, Indonesia found support 
immediately north in tiny Singapore, 
another country that keeps its media 
under close control. The two countries 
in July agreed to make a joint effort to 
combat "superficial" reporting on their 
internal affairs by foreign journalists. 

The Straits Times of Singapore prints 
an edition that is sent for sale in Indo
nesia after removing any articles or 
pictures that might offend the govern
ment of President Suharto. 

"The fact that Tempo and other 
print media are at the mercy of the 
government through its licensing sys
tem is symptomatic of much wider and 
deeper problems Indonesia faces," one 
journalist commented. "It reflects a 
lack of openness, freedom of expres
sion, freedom of thought, and freedom 
for individuals to better 
themselves .... Economic success should 
have led to more political openness. In 
Indonesia's case it has not. Hopefully, 
this is only a temporary phenomenon." 
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Indonesian journalists believe 
Suharto ordered the closing of Tempo 
after B.]. Habibie, the industry minis
ter, complained about its coverage of 
the cabinet dispute. The editor of 
Tempo, Goenawan Mohamed, a 1990 
Nieman Fellow, is fighting through a 
court suit to restore the magazine. 

He has gained support among other 
Indonesian journalists who formed the 
Alliance oflndependent]ournalists (AJI) 
in opposition to the government-spon
sored Union of Indonesian Journalists 
(PWI). Journalists who signed petitions 
in support of Tempo were threatened 
by the government that their publica
tions might also be shut down. 

To further weaken opposition, the 
government reissued the publication 
license formerly held by Tempo to Bob 
Hasan, a prominent businessman with 
close ties to Suharto. He started a new 
magazine called Gatra using the same 
format and style ofTempo. The govern
ment contends that Gatra is the new 
Tempo, but observers contend the 

magazine has lost its spirit as personi
fied by Goenawan Mohamed. 

The 1994 government crackdown 
ended almost two years of relative press 
freedom. In November 1992, the inter
national press reported government 
troops killed demonstrators in East 
Timor. Indonesian journalists followed 
suit with careful reports on human rights 
abuses in East Timor. 

Through 1993, the military and the 
official Ministry of Information applied 
increasing pressure against reporting 
from East Timor with the climax last 
summer. In addition to Tempo, the 
news weeklies Editor and DeTik were 
accused of "ignorance of press ethics" 
and closed. 

A month later, at the end of]uly, the 
English-language Jakarta Post, the maga
zine Sinar and legal journal Forum 
Keadilan, were officially warned be
cause of their reporting on East Timor, 
and Indonesia Business Weekly and 
two dailies, Kompas and Sinar Pagi, 
were placed "under watch."• 

Murderers of Journalists 
Escaping Justice 

"It is an outrage to see how crimes against journalists pile up in the courts, 
while those responsible for these criminal acts remain beyond the reach of 
justice. And it is alarming that one of the first consequences of this impunity 
is citizen frustration and, with it, a general loss of confidence in the authori
ties, the law and the courts. 

"This curse has reached dramatic proportions in Colombia, Guatemala 
and Mexico, the three countries with the highest levels of crime against 
journalists. In these three countries, the number of such cases that go to court 
is almost nil. And when it does happen, judges, witnesses and lawyers often 
become new victims of the criminal aggressors. 

"Putting the brakes on impunity is one of the major challenges facing free 
journalism in theAmericas."-Eduardo Ulibarri ofLaNacion, San]ose, Costa 
Rica when reporting to the Inter American Press Association last October 17 
that 144 journalists had been murdered in the Western Hemisphere in the last 
six years. He was a 1988 Nieman Fellow."• 
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Shu-A Paradox of Chinese Journalism 

BY JuoY PoLUMBAUM 

M 
y favorite journalist is a 
citizen of the People 's Re
public of China, an idealist, a 

crusader and a true investigative re
porter, the finest I've encountered in 
15 years of studying mainland Chinese 
journalism. I believe he is worthy of 
acclaim and emulation, but I won't use 
his real name for fear that my praise 
might get him in trouble. 

Not that there's anything officially 
wrong with his attitudes or activities. 
By government standards, he possesses 
stellar credentials as a longtime Com
munist Party member whose patrio
tism is beyond question. Nobody can 
dispute that he is a man of the people 
and a genuine practitioner of what 
Chairman Mao called the "mass line," 
who listens to and writes about ordi
nary folks. 

But not everyone with influence in 
China is ready to accept the sort of 
commitment to truth, justice, and plain 
old dogged reporting that my favorite 
journalist represents. Thus, for the time 
being, I'll call him Mr. Shu. 

Mr. Shu is the chief provincial corre
spondent for a prominent national 
newspaper in Beijing. A few years ago, 
he showed his mettle by going after a 
petty tyrant with the only weapons at 
his disposal: a sense of outrage, a will
ingness to expend shoe leather and a 
pair of fine-tuned ears. In the process of 
gathering information on a figure I'll 
call Old Tu, the much-feared manager 
of a government foodstuffs company, 
Shu wandered the streets of an unfa
miliar city for several months. He found 
the fortress-like home Old Tu had built 
for himself, a building surrounded by 
high walls, with guard dogs at the gate. 
He followed people onto and off public 

buses, eavesdropping on conversations 
about the latest beatings administered 
by Old Tu or his henchmen. He lin
gered on the sidewalks on hot summer 
evenings as grandmothers rocked 
cranky grandchildren to sleep to warn
ings of the fate that lay in store for 
babies who didn't stop crying. This 
wasn't like other places, where wolves 
or tigers or bears would come eat you 
up if you were naughty: in this city, it 
was said, Old Tu would come and get 
you. 

I first learned about the investiga
tion of this petty despot in a magazine 
I picked up while visiting China, and I 
knew almost immediately that Mr. Shu 
was the intrepid reporter I didn't even 
realize l'd been waiting years to meet. 
Shu had been alerted to Old Tu's do
ings by one ofTu's victims, a man who 
had suffered a brutal beating and been 
refused medical treatment. Finding lo
cal authorities unresponsive, this man 
had turned to the news media-where
upon he was thrown in jail at Tu 's 
behest. Meanwhile, Shu and several 
colleagues pursuing the story went on 
to substantiate what local people al
ready knew: that Old Tu had used offi
cial privileges and public property to 
elevate and enrich himself, while retali
ating, often with brutality, against those 
who displeased or criticized him. Their 
work resulted in Old Tu's arrest as well 
as the release of the long-suffering in
formant. 

Reading the magazine article, which 
had been reprinted from a newspaper 
in south China, I was struck by the 
timing of the expose. The journalistic 
spadework had taken place from spring 
to autumn of 1991, just two years after 
the crackdown on the Tiananmen 

Square demonstrations in mid-1989, 
amid an atmosphere of political cau
tion that made investigative reporting 
in China more difficult than ever. In
deed, the reporters' findings initially 
had been disclosed in confidential re
ports with limited circulation rather 
than in the general press. But the fact 
that these individuals had pursued the 
story at all reflected a rare spirit of 
journalistic enterprise. 

I was struck even more by the role of 
Shu, the evident activist in a group of 
six reporters from four news organiza
tions. Shu's age was stated as 58, which 
surprised me, perhaps because I auto
matically assumed that any Chinese jour
nalist with the audacity and energy to 
go after corrupt officials was likely to be 
young. The account indicated that Shu 
possessed unusual courage and integ
rity. He'd been tailed, threatened and 
offered a large bribe to abandon the 

judy Polumbaum teaches journalism at the 
University of Iowa. Here she is with her two 
children. 
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story, which he had rejected even as 
corruption was becoming endemic 
among journalists. He had prevailed 
over the intimidation and stuck with 
the story, redoubling his efforts after a 
cursory official inquiry determined that 
Old Tu merely needed some "criticism 
and education. " 

In short, the magazine article pro
vided enough information about Shu 
to make me certain I had to meet him. 

This was in the 1990's in China, 
where locating a stranger can be diffi
cult , and convincing him to talk to you 
even harder, especially if you are a 
foreigner. I turned to a friend in Beijing 
whose husband had recently retired 
from the newspaper that employs Shu. 
After work hours , she visited a neigh
bor in charge of bureau correspon
dents , who contacted Shu on my be
half. Since I was a foreigner, my friend 
also cleared my request through the 
newspaper's liaison office. She obtained 
Shu 's home and work telephone num
bers for me, and told me everything was 
set. I made plans to visit the provincial 
capital where Shu was based. Pressed 
for time, I would take an overnight 
train from Beijing, stay away just two 
days and one night, and return to Beijing 
by another overnight train. 

Once I had my outbound ticket, I 
telephoned Shu 's home . It was Sunday 
morning; I'd be arriving Monday morn
ing. Shu was insistent on meeting me at 
the station, and wanted to know the 
train and carriage number; if I didn't 
find him on the platform when I disem
barked, I should stay put, he said. He 
asked me to describe some identifYing 
characteristics, so I told him to look for 
a foreigner of medium height with curly 
hair and glasses. He said he wore glasses, 
too. 

Lao Shu-Old Shu, as I call him
wears very thick glasses, it turns out. By 
U.S. standards, he may well be legally 
blind. He has long held a driver 's li
cense, until recently a rare credential in 
China for anyone other than full-time 
drivers. He used to take the wheel quite 
a bit in the course of his work, but no 
longer does because of his poor eye
sight. 
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His reporting sense more than com
pensates, however, as I quickly found 
out. When I arrived at the train station 
in his city that Monday morning, some
one fitting his description who seemed 
to be looking for someone fitting my 
description was nowhere to be seen. 

After some unsuccessful phone calls, 
I gave up and registered at a high-rise 
hotel built right into the railway station. 
I prepaid, prevailed on the desk clerks 
to help me book a return train ticket 
(one cannot buy round-trip train tick
ets in China) , and took the elevator to 
the thirteenth floor. Once in my room, 
I sat down at the desk to try more 
phone calls. 

After more calls the phone rang, and 
it was Lao Shu himself, calling from the 
reception desk downstairs. He and his 
wife, in a borrowed car with a bor
rowed driver, had been caught in traffic 
and arrived at the train station late. Lao 
Shu had traced my steps, asking the 
train attendant, the telephone atten
dant, the waiting room attendants and 
finally the hotel attendants if they had 
seen a foreign woman of medium height 
with curly hair and glasses. He'd been 
following about ten minutes behind 
me all the way. 

In an instant, a small, wiry man with 
a crewcut, his merry eyes magnified 
behind pop-bottle lenses, was at my 
door. Informing me that he'd arranged 
accommodations elsewhere, he 
whisked me downstairs and conferred 
with the hotel manager to retrieve my 
money while I chatted with his wife. A 
woman as cheerful and gregarious as 
her husband, she 'd recently retired as 
factory Communist Party functionary 
and started a new career in public rela
tions. 

Mr. Shu, I soon learned, had become 
a newspaper reporter only in the mid-
1980's, after more than 30 years as an 
army man assigned to "propaganda 
work." The newspaper recruited him, 
he says, because he possessed three 
qualities desired of local correspon
dents: writing ability, political reliabil
ity, and a large network of contacts . He 
joined the Chinese Communist Party in 
his youth, and other than spending a 
couple of years in Korea during the 
Korean War, he has lived most of his 

adult life in the region where he now 
works. He knows people in all walks of 
life and at all levels of society, not 
simply because his time in the army 
enabled him to travel and make many 
acquaintances, but also because he is 
the sort of person who collects friends 
wherever he goes. 

Given a day's notice to report to his 
new job, Shu spent three years in the 
newspaper's Beijing headquarters be
fore returning to the provinces as a 
correspondent. He was happy to leave 
the bureaucratic environment of 
Beijing. He particularly enjoyed an 
eight-month period when his paper 
assigned two young reporters to ap
prentice with him in a province adjoin
ing his home province. They lived to
gether "like three bachelors, " as he 
describes it, collaborating on stories, 
editing each other's work, sharing meals 
and living quarters, and talking late 
into the night. But he was happy to get 
back to his wife and his home city, 
where his children and grandchildren 
also live, and where he grows flowers 
and raises fish and keeps two Pekinese 
dogs. 

T he investigation of the despot 
Tu represents a high point in 
Mr. Shu 's career, having earned 

him a modest award from his paper, 
some notice in the media and letters 
from readers all over the country. How
ever, it did not make him rich or par
ticularly renowned. Nor did it give him 
inflated ideas about the power of inves
tigative reporting in China. 

By the time I met Lao Shu, Old Tu 
had been tried and convicted of abuses 
of power, but had yet to be sentenced. 
Those familiar with the case, including 
Shu himself, were not especially sur
prised at the delay. Functionaries were 
said to be haggling over the final dispo
sition, worried that too light a sentence 
would infuriate ordinary people, while 
a heavy sentence could embarrass in
fluential associates and backers of the 
convicted man. Shu anticipated that in 
just a few years , Tu might be out of jail 
and seeking retribution. "I've already 
made ideological preparation," Shu de
clared in a tone of resolve , using the 
common Chinese phrase "sixiang 
zhunbei ," suggesting he was steeling 



his mind for some terrible psychologi
cal and political ordeal. I said, only half 
joking, that if he needed to escape for 
his life, I'd invite him to the United 
States. 

As I'd surmised, Shu had been the 
principal force behind the expose. One 
of just a handful of journalists who took 
the initial informant's woes seriously, 
he'd convinced the others to look fur
ther. The team tried to keep their inves
tigation under wraps as long as pos
sible. When they needed a safe place to 
meet, a friend of Shu's at a factory 
provided a room. "He opened the back 
door," as Shu puts it, no questions 
asked. 

Eventually, word got back to Old Tu 
as well as to higher authorities. In Sep
tember of 1991, a group of provincial 
and local officials assigned to investi
gate the problems essentially exoner
ated Tu. A month later, the reporters' 
team published their joint report in an 
internal Communist Party publication. 
Shu separately wrote reports for lim
ited circulation to selected government 
functionaries-a common practice in 
Chinese journalism when it comes to 
sensitive stories that sensitive editors 
wish to keep out of the public arena. He 
did one for his newspaper in October, 
with a follow-up in November. 

In the meantime, an emissary sent by 
Tu had offered Shu 50,000 yuan (about 
$9 ,000 U.S .) to drop the matter-and 
indicated the figure was negotiable. 
After refusing the bribe, Shu received 
threatening phone calls and found him
self being followed and videotaped. 
Each time he went off to gather more 
information, his wife told him to make 
sure to come back. 

With pressure from central authori
ties, another official investigation re
sulted in Tu 's arrest in December of 
1991. The man who had originally put 
journalists on his track, still jailed at the 
time, was finally freed a few days later. 
Lao Shu 's chief editor in Beijing com
mended Shu 's internal bulletins with a 
200 yuan award (about $35 U.S.). 

The story remained confined to in
ternal communiques for months, and if 
not for a casual conversation, might 
never have reached a general audience. 
On a summer evening in 1992, as Shu 
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and several younger colleagues sat chat
ting in a restaurant, a reporter for the 
province's major daily complained that 
Chinese journalists were too passive. 
Lao Shu offered evidence to the con
trary from his own experiences, includ
ing the tale of Old Tu. The reporter 
followed up on the information, and 
when editors at his own newspaper 
declined to run his story about how 
Shu's team had pursued its investiga
tion, he offered it to a local youth news
paper, which published it on July 31, 
1992. 

A
s that issue was snapped up at 
newsstands, other local and 
provincial news organizations 

jumped on the story. Meanwhile, re
prints of the piece in the youth paper 
appeared in newspapers around the 
country, followed by reprints of the 
reprints, such as the magazine article 
that caught my attention. In all, more 
than 30 mainland Chinese publications 
carried reports. 

Lao Shu received about 3,000 letters 
from readers, most writing to praise 
him, but more than 300 asking him to 
investigate corrupt officials in their own 
localities. To help, some even sent 
money, amounting to thousands of 
yuan, which Shu returned. A few visited 
his bureau to plead in person for his 
services. The outpouring overwhelmed 
him. "How can I, one journalist, solve 
all these problems?" he asks. 

Only one letter criticized Shu, on a 
point he doesn 't dispute . Chinese jour
nalists often mock their own timidity by 
saying they "swat flies instead of beat
ing tigers." Old Tu may have been a 
tiger, but he surely wasn't the biggest 
tiger in the land. "What's so great about 
exposing a petty section chief?" Shu 's 
critic chided . Shu wrote back, concur
ring that nothing was so great about it 
as long as worse villains at higher levels 
remained at large. 

Lao Shu would probably aim higher 
if he thought he would get anywhere; 
meanwhile , he does what he can as a 
reporter, in itself an unusual attitude 
among China's jaded press corps. Rather 
than following the path of least resis
tance, he tends to take the harder, more 
time-consuming, certainly more frus-

trating and often less rewarding route. 
He is unwilling to accept official ver
sions of events as delivered by bureau
crats. He goes to the scene, uses his 
own eyes and ears , and seeks out ordi
nary people 's views. His reporting on 
the case of Old Tu may have been out of 
the ordinary in terms of degree of risk 
involved, but it was not uncharacteris
tic of the way he customarily works. 

Lao Shu has a favorite reporting 
memory involving collaboration with 
one of his former apprentices, whom I 
will call Xiao Ma, or Young Ma. In late 
1991, aware of complaints about delays 
in highway transport, Shu and Ma set 
out to write a favorable story on a 
vehicle inspection station that had been 
commended as an "advanced unit." So 
as not to disturb the authenticity of the 
scene, they arrived by bike, disguised as 
shabby locals , a tape recorder and a 
camera hidden beneath their greatcoats. 

Instead of model behavior, the two 
reporters discovered a bottleneck of 
graft where trucks trying to move cargo 
were backed up for hours and even 
clays. The pair wrote an expose of cor
ruption and inefficiency. Their editors 
were bold enough to put the article in 
the daily paper rather than consigning 
it to internal channels, and the negative 
publicity prompted highway authori
ties to tighten supervision over inspec
tion stations. 

A small triumph, and probably tem
porary in its results, but such a story 
nonetheless constitutes an achievement 
in the world of Chinese journalism. 
The fact that individuals can exert ini
tiative in an occupation circumscribed 
by rules and regulations , monitored by 
what the Chinese call "mothers-in-law" 
of all variety, permeated by taboos and 
beset with dangers is one of the para
doxes of Chinese journalism. It means 
that someone like Lao Shu, working 
within a state-run media apparatus that 
operates primarily to represent those 
in power, sometimes can give voice to 
the powerless. 

In another paradox, Communist 
Party tradition and ideology provide 
the best of ammunition in this subver
sive endeavor. Lao Shu is nothing if not 
a loyal Communist Party member, 
whose instincts and commitments reso-

Nieman Reports I Spring 1995 47 

---------------·-····---,--------~-~~,~··------------------------------~~~~~~ ... 



nate with what the party once had a 
reputation for being all about. Indeed, 
his bottom-up style of journalism re
flects noble traditions consistently 
touted in party rhetoric, although only 
sporadically practiced since the 1950's. 
Nowadays, sophisticates recite Deng 
Xiaoping' s call to "seek truth from facts" 
with a wink and a smile. Lao Shu, con
stant in his faith in the party leadership 
and its stated policies, actually tries to 
carry out that hackneyed slogan. In an 
age of cynicism, he is a throwback to 
more innocent, idealistic times. His in
genuous belief in what others dismiss 
as empty words is refreshing, and one 
of the many qualities that make him so 
likable. 

One might think Shu 's determina
tion would be an inspiration to younger 
reporters, but what he seems to inspire 
most is wonder. His partner on the 
highway inspection story, Xiao Ma, a 
modest, soft-spoken fellow in his late 
twenties , who recently left an editing 
job in Beijing to go into business, hap
pened to be running an errand in Shu's 
city when I was there. Ma belongs to the 
younger generation of well-educated, 
critically inclined journalists, and as the 
son of a peasant family, he also has firm 
roots in the realities of Chinese rural 
life. Ma greatly admires Lao Shu for his 
crusading spirit; at the same time, he 
sees Shu's relentless idealism as anach
ronistic and somewhat impractical. 
When I asked Ma if China has many 
journalists like Shu, he responded with 
a bemused expression-clarified, once 
he saw I was asking in earnest, with an 
answer in the negative. 

Lao Shu, for his part, expresses noth
ing but esteem for successors like Xiao 
Ma. In an attitude rare among Chinese 
elders speaking of younger counter
parts, he rejects the metaphor of teacher 
and student, saying his junior colleagues 
are also his teachers. Of his two former 
apprentices, he says, "I may have known 
more in terms of experience, but they 
knew more about writing." 

Lao Shu's enthusiasm for work and 
grassroots approach to reporting mir
ror his approach to human relations in 
general. One of Shu 's old "comrade-in
arms" from army days, a driver who at 
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Shu 's invitation came out of retirement 
to chauffeur me around in a van, puts it 
this way: "The special thing about Lao 
Shu is that he makes friends among the 
commoners wherever he goes." 

As any Chinese will tell you, one 
can't do without friends in China, and 
Lao Shu has friends and contacts all 
over. Another army comrade now man
ages the downtown hotel where Lao 
Shu booked me a room. A daughter-in
law works at a restaurant that supplies 
kitchen scraps for Lao Shu's little dogs. 
Through connections at the railway sta
tion, Lao Shu helped Xiao Ma and me 
buy our return tickets to Beijing. Lao 
Shu knows government workers, fac
tory directors, department store man
agers. He knows parking lot attendants. 
He knows restaurateurs and shopkeep
ers in his city's insular Muslim quarter. 

Yet he is well aware of the fine line 
between dependency and abuse, and 
in the view of some colleagues, is al
most naively upright when it comes to 
work. I asked him about the phenom
enon of "red envelopes, " payoffs to 
reporters for attending press confer
ences, which had become a ubiquitous 
practice by the early 1990's. "I refused 
to take this money, even if they told me 
it was for carfare or lunch, because, 
first, I wasn't used to it, and second, it 
might carry certain obligations," Shu 
said. "Then I found that departments 
weren't calling me anymore!" 

Friends consider him foolish for not 
keeping pace with the times. On one 
occasion, an official who knows him 
well pressed him to accept several hun
dred yuan-as much as an average 
reporter's monthly salary. Other report
ers took the money, but he wouldn't . 
Feeling pity forthis unenlightened jour
nalist with failing eyesight, the official 
had a reading lamp sent to Shu's home. 
Shu relates this anecdote with obvious 
discomfort. 

If Lao Shu looks slightly trendy, it 's 
not because he means to. He wears the 
type of leather money belt that 's be
come a fashionable indicator of wealth 
in China, but in his case it's to carry his 
prescription sunglasses . He does be
lieve in knowing about the latest fash
ions, however. Since shopping is the 

new hobby of the Chinese, for example, 
he conducted me through his city's 
biggest department store. 

Following my morning at the pro
vincial television station, I found my
self sprinting alongside Lao Shu toward 
a pagoda set atop a grassy hill in the 
city's rural outskirts. Shu's wife and 
their young friend had stopped halfway 
up. Below them was the main attrac
tion we'd come to see on my last after
noon: a notorious "weird slope," a short 
section of dirt road where cars mysteri
ously roll uphill. A trucker had discov
ered the strange properties of the place 
when his truck broke down there, and 
the municipal government was turning 
it into a tourist site , disrupting the 
soothing contours of the mountainous 
landscape with construction of shops 
and restaurants, and charging an ex
travagant admission fee of 40 yuan (then 
about $7) per vehicle, which Lao Shu 
managed to talk his way around. 

Some people say the weird slope is 
an optical illusion, a trick of the topog
raphy, while others swear an under
ground counter-gravitational force is at 
work. Xiao Ma and I took turns behind 
the wheel of the van, rolling up the 
slope in neutral with the ignition off. 
We also tried by bike, coasting uphill 
without pedaling. I tried my hardest to 
be a skeptic. I left wondering if there 
was something to the anti-gravitational 
theory after all. 

When friends back home made fun 
of me for my credulity and told me 
there was a similar optical illusion hill 
in New Brunswick, Canada, I told them 
you had to be there. Seeing may not be 
believing, but one shouldn't even be
gin to believe without seeing. Certainly, 
this is Lao Shu 's philosophy.• 
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Islam and the Dangers Facing Journalists 

Last December 7 the Nieman 
Foundation presented the 1994 
Louis M. Lyons Award for Con
science and Integrity in Jour
nalism to Abdelhamid Benzine 

' editor of Alger Republicain, a 
newspaper that was closed 
earlier in the year by combined 
pressure from the Algerian 
military government and Mus
lim extremists who resented its 
position in favor of an open, 
secular society. The presenta
tion had been delayed because 
Benzine had been in hiding 
before escaping to Paris. The 
award was presented by Sam 
Fulwood III, Chairman of the 
1994 Lyons Award Committee. 

The ceremony was part of a 
seminar on current develop
ments in the Islamic world 
where the speakers, in addition 
to the guest of honor, were 
Jane I. Smith, Vice President 
and Dean of Academic Affairs 

' 
Iliff School of Theology, Den-
ver; Roger Owen, A. J. Meyer 
Professor of Middle East His
tory at Harvard, and Rami 
George Khouri, co-owner and 
General Manager, Al Kutba 
Publishers, Amman. Bill 
Kovach, Curator of the Nieman 
Foundation, presided at the 
seminar. Excerpts from the 
transcript are printed in adjoin
ing columns. 

Abdelhamid Benzine 

ABDELHAMID BENZINE 

I n the name of all who work for my 
newspaper, Alger Republicain, sorely 

tried since it came into being-that's to 
say for 56 years now-in the name of its 
martyrs, those who fell in the anti-Nazi 
resistance; those who fell in action dur
ing our War of Independence; those 
who have fallen so very recently, vic
tims of Islamic terrorism; in the name 
of them all: thank you all so much. And 
thank you to the Nieman Class who has 
done me the honor of giving me the 
1994 Lyons Award. 

After all, I consider that rather than 
to me personally, this distinction is 
bestowed upon the Algerian journalists 
who, in the dangerous circumstances 
of which you are aware continue to 
practice our noble profession. 

As regards Islam and Islamism, there 
is a need to clear up certain 
confusions.We who live in the hell of 

this murderous fanaticism know all the 
differences that exist between Muslim 
Islam, Islamic and Islamist. We hav~ 
moderate Muslims, tolerant, open to 
everything, peaceful and pacifist, ex
members of the resistance, believing 
and practicing, some of whom I saw die 
courageously in the ranks of the Army 
of National Liberation. Yes, there exists 
a moderate Islam, but there exists no 
moderate Islamism. 

Notwithstanding, all the parties in 
Algeria that lay claim to Islam are Islam
ist parties. That is, parties that recog
nize no sovereignty but that of God and 
no other constitution than the Koran. 
Both the phenomenon oflslamism and 
the terrorist barbarity that accompa
nies it are not confined to Algeria. It is 
rife in other countries-Egypt, Iran, 
Sudan, Afghanistan, etc.-and this phe
nomenon has also shown itself, in vary
ing degrees, even in the U.S. and Eu
rope. 

At the root of this phenomenon, 
which we call neo-fascism, there lies 
the distress and subsequent protest of 
those sections of society that are de
prived, and especially of a youth, which 
is alienated, left to itself and which 
without hope for a better future, takes 
refuge in the religious past considered 
in some mystical way as a Golden Age of 
a society where there was no antago
nism and no contradictions. There is a 
search for balance, social stability and 
peace in a world where anxiety and 
insecurity rule . 

But what happens in a complex po
litical situation is that this distress and 
this legitimate protest against extremely 
shocking inequalities are hi-jacked by 
politico-religious sorcerers who, mak
ing use of a reactionary and populist 
discourse-like Hitler in his day-in 
reality serve vast financial interests , 
those of grand-scale corruption and 
speculation, those of all sorts of traf-
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ficking , who, misappropriating the 
petrol and gas revenues of our young 
state, have amassed fortunes in West
ern banks. 

I consider that in giving me this 
prestigious Lyons Award, you are send
ing a message of sympathy and encour
agement to the journalists of Algeria, a 
message of solidarity to the widows and 
orphans left by our assassinated col
leagues, and beyond that, to all of the 
democrats of Algeria who, men and 
women, faithful to the secular tradi
tion , are offering exemplary resistance 
to this vile beast, which nearly all over 
the world, is manifesting itself. 

jANE I. SMITH 

W hat I would like to do is share 
with you five areas in which I 

think there is a great deal of conversa
tion and discussion going on these 
days among Muslims themselves. And 
these conversations range from those 
who are more extremist in interpreta
tion, to those who are more liberal , 
perhaps even more secular. They are 
thinking about these kind of issues. 

The first one is: what form should 
Muslims ' attempt to distance themselves 
from the West take? This has been a 
century of an enormous amount of 
push and pull in various parts of the 
Islamic world in regard to the West. 
From a time when there was a kind of 
awakening in saying: we want to be 
more like the West. We want to have 
what they have and we want to do what 
they do. We even want to think the way 
they think and we want to dress the way 
they dress . 

The movement has come full cycle, 
has passed through stages of not just 
how do we want to be like the West, 
but: how do we get rid of the West? 

And then there are many who would 
say: now, wait a minute. That is an 
unreasoned kind of response. And what 
we need to do is sift through what it is 
that we can take , use, apply and inter
pret as being truly Islamic at the same 
time that we have a better understand
ing of what it is that we don 't want to 
accept, and we want to leave to the 
West. 
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So there are various ways in which 
Westerners have imposed on the think
ing of many Muslims. The most obvi
ous, of course , is just plain old 
imperialism. There is now a very popu
lar sort of catch-phrase that's catching a 
lot of people's interest, which talked 
about the whole imperialist thrust of 
the West. And so it is often described as 
the "Crusader imperialist missionary 
Zionist plot to destroy Islam." 

We have those who would say that, 
in fact , the West is the Great Satan. At 
the same time, there is a response on 
the part of many Muslims, not only that 
they do not share that kind of extreme 
response to the West, but they're of
fended by the propagation of the no
tion that they would be unthinking and 
uncritical enough to adopt the kind of 
Great Satan response to the West. 

My next question is : how can Mus
lims and Muslim societies think about 
peace when it appears to them that 
justice has not been served? Islam is a 
religion of peace. There 's a lot said 
about that. Well, how do we reconcile 
that with axes and bombs and self
immolation? Islam is also a religion of 
justice. And God is justice. Throughout 
the Koran it talks about God as being 
the one who is a just judge and in so far 
as human beings recognize and ac
knowledge God's oneness and God's 
justice, they're called upon to do jus
tice and to be just. 

And I'm not going to defend extrem
ism. But I will say that I think there is a 
great problem for many in the Middle 
East who believe and understand that 
their own lives are ones in which there 
is not justice; they are not participants 
in power; they are not living lives that 
are , in any sense, the kind of fulfillment 
that is promised them by the Koran. 
And they hear leaders talking about 
ways to address those issues. And it 's 
hard for them to know what to do and 
how not to follow. 

I think it 's essential to understand 
that there are really deep causes of 
injustice, a deep-felt sense on the part 
of many-certainly in the Palestinian 
area-that the peace that they are being 
called upon to accept, is not a peace 

that serves them and not a peace that 
serves , ultimately, the Palestinian 
people. 

The third area in which there is con
troversy: is it desirable or essential-or 
not desirable at all-to implement the 
Sharia [Islamic Law] and to establish an 
Islamic state? 

This is a really hot item. Many say 
that as soon as there is some kind of 
power base that it is essential to estab
lish the Islamic Sharia. And some people 
want to say we need to carry this farther 
and we need to establish an Islamic 
state and it needs to be done by a 
revolution. 

Others in the Islamic world say that 
they want to move a little bit more 
slowly. That revolution will come but it 
will come easily and it will come as 
people are persuaded in the rightness 
of the Islamic state. 

How do you have an Islamic state 
which acknowledges the rights of those 
who are not Islamic? In fact , who ac
knowledge the different points of views 
of different sectarian movements within 
Islam? Or that in fact acknowledges the 
equality, if it does, of men and women? 
We won 't talk about that. 

My fourth question: what does it 
mean that the gates of ijtihad are open? 
This is not jihad, this is ijtihad . Both 
words meaning, in effect, effort-indi
vidual effort, trying. Ijtihad means us
ing your head. Using the brain and the 
interpretative powers that God gave 
you . 

If we 're going to establish an Islamic 
state, how can that be one which is truly 
open to all people? And if not, what are 
the reasons for it? And how do we live 
as good if we 're not in that kind of 
Islamic state? Now, it can be very dan
gerous today. As it is dangerous in Alge
ria, it is also dangerous in other places . 
It 's dangerous to be one of those who 
advocate ijtihad, that those gates are 
open and that kind of thinking is com
ing. 

One of the areas-and this will be 
my last point-in which ijtihad is be ing 
viewed is : how are we going to think 
about the Islamically appropriate roles 
for women in society today? 
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And it certainly is the case that part of 
the more conservative, reactionary Is
lamist kinds of movements, include an 
attempt to segregate the sexes, to keep 
men and women separate ; to relegate 
women back into the "traditional" role; 
where they turn to the traditions of the 
prophet for keeping them behind the 
doors and all of that, is starting to take 
shape now. 

But as acknowledging the fact that 
Islamic societies are going to really func
tion, they have to function with a par
ticipation of one hundred percent of 
their members and not just fifty per
cent. 

RoGER OWEN 

Any of us who have come to lec
ture and write on the modern 

Middle East are enormously worried 
about the state of the press in various 
parts of the Middle East. It seems that 
wherever there is a moment in which 
the press has sufficient freedom to make 
some kind of difference to enter a po
litical debate, it is subject to attack. And 
it is possible to think of a number of 
Middle Eastern countries in which the 
press is specifically under attack at the 
moment. I think of Turkey where ~here 
have been many, many murders of jour
nalists who have assumed to be, or 
assumed to have supported the Kurdish 
cause. And in the Algerian case we've 
heard there have been many murders 
of Algerian journalists, and a sense in 
which Algerian journalists are between 
a hammer and an anvil, pressed on one 
hand by the state; and on the other, 
terrorized by forces outside. 

The crisis in Algeria is an example of 
a process of perestroika and glasnost, 
which went very, very wrong. It pro
ceeded, or it came about, for many of 
the same reasons that one party states 
began processes, or were subject to 
processes of reform, in Eastern Europe 
and other parts of the world in the last 
twenty years. 

It owes its origin to the fact that the 
consensus which governed Algeria and 
Algerian politics and the management 
of the Algerian economy, since the foun
dation of the state and Algerian inde
pendence in 1962, began to fragment 

in the 1980's as a result of a growing 
economic crisis. The result ofthis was a 
process of economic retrenchment, ne
cessitated by the collapse in oil prices 
in 1985 and '86, which in turn triggered 
off country-wide demonstrations 
against FLN management and misman
agement. 

And the response was to bring in a 
new constitution, in 1989, which re
placed the one party state with what 
[the president] took to be the frame
work for a more pluralist kind of poli
tics, and in which various groups were 
encouraged to come forward in order 
to take part in an electoral process. 

What remains unclear is why the 
Islamic fundamentalists, the Islamic Sal
vation Front, [was allowed] to present 
itself for election, even though the con
stitution specifically barred religious 
parties. 

What is clear, is that the military, and 
various members of the regime, felt 
threatened by-directly threatened by 
an FIS government and took to heart 
some of the slogans that had been ut
tered and some of the statements made 
by the FIS leadership during the elec
tion, both about the management of 
the economy as well as the future of the 
Algerian armed forces. 

And this is a situation of great polar
ization, in which it is extremely difficult 
to think new thoughts, and particularly 
to think in a positive way about how 
one might get out of this impasse. But 
by the same token, Algeria is a country 
which desperately needs new thinking 
and new ways of addressing the crisis. 

And it 's here where the press should 
and could and does , to some extent, 
play a very important role. Members of 
the press are threatened from both 
sides. They have been killed by mem
bers of the Islamic armed groups . They 
have been imprisoned by the state, as 
Mr. Benzine has been. 

Nevertheless, it is greatly to its credit 
that it remains much freer than the 
press in its other-than in its North 
Mrican neighbors. The Algerian press 
has bravely remained much freer in this 
extraordinary atmosphere. And we can 
only hope that it continues to do so. 

RAMI GEORGE KHOURI 

I look at the American press, I look 
at the American culture, I look at 

what I live with every day in the Middle 
East, and I get very angry. And being a 
journalist, being somebody who was 
trained in the West, who writes for 
Western publications, who also works 
in the Middle East, who spends my 
whole life basically trying to communi
cate between the Orient and the Occi
dent and the realm of the Middle East 
and the West-I think the American 
media is doing an absolutely atrocious 
job, verging on the criminal. 

And I think if the American media 
were to report on American blacks or 
American Hispanics like it reports about 
Arabs and Muslims, it would get slapped 
with so many lawsuits that it wouldn 't 
have any time to do any work because 
they'd be so busy defending themselves 
in court. 

First of all, I would say that the Ameri
can media obviously is driven by pow
erful commercial and competitive in
stincts, has started to-the majority of 
it, taking apart the small quality press
has gravitated or degenerated into a 
pattern of sensationalism and enter
tainment that is really quite shocking. 

This tendency to degenerate into 
sensationalism and entertainment is 
also spilling over into political cover
age. And I see it very clearly spilling 
over into coverage of the Middle East. 
And what you have is this amazing 
spread between these jamboree oflove 
and peace, signing peace agreements , 
King Hussein and Rabin and Clinton 
and Arafat and there is love and peace
making at one extreme. And the other 
extreme is the terror and the killing and 
violence and the hatred and the sav
agery that we see practiced by both 
sides. Though it 's mostly reported when 
it's practiced by Arabs. But it 's also 
reported when it 's practiced by Israelis. 

In between these two extremes, the 
whole vast middle class of people in the 
Middle East, the Arab Islamic world
and even I would say in Israel-is not 
very well reported. It 's like trying-it 's 
like if somebody were to come to the 
United States and read The Reader's 
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Digest and Playboy and nothing in be
tween-this is what American culture is 
all about. 

Pressing the Panic Button 
And I would suggest that what we 

need to really get from the media, is 
perhaps a deeper, more accurate expla
nation of the reality on the ground. And 
the reality on the ground in the Middle 
East is that both the state and the oppo
sition to the state, have been engaged 
in a cycle of dreadful and vicious and 
brutal violence-that has gone on for 
years and years and years-because the 
masses of people in the Middle East are 
basically scared. 

The people in the Middle East are 
basically scared because their states are 
not functioning very well . Because in 
the decade from 1980 to 1990, the 
average per capita GDP-gross domes
tic product-for the whole 21 or 22 
members of the Arab League actually 
declined by about thirty percent. The 
reality is that the vast majority of Arabs 
are poor and they are getting poorer. 
The average per capita income in the 
Arab world is probably now around 
nine hundred to a thousand dollars. 

The Middle East is the most milita
rized , violent, unstable, martial part of 
the world. The number of soldiers per 
thousand population in the Middle East 
was fifteen, the highest in the world. 
The defense spending in the Middle 
East, in the Arab countries, as a percent
age of G D P or as a percentage of federal 
government budget is the highest in 
the world. 

And the minute there was some prob
lem in the Gulf, they had to spend 
another 50 or 60 billion dollars to hire 
the American and British armies to come 
in, in 1990; and then have to hire them 
again to come in 1994. 

There is not a process by which the 
average people-who are mostly Mus
lims, who are all decent good people
there is no process that allows these 
people to form better states. Out of 
desperation, out of fear, they are turn
ing to the only thing that is left to them. 
And there is now a brutal, violent con
frontation between the states, the re
gimes, the armies, the governments on 
the one side and some of the commer
cial elites who are with them. 

And, on the other hand, a small group 
of violent, ruthless, vengeful Islamic 
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D 
isasters such as fami.ne , floods , 
drought, earthquakes and pesti
lence, are common to India. And if 

nature is benign, people create their own 
disasters. This is what happened when 
plague was the major news story in the 
Indian media for nearly a month last fall. 

The disturbing fact was recognized by 
newspapers and magazines themselves . 
Wrote The Indian Express: "Ironically, while 
in far-away Geneva, the World Health Orga
nization (WHO) gave New Delhi almost a 
clean chit for plague, the local authorities 
here have, through their panicky reactions, 
succeeded in creating a scare. Newspapet·s 
have also fueled the scare by reporting 
deaths and [falsely] attributing them to 
plague." 

India Today, a fortnightly magazine, noted 
that some journals reported that 1,000 doc
tors fled Surat at the outbreak of plague and 
that journalists of local newspapers created 
and spread panic by "publishing concocted 
death figures in the hundreds at a time 
when less than 30 people had died. " 

No sooner had the epidemic been re
ported in mid-Septembe r than the 
Ahmedabad bureau of the United News of 
l ndia (UNI) flashed a report that 200 people 
had died in Surat, quoting a minister who 
requested "anonymity" whereas at that point 
oftime the total death toll stood at 58, with 
Gujarat accounting for 52 . Gujarat minis
ters were tardy in visiting Surat and hardly 
spent much time in the city. Yet the news 
agency quoted one of them. The BBC also 
erred . Its Asian broadcast mentioned a fig
ure of300. 

Did these conflicting reports reflect com
petitive pressures? By September 25, Press 
Trust oflnclia (PTI) reports from New Delhi 
quoted 50 deaths, Gujarat Mitra 45, Gujarat 
Samachar 40 , Sanclesh 50, and so on. The 
Indian Express once led with a story giving 
an "unofficial figure of 200." Sunday, a 
weekly from Calcutta, said: "By September 

militants who draw on the fact that the 
majority of their people, in fact, asked 
for a greater Islamic component of so
ciety as a regressive grievance because 
th e secular, Western-styled national 
state that was basically imposed on the 
region in 1920 is not working very 
well.What you need to do-what the 

26, within five clays since the outbreak was 
reported , the disease had claimed over 100 
lives ." As clays went on, the death toll figures 
continued to fluctuate. 

How large was the exodus from Surat? 
Sunday said it reminded one of the clays of 
the partition (oflnclia and Pakistan in 1947) 
and estimated that 700,000 Sura tis had quit 
the ir city. The Week had the same figure 
while adding that the railway authorities 
had solcl250,000 tickets to those fleeing the 
city. Not to be outdone, India Today said 
that the exodus resembled biblical propor
tions and 400,000 people left the city dur
ing the first four clays of the epidemic. 

Strangely enough , photographs did not 
appear to support these figures and gave no 
indication o f a mass panic. The r·e were no 
pictures of packed trains with people sitting 
o n top of the compartments (as mentioned 
in the news reports). In fact , one newspaper 
carried a front-page picture which showed 
half a dozen people, with masks over their 
mouths, seated comfortably inside a rail 
coach . The point to remember is that , even 
on non-plague clays, second-class coaches 
are not that empty. Inquiries made at the 
suburban stations revealed that the trains 
from Gujarat did not bring hundreds of 
thousands of people. 

It has to be recognized that journalists had 
to work under deadline pressure. Access to 
some of the worst-hit areas was limited and 
they had to protect themseives . Yet Indians, 
by and large , tend to exaggerate facts and 
some of the newspapers knew that carrying 
inflated figures and pressing panic buttons 
were guaranteed to sell more copies. 

But reporting the epidemic and quoting 
death figures without proper verification 
brought swift international repercussions. 
A fear psychology was created both at home 
and overseas . Several nations cut off con
tacts with India and the economy took a 
beating. • 

V V Eswaran is a I 960 Nieman Fellow. 

press needs to do-is to look at the 
Middle East and try to see it through the 
eyes of its own people. Try to recognize 
that the people in the middle East are 
yearning for democracy or some kind , 
or democratization that is compatible 
with their Arab and Islamic tribal iden
tity . • 



TECHNOLOGY 

7 Principles of On-Line 
Publishing 

BY ToM REGAN 

I 
n his recent article for Wired Magazine, "On-line or 
Not, Newspapers Still Suck," New York media critic Jon 
Katz attacks newspapers for backward thinking, lack of 

imagination, and a fearful attitude toward change of any 
kind. To top things off, he says that the much-heralded 
rush to put newspapers on-line won't work either. 

It's a damning indictment that everyone involved in run
ning a newspaper should read. Because Katz is right ... . 

To a point. 
Or perhaps it's better to say, Katz's argument makes sense 

so long as papers continue to try to replicate themselves on
line, creating clones of their everyday, on-the-street product, 
which is-to be quite blunt-a fool 's errand. 

Yet an on-line paper doesn't have to "suck." Quite the 
contrary, it can be dynamic, forceful, journalistically sound, 
and fulfill an important role. And all this can be done withsmt 
costing the mother paper an arm and a leg. In fact, you can 
even make money. 

But before any of these things can happen, newspapers 
(especially big papers) need a number of profound attitudi
nal shifts, and it's here where Katz strikes closest to the target. 
Right now, all over the United States, you can find numerous 
on-line projects that will sink like the Bismarck-not for a 
lack of dollars, not for a lack of editorial excellence, but for 
the lack of understanding of the on-line culture. 

Just because something works in the "real" world, doesn't 
mean it will work in cyberspace. And the sooner newspapers 
realize this, the sooner they'll get on the right track, and save 
themselves lots of money. 

So what does work? Well, after being on-line for several 
years, two of them with an interactive newspaper column on 
the Internet, and for the last eight months as the Co-editor of 
The Halifax Daily News On-line, I've concocted what I call the 
Seven Principles of On-line Publishing. 

Those seven principles are: Geography, Interactivity, Read
ability, Diversity, Creativity, Visibility, and Profitability. 

1. Geography-The redefinition of what is local. In 
cyberspace, boundaries and borders are eliminated. Your 
local market is literally the planet. The Daily News On-line has 
readers from around the world, most of them Nova Scotian 
or Canadian. They want news from home, and many have 
told me they would be willing to pay for more news. 

2. Interactivity-Perhaps the best innovation, and the 
hardest for papers to handle. Immediate feedback. On the 
one hand, you connect to your readers in new and exciting 
ways. On the other hand, it threatens our role of gatekeeper 

of the news. Readers in the on-line world want a lot more 
control over their information, and you've got to be willing 
to give it to them. The best advice I can give-shut up, and 
listen, listen, listen. 

3. Readability-The on-line culture is quite different 
from a traditional newspaper culture, both in terms of 
reading habits, and in terms of how long they'll wait for 
information. On-line papers designed to look like their 
printed cousins won't work in cyberspace-yet. Why create 
a paper that looks fabulous , but takes the average computer 
user, with a 9600-baud modem, a half an hour to down
load?-which they will only do once, believe me. Know the 
culture, and know what is possible technologically. 

4. Diversity-There is no such thing as the way to publish 
on-line. On-line publishing invites diversity, both in its for
mat and in its content. Many features not available in the 
printed world can find a home in an on-line paper, from 
greater local sports scores to news about the gay and lesbian 
communities. Be flexible . 

5. Creativity-Use your imagination. Some of the best 
features we 've added to The Daily News On-line have been 
created by just blue-skying. In fact, the on-line world expects 
this from its information providers. You are free to experi
ment and change your style, format and presentation in ways 
that would never be acceptable in the printed version. And 
you won't lose readers. They expect you to do it. 

6. Visibility-You must let people know you're around. 
Once you learn the rules of cyberspace, you'll also learn how 
you can let people on-line know about your product. Adver
tise locally, write about the availability of the new on-line 
publication, just as you do with your audio-text products. 
With more and more newbies on-line everyday, you have to 
repeat yourself to let them know you're around. 

7. Profitability-If you offer information only on a sub
scriber basis, people won't buy, at least that's my opinion. 
Information on the Internet is like water in the ocean. 
Internauts will just go somewhere else to get the information 
for free. Yet you don't want to give it all away for nothing. 
Making money is important. The answer is a combination of 
free services, paid for by advertising, and per fee services, 
extras that people will buy. If you want to advertise, you must 
know the culture. If you try to advertise in the same way that 
you do in a printed version, you'll get slam-dunked. Again, 
learn about the culture. Also, in the on-line world, you can 
offer much more than you can in the printed version. Direct 
connection to advertisers' data bases. Music. Books. Maga
zines. Specialty services. It's a world where you can take risks 
on new products without losing your shirt. 

Realistically, we're about two-to-four years away from on
line publishing being really profitable. But if you snooze, 
you'lllose. In the on-line world, David can compete with and 
beat Goliath on a regular basis. So Goliath had better get 
moving. • 

Tom Regan, Nieman Fellow 1992, is Co-Editor, The Halifax Daily 
News On-line. 
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The Media, They Say, Helped Chase Them Out 

Or Why So Many Lawmakers Chose Not to Run 

BY MARK CARTER 

POSITION AVAILABLE: 

$133,000 in salary with superior 

benefits and retirement packages. 

Opportunity for extensive travel. 

Complete flexibility in choosing staff 

of 10 to 20 professionals. Challeng

ing, high-profile projects. Well-es

tablished firm with more than 200 

years in business. 

T hat is a description of the kind 
of job professional~ cove~ in an 
era when high-quahtywh1te col

lar opportunities are shrinking. Yet, 
last year dozens of members of the 
United States House ofRepresentatives 
and Senate chose to leave those jobs, 
deciding not to run for re-election. Some 
left because they expected to be de
feated, a wise decision in view of the 
repudiation given Democratic lawmak
ers at the polls in November. The retir
ing lawmakers included those who had 
been involved with well-publicized per
sonal or professional scandals-Sena
tor Dennis DeConcini, Democrat of 
Arizona, cited for his involvement in 
the Savings & Loan crisis , and Senator 
David Durenberger, Republican ofMin
nesota, who was accused of fathering a 
child out of wedlock. Some departing 
lawmakers barely won election last 
time around, others just tired of the 
frustrations of the job and Washington. 

Why did they anticipate defeat? What 
were their frustrations? Did the fault lie 
with their own failings or is the system 
in which they are forced to work now 
strikingly flawed? 

54 Nieman Reports I Spring 1995 

To understand the reasons why so 
many in the House and Senate voted 
with their feet, I ran fifteen retiring 
Representatives and Senators through 
an open-ended "exit interview." Many 
of the concerns expressed in those dis
cussions are familiar to even the casual 
observer of Washington politics. A sum
mary of their answers to the type of poll 
questions typically put to voters is con
tained in Table 1 on the next page. 
Congress, it seems, is not a pleasant 
place to work these days; thanks in part 
to the constant need to raise money for 
campaigns, a lack of opportunity to 
address the country's major needs, 
growing partisanship and the power of 
special interests. 

But the fifteen departing lawmakers 
most often spoke about changes in press 
coverage of Capitol Hill and politics in 
general. They were as angry at the m~
dia as the voters were at many candi
dates in November. Most of the retirees 
were convinced that the aggressive, in
trusive journalism currently practiced 
in Washington, coupled with a surge in 
political talk shows, now undermine 
good government. 

An "exit interview" is routinely given 
to a senior executive before he or she 
leaves a company in the private sector. 
These debriefing sessions are designed 
to capture insights of professionals be
fore they move on to the next job. The 
presumption is that on his way out an 
executive has little to lose, and tends to 
be honest about the strengths and weak
nesses of the organization. Certainly 
some of the retirees were blunt. Sena
tor DeConcini, for instance, said he 
could no longer stomach the demands 
of campaign economics, which, he 
claimed, now require three hours a day 

on the phone wringing money from 
supporters, for a full three years lead
ing up to an election. He spoke about 

In some ways, speaking with outgoing Con

gressmen and Senators was nothing new for 
Mark Carter. 'Tve covered 'big headed' 

people before, "he says. Mark is shown here on 
a shoot for an archaeology feature piece on 
Mount Nemrut in Turkey-shot on the way 
back from covering the Kurdish refugee crisis. 
Mark became familiar with "exit interviews" 

while working at a management consulting 
firm. He has worked for four broadcast news 

organizations, and spent the last two ye~rs 
covering policy issues for CNN Carter zs a 
current Nieman Fellow. 



Table 1 
Retiring Congressmen and Senators were asked to analyze changes in Washington since they ardv d , ' lth th • 
following "poll" questions: 

1. Is the power of special interest groups getting: Stronger, Weaker, About the Same 

2. Is the intrusiveness of the media: Greater, Less, About the Same 

3. Is the partisanship on Capitol Hill: More, Less, About the Same 

4. Are the rewards of the job: Greater, Fewer, About the Same 

5. Is your belief in the system: Stronger, Weaker, About the Same 

6 . Is your belief that real change is possible: Stronger, Weaker, About the Same 

7. Is the mean spiritedness in Washington: Greater, Less, About the Same 

Official Party Years 
in 
Office 

Jim Bacchus (Florida) D 4 
Mike Kopetski (Oregon) D 4 
Alex McMillan (North Carolina R 1 0 
Alfred McCandless (California) R 1 2 
Tim Penney (Minnesota) D 1 2 
Earl Hutto (Florida) R 16 
David Durenberger (Minnesota) D 16 
Dennis DeConcini (Arizona) D 18 
Austin Murphy (Pennsylvania) D 18 
Malcolm Wallop (Wyoming) R 18 
Butley Derrick (South Carolina) D 20 
Stephen Neal (North Carolina) D 20 
Hamilton Fish III (New York) R 26 
Romano Mazzoli (Kentucky) D 26 
Don Edwards (California) D 32 

the subject without much diplomacy. 
"I've had enough of the bullshit of rais
ing money," was his tag line. 

But most often the press was the 
target of Congressional bile. 

Florida Representative Jim Bacchus 
was something of a media darling dur
ing his two terms on Capitol Hill, ap
pearing occasionally on CNN's Crossfire 
program. Bacchus once covered Wash
ington as a print reporter. He maintains 
that things were fundamentally differ
ent a decade or two ago: 

"When I was a reporter, an e lected 
official was generally given the benefit 
of the doubt. Unless there was some 

Power of Intrusiveness Partisanship Rewards of Belief in Belief That Mean 
Special of Media the Job the System Change Spiritedness 
Interests Is Possible 

Stronger Greater More Fewer Stronger Weaker Greater 
Same Greater More Same Stronger Weaker Greater 
Stronger Greater More Fewer Weaker Same Greater 
Stronger Same More Fewer Weaker Weake r Greater 
Stronger Greater More Fewer Weaker Stronger Greater 
Stronger Same More Fewer Stronger Weaker Same 
Stronger Greater More Same Same Weaker Greater 
Same Greater More Fewer Weaker Weaker Greater 
Weaker Same More Fewer Stronger Stronger Greater 
Same Same More Fewer Weaker Stronger Greater 
Stronger Greater More Fewer Stronger Weaker Same 
Same Same More Fewer Stronger Stronger Greater 
Stronger Greater More Same Same Weaker Greater 
Stronger Same Same Greater Stronger Stronger Same 
Stronger Greater More Same Stronger Same Greater 

Stronger 10 Greater 9 More 14 Fewer 10 Stronger 8 Weaker 8 Greater 12 
Same 4 Same 6 Same 1 Same 4 Weaker 5 Stronger 5 Same 3 
Weaker1 Greater 11 Same 2 Same 2 

indication that some guy was on the 
take or not of high repute, we generally 
assumed that they were sincere. That is 
no longer the case. Once, there was a 
presumption of basic honesty of offi
cials, now the presumption is just the 
opposite. The upshot is that it's erod
ing the basic confidence people have in 
their institution and diminishing the 
ability of u s to make a difference. " 

Like many political observers, 
Bacchu s believes Watergate was the 
turning point. "It 's fallout from the 
Watergate scandal. If someone looks 
honest now, reporters believe it's be
cau se he hasn't been found out." 

Press criticism of Congress is hardly 
new, but former members say the is
sues can be increasingly petty. Former 
Wyoming Senator Malcolm Wallop says 
the media controversy over the Con
gressional gymnasium and cafeteria is 
evidence that no "scandal" is too small. 
"The Senate gym and dispensary were 
portrayed inaccurately. There isn 't a 
major corporation that doesn 't have a 
dispensary. There aren't very many 
major corporations that don 't have ex
ercise facilities for their employees be
cause it makes them better employees 
and there are very few that don't have 
cafeterias," he said. Wallop was angry 
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that top Congressmen didn't fight back 
in the press. "Our leadership, Republi
can and Democrat, hasn't stood up for 
their institution. They have absorbed 
the charges that we're venal and that 
we're crafty and that we're all kinds of 
bad things." 

But most of the departing officials 
pointed accusingly at journalists. Re
publican veteran Durenberger, who has 
been plagued by ethical difficulties in 
both his personal and professional life, 
joined the chorus. "The press is looking 
for a scalp to put on their wall now. 
They see their jobs as trying to keep an 
official's pants pulled down ... not en
hance his ability to get things done." 
Many of the Representatives and Sena
tors leave Washington convinced that 
the general standard of reporting has 
changed, eroding public support, lim
iting Congressional effectiveness, and 
reducing the rewards of the job. "It's 
awfully hard to work 100 hours a week 
for people and have them think you're 
spending your time on the beach in 
Jamaica," adds two-term Democratic 
Representative Jim Bacchus. 

Nine of the fifteen former lawmakers 
interviewed believe what many press 
practitioners concede-the media are 
more intrusive in the private lives of 
politicians than in even the recent past. 
Not surprisingly, many retiring officials 
see the fallout of this expansion of the 
people's "right to know" as a dimin
ished capacity of"the people's house"
Congress-to do business. Former Rep
resentative Butler Derrick, a South 
Carolina Democrat, has observed the 
change over his twenty years on Capitol 
Hill. "There's not enough room for 
reflection. We know too much about 
our public officials. We don't elect per
fect people to public office, but their 
personal lives have very little to do with 
good government." Despite a strong 
win in 1992, Derrick felt it was time to 
move on. 

Fellow Democrat Earl Hutto of 
Florida says he believes the change is 
not only driving some talented legisla
tors out of Washington, but that it's 
keeping others from ever coming. "Pub
lic officials are criticized for just about 
everything. There's a lot of abuse that 
spills over on to the family. I know that 
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there were some very good candidates 
in my district that didn't offer them
selves because of that." Hamilton Fish 
III, the patrician Hudson Valley Repub
lican who served for more than a quar
ter of a century, believes that reporters 
do intrude in new ways. Still, Fish was 
one of few dissenting voices who sees 
more media scrutiny as better. "It must 
have been lovely forty years ago to 
pretty much do what you like and call it 
personal, but I don't think that was 
really so terrific. When you seck public 
life your character should be an issue. 
Voters have no idea what issue that 
official will be asked to deal with over 
the course of his term-that's why his 
character becomes more important." 

W ile a few outgoing officials 
efended more intrusive 
tandards by the Washington 

press corps, political talk shows re
ceived bad reviews from virtually all the 
retirees. The disdain was consistent 
across party lines and was aimed both 
at syndicated and network television 
roundtables and those shows with 
stated political agendas. Ex-Represen
tative Derrick believes the power of 
many of the programs now dwarfs that 
of special interests: "Talk show hosts 
are almost running Congress today," 
he contends. Durenberger also has little 
patience for the shows or their parade 
of pundits. "Go on a talk show, shout 
real loud for a few minutes and you can 
get $10,000 a speech. There doesn't 
have to be any truth to the banter on the 
talk shows .... There's no such thing as 
libel and slander anymore when it in
volves public figures," he added. 

The departing politicians did not 
express particular concern about the 
effect political talk shows have on their 
individual careers; instead, they insisted 
that the programs were corrosive to 
legislative debate and effectiveness. 
Democrat Romano Mazzoli ofKentucky 
said the sheer number of shows was 
driving participants to extremes. 
"People have to say things sharply and 
simply to not get lost in the static." 
"Complexity is not possible with the 
shows ," said Republican Alfred 
McCandless of California. Fellow Re
publican Alex McMillan of North Caro-

lina went even further, arguing that the 
growing power of talk-show hosts and 
what he sees as the failure of the media 
to cover significant issues debated on 
Capitol Hill became unbearable for 
him. "I had to do handstands to explain 
to my constituents what was really go
ing on in Congress," he contended. 

The lone defender of the political 
talk shows was former Senator Wallop, 
Republican of Wyoming, who saw the 
proliferation of right-of-center radio and 
television programs as leveling the play
ing field. "One of the reasons talk shows 
are starting to be part of the informa
tion providers of the nation is that now 
you're getting some more balance." 

Whether they blamed the press, par
tisanship or the lack of public concern, 
many of the departing lawmakers as
serted that they didn't have the oppor
tunity to address the nation's most 
pressing problems. And even with the 
ambitious agenda of the new Republi
can-controlled Congress, some issues 
cited by the outgoing legislators are 
unlikely to be debated. "We somehow 
need to restore a sense of community 
in this country," said Durenberger. Don 
Edwards, a thirty-two year Democrat 
from California, agreed. "We're a di
vided nation and becoming more di
vided all the time. We live in an unfair 
and unequal America, and if we don't 
face up to that we're going to have real 
difficulties. You're going to lock your 
doors more often in ten years if we 
leave a devastated, angry sub-class with 
no stake in society." 

The retiring lawmakers feared that 
many of the issues of concern to them 
would languish in legislative limbo, but, 
in some cases, the November surprise 
at the polls could change that. Hamilton 
Fish shared Edwards' worries about the 
creation of an ever larger underclass 
that is being left further behind. "The 
numbers are so overwhelming it's hard 
to make a difference," Fish argued, "and 
the issue is on very few people's politi
cal agenda." Welfare reform Newt 
Gingrich style may not have been what 
Fish had in mind, but the new Congress 
is poised to put debates about welfare, 
illegitimacy and poverty on the top of 
the national political agenda. Similarly, 
ex-Representative McMillan left office 



contending that no one had forcefully 
addressed the question of expanding 
entitlement programs. He offered these 
solutions: raising the retirement age, 
means testing for Medicare, and cap
pingMedicaid payments. Working drafts 
of proposals by the new Republican 
majority have shown some evidence of 
those ideas. 

Senator Wallop suggested making 
Social Security voluntary. "You can't 
find many people who contribute who 
believe that it will be there for them 
when they need it, " he argued. Oregon 
Democrat Mike Kopetski left Washing
ton wanting to consolidate the armed 
forces, while popular Minnesota Rep
resentative Tim Penney departed still 
concerned about the health of private 
sector pension funds and the need for 
honesty in the federal budgeting pro
cess. "Every year there 's 200 billion 
dollars in funny money that doesn't 
exist put in the budget, so we never 
really have to make the difficult deci
sions about what to cut," he said. Now, 
current moves for budget reform 
amendment could focus greater atten
tion on all aspects of the way budgeting 
is done on the hill. Crime, deficit reduc
tion and finding America's role in a 
more complicated world order topped 
the list of concerns of other departing 
Congressmen and Senators. 

All but one of the fifteen retiring 
officials believed that Washington was 
more partisan than when they arrived. 
North Carolina Republican McMillan 
echoed the conviction of many retirees 
that the result was diminishing legisla
tive effectiveness. "Today, mean 
spiritedness is an occupation on Capi
tol Hill . Good results and effective leg
islation depend on collegiality, and that 
is absent now," he said. DeConcini had 
his office staff investigate voting pat
terns, and argues that the new more 
partisan standard was clear in 1993. 
That year, Republicans in Congress fili
bustered important pieces of legisla
tion proposed by President Clinton. 
Democrats, DeConcini pointed out, 
might have killed key legislation put 
forth by the Reagan White House in 
1982 but chose not to do so. 

Austin Murphy, a Pennsylvania 
Democrat, lamented that these days 
Congressmen from different parties 
rarely even get together socially. When 
the two sides do meet on the floor of 
Congress, the growing partisan spirit 
has produced a new political reality: 
legislative amendments aimed at em
barrassing officials in the next cam
paign. "There are clearly some amend
ments designed not to win, but to put 
people on the spot for something-to 
inject electoral politics into the legisla
tive arena in ways they never were be
fore, " argued Stephen Neal, a North 
Carolina Democrat. But Republican 
Hamilton Fish III said the Washington 
he knew was always partisan, and occa
sionally nasty. He recalled wandering 
into the House dining room in the early 
1970's and sitting at a table with Demo
cratic peers. "The conversation imme
diately turned to attempts to impeach 
Richard Nixon. Itwasclearlyanattempt 
to make me feel uncomfortable; they 
let me know that I'd sat down at the 
wrong table. Partisanship has always 
been here," he said. 

Senator Durenberger offered one of 
the few hopeful voices that partisan
ship might ease. "Behind the scenes 
there [were] more personal relation
ships being formed, at least on the 
Senate side during the last eight years, 
than in the previous eight years. People 
meet together, eat together, pray to
gether." 

"Wrapping up the plaques in my 
office, I'm at the stage where I'm asking 
myself, where 's the meaning in what 
I've done? How many of these plaques 
will I really hang on to," Durenberger 
observed during the last week in his 
Washington office . Like most of those 
who decided not to run for re-election, 
the senator found the rewards of the 
job to be fewer on his departure than 
when he was first elected. 

The retirees believed it was time to 
move on-generally to careers in busi
ness or academia. But while emerging 
opportunities helped pull them to new 
careers, the strains of the job-and 
voter discontent-were clearly push
ing many out the door. Officials spoke 
of having taken salary cuts to go to 
Congress and many anticipated a higher 

standard of living outside the Beltway. 
"You don't make the kind of money 
here to send your kids to the kind of 
colleges that cost $20,000 a year. So 
you can't even do things like that for 
your family these days," noted three
decade veteran Don Edwards, dean of 
the California Congressional delega
tion. 

The legions of unhappy voters deep
ened the frustration of the retirees. 
Even Congressman Fish, a popular Re
publican who left for health reasons , 
joked about Congress's eroding status 
with the electorate. "I haven't been 
stoned by voters yet," he quipped. 

The Congressmen were initially in
terviewed before the November elec
tions. Few in the group said they had 
any inkling that voter anger was run
ning unusually high last fall. Democrat 
Romano Mazzoli was an exception, pre
dicting popular support for immigra
tion reform-one of the year's political 
hot buttons-which was once his chief 
focus on Capitol Hill. Together with 
Wyoming Republican Senator Alan 
Simpson, Mazzoli wrote bills reforming 
immigration policy. The passage of 
Proposition 187 in California, limiting 
benefits to illegal aliens and their chil
dren, did not surprise the retiring 
Mazzoli who believes, once again, Cali
fornia should be seen as a bellwether 
state on a major political issue. "I've 
said for a long time about illegal immi
gration that unless you close the back 
door, you won't be able to keep the 
front door open," he added. 

Former Senator Wallop was the single 
retiree to go on record predicting the 
Republican landslide. "I think people 
are increasingly frightened of their gov
ernment. They don't believe the fed
eral government can solve problems," 
he said, days before the election. His 
colleagues seem to agree . More than 
half the fifteen retirees left with a weaker 
belief that real change in Washington 
was possible. • 
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ing and editing my own video, produc
ing my own newscasts and weathercasts, 
and, of course, doing my own hair and 
make-up . It was a great opportunity for 
someone eager to learn. 

It was about that time that my news 
director told me I should lose weight. I 
was five-foot-six and weighed 135 to 
140pounds. Ihadalreadythoughtabout 
losing weight, but I was much more 
concerned about improving my writ
ing, editing, shooting and producing 
skills . Losing weight was not much of a 
priority for me. When my boss told me 
it was a priority for him, I was shocked 
and hurt. 

I'd taken many journalism classes in 
college where writing techniques and 
grammatical rules were emphasized. It 
occurred to me that during the "5 W's 
and H" lesson, I hadn't been told that 
"W" stood for weight. I found it difficult 
to understand why my weight should 
be a matter of concern for my news 
director. He didn't criticize my writing, 
on-air reading or newsgathering abili
ties. Instead, he wanted me to lose a 
few pounds. 

I realized then, of course, as now, 
that I work in a visual medium. I realize, 
too, that as a TV reporter, I am the 
storyteller and not the story. If my weight 
is excessive, if my appearance in gen
eral is distracting, then I run the risk of 
becoming the story. That is something 
I do not want to do. 

On the other hand, I still find it hard 
to understand why a newswoman, who 
at worst might be 15 pounds over
weight, is told to lose weight when the 
same does not hold true for a news
man. I've seen this issue resurface in 
other television newsrooms over the 
years. If my male colleagues have un
dergone the same scrutiny, I am un
aware of it, as are most of my female 
colleagues. I have seen little evidence 
of my male colleagues' weight or gen
eral appearance taking priority over 
their journalistic abilities. 

I am told the TV screen adds 10 
pounds to a person. But, if you can 
gather the information, write the story, 
get the facts straight and meet the dead
line, I don ' t understand why 15 or 25 
pounds or more should make any dif
ference for a woman. 

The news director who told me to 
lose weight was doing both on-air re
porting and anchoring at the same time 
he was news director. He was what 
could politely be referred to as "heavy. " 
If someone ever told him to lose weight 
during that time in his TV career, he did 
not heed the advice. 

Nor did I. I didn 't tell him that I 
would not cooperate. I just concen
trated on my work and not my weight . 
Fortunately for me, my work steadily 
improved. 

A new news director was soon hired. 
He never mentioned my weight. He 
was more concerned with my hair! He 
recommended cutting it. When I indi
cated that I was reluctant to do so, he 
suggested I wear it pulled back with a 
hair clip. That suited me since I often 
pulled my hair back to keep it out of my 
face. 

That news director did not make a 
big issue out of the length of my hair, 
nor did he push to know my reasons for 
not wanting to cut it . He simply seemed 
to respect my desire not to do so. I was 
young and naive enough to believe that 
if I preferred not to do something, I 
would not have to do it. I also believed 
that if I worked hard, did my job to the 
best of my ability and kept my hair out 
of my face, I would keep my job. 

My news director was naive enough 
to agree with me. 

My second job was in Tyler, Texas. 
Although it, too, was a small market, it 
was bigger than Lufkin-big enough to 
have TV consultants. At that time, con
sultants were still relatively new in the 
industry. They carried and still carry a 
tremendous amount of clout. Televi
sion stations pay consultants to do 
market research and to observe what 
works and what doesn' t work. Consult
ants are also paid for coming up with 
suggested improvements. 

After a couple of years as a reporter 
in Tyler, I tried out for weekday anchor. 
Given the anchor experience I'd gained 
in Lufkin, I felt I had a good shot at it. I 
did , with one exception. My Tyler news 
director-and the consultants, I as
sume-believed that my long hair would 
be inappropriate for an anchor. 

At that time, I was still wearing my 
hair long and straight, clipped on ei-

ther side away from my face or some
times pulled back in a ponytail. I told 
my boss I preferred not to cut my hair. 
1 told him it was a part of my identity. 
He was more determined than my pre
vious boss. He also had something 1 
wanted-an anchor job. 

Nevertheless, I told him I felt strongly 
about my hair. He said ifl could find a 
good compromise that suited him, the 
anchor job was mine. I went to a hair
dresser and asked her to help me figure 
out a way to wear my hair up in a bun. 
It was no easy challenge . My hair was 
still waist-length, straight, thick and 
heavy. But she found that if I pulled it 
up in a ponytail, braided and wrapped 
it and used hairpins to hold the braid in 
place, I ended up with a neat, compact 
hairdo. She cut the front into bangs 
with a little bit of feathering. 

My boss was pleased. Apparently, so 
were the consultants because no more 
was ever said about the style I chose. 1 
got the anchor job. From that day to 
this, I've maintained two separate hair
styles, two distinct looks. At work, I 
always wear it up to look "professional." 
At home, I wear it down to look like me. 

After four years in Tyler, I was eager 
to make a move to a bigger market . 
When a station in Austin, Texas ex
pressed interest, I applied. During my 
interview, I wore my hair up-the "pro
fessional" look. I told that news direc
tor my hair was long, but that I always 
wore it up on the air. He didn't have a 
problem with that and I got the report
ing job. 

Up to that point, I had never worked 
outside small-market TV. The move to 
Austin gave me the chance to watch and 
learn from my new peers in a larger, 
more sophisticated market. Until then , 
I had never fully understood just how 
subjective television news can be. It 
was also then that I realized just how 
easily a person's self-image can be af~ 
fected, for better or worse , by an 
employer's whim. 

All three women anchors at that sta
tion watched their weight. Two were 
chronic dieters also devoted to daily 
exercise routines. They had been called 
into the news director's office, at vari
ous times , and told to lose weight. One 
of them was actually quite small, but 
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weight gain tended to show up easily 
on her round face. 

The second anchor was pencil thin. 
Co-workers at the station told me that 
when she started there she weighed 15 
to 20 pounds more than when I met 
her, but the news director wanted her 
to lose weight. One day I became aware 
of how well she'd succeeded when she 
stood near my desk doing her hair. She 
was wearing a form-fitting dress. As she 
raised her arms to put her hair in curl
ers , I realized I could practically count 
her ribs . She used to eat a baked potato 
with mustard for lunch every day. When 
she was in the mood to splurge, she had 
two potatoes with mustard. 

The third female anchor at that sta
tion had dark hair when she began 
working there , initially as a reporter. 
Before she started anchoring, the 
station 's consultant had suggested she 
would look better with blond hair. When 
I met her, she was a blond. 

Despite the tribulations of my fe
male anchor friends, I was still inter
ested in trying to prove my own anchor
ing abilities in that market. Eventually, 
I got my chance. I'd been at the station 
about a year and the news director 
who'd hired me was no longer there. I 
should note that, contrary to the expe
rience of two of the female anchors 
who preceded me, my weight was not 
an issue at that station. By this time, 
because of a bad case of food poison
ing, I'd long since dropped the 10 to 15 
pounds that concerned my first news 
director. 

While my weight was not an issue, 
my eyelashes were! The consultant told 
me to wear false eyelashes on the air to 
make my eyes bigger. I did as I was told . 
Never mind that I failed to see what the 
illusion oflarger eyes had to do with the 
way I read a story during a newscast. 
Never mind that the eyelash glue irri
tated my contact lenses and made my 
eyes water and turn red. And never 
mind that my biggest concern as an 
anchor was not how well or how accu
rately I read a story on the air.Rather, I 
fretted over whether my eyelashes 
would stay put. I had images of one or 
both of the false lash strips coming 
unglued and sliding down my face as I 
read an important story. 

Still, wearing false eyelashes did not 
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require me giving up a part of myself. I 
just had to embellish my looks a bit . I 
felt silly, but I did not feel as if anything 
had been taken away from me. 

I got the job with no mention of my 
hair. That didn 't last long. 

About six months after I debuted as 
weekend anchor, the consultant told 
me the news director wanted me to 
change my hairsryle . She said he wanted 
me to cut my hair. That, of course, was 
something I felt I could not do. I ex
plained to her that when I was hired by 
the previous news director, I'd dis
cussed with him the length of my hair 
and the way I wore it . 

The news director who'd given me 
the reporting job had no problem with 
either. His replacement, the man who 
had promoted me to weekend anchor, 
knew how I wore my hair when he 
moved me into that position. He had 
not mentioned my hair, much less made 
it a stipulation of the promotion, when 
he told me I would be the new week
end anchor. 

The ratings were good. Our week
end newscasts were still number one. 
We had no complaints-none that I 
was aware of-about my hairsryle. Most 
of all, in nine years of television report
ing and anchoring, I felt I had proven I 
was a solid television journalist. 

Why, I asked, was my hair a problem? 
That was a question the consultant could 
not answer. She told me the news direc
tor was determined that I should get a 
new hairsryle, that the sryle I wore-the 
bun-was not "feminine" enough. She 
said he wanted me to get it cut into a 
shoulder-length sryle, the well-known 
"anchor bob. " She told me it might 
come down to my job or my hair. 

This matter caused me no small 
amount of distress. I remember having 
nightmares about my news director 
standing over my head with scissors 
trying to cut my hair. It sounds laugh
able now, but at that time I was quite 
upset . I really don 't remember whether 
my anxiery over my hair affected my on
air performance, but I am sure it must 
have. I know it certainly affected my 
mood and my self-confidence. In a busi
ness where confidence is crucial, that 's 
a serious issue. 

I knew I had to make a decision. I 

chose my hair. I told the consultant I 
would not cut it. I explained it was part 
of me-that I felt as equally attached to 
my hair as I did to any part of me. 
Without saying so specifically, I tried to 
let her know that cutting my hair was 
tantamount to cutting out my heart . l 
told her I was willing to give up my job 
if it came down to it. 

The consultant arranged a meeting 
between the station manager and me . 
The manager calmly listened as I ex
plained my position. I told him I was 
willing to change the front of my hair, 
to make it look "softer" and more "femi
nine" on the air. But, I told him, I could 
not cut the length of it. 

Much to my relief, the general man
ager accepted my decision. I never heard 
another word about it. My news direc
tor never directly discussed the issue 
with me. I kept my job and my hair 
through that news director's tenure 
and through the first part of his 
successor's tenure before I moved on. 

When I interviewed for that next job 
in a larger market and for my current 
job as a general assignment reporter in 
Dallas, a still larger market, I asked both 
news directors whether they had a prob
lem with the way I wore my hair. Both 
were comfortable enough with my hair 
and my abiliry as a journalist to hire me. 

At this point-more than 16 years 
into my career-! am a reporter who is 
rarely called on to use my anchoring 
skills. To be honest, I miss anchoring. 
There's a certain satisfaction that comes 
in sharing the day's news with an audi
ence of television viewers. But, as much 
as I sometimes miss anchoring, I never 
miss the attention my former bosses, 
consultants and even viewers gave to 
various aspects of my anchor appear
ance. That's not to say attention isn't 
given to how TV reporters look. 

As a reporter, I get the chance to 
concentrate on getting and telling "the 
story. " In a "live shot," "stand-up" or 
"cut-away," those few seconds when 
my face is on the screen, what I look like 
is usually taken into consideration by 
my boss and the public at large. But in 
my opinion, no reporter's appearance 
and for that matter, no anchor's ap
pearance, should become more impor
tant than the information that is being 



conveyed. 
I meet dozens of young female col

lege students each year who aspire to 
be television "stars." They don 't under
stand that writing is the key tool for 
both print and broadcast journalists. 
True , the writing styles are different, 
but a journalist in either field must be 
intimately familiar with the writing style 
of his or her chosen medium. Too many 
young people interested in pursuing 
careers in television news don 't seem 
to realize that TV reporters and anchors 
are, at least in theory, TV journalists . 

I got into journalism because I loved 
the idea of being able to write about 
matters of substance, of being able to 
make a difference in people 's lives, of 
being able to effect change . I found that 
television journalism married video and 
audio to words in a very special way. I 
found it fulfilling to be able to write a 
television news story that used not only 
words, but pictures and sound, to make 
an impact. I still love this profession 
because it offers that kind of opportu
nity. Journalism gives me the chance to 
do something important for other 
people. 

We, as local TV news reporters and 
anchors, have become known for our 
superficial coverage of superficial hap
penings. I believe that it is no coinci
dence that such superficiality comes 
from an industry that has put so much 
emphasis on appearance and far less 
on our fact-finding or news writing 
abilities. I believe that trivializes what 
can and ought to be a noble profession. 

That frustrates me. I feel this busi
ness has wittingly or unwittingly rein
forced a certain stereotype about how 
TV journalists should look. I also think 
it has wittingly or unwittingly failed to 
reinforce the message that there 's more 
to being a good television journalist 
than just stylish clothes, good hair and 
a shapely figure. 

If my hair were purple, it would be 
different. Then it, and I, would be dis
tracting. If I wore my hair long and 
straight, I can see how that might be 
distracting-especially on a live shot 
on a windy day. I choose to compro
mise and wear my hair up. This is a 
good compromise for me. I like my hair 
up . It stays out of my way. When I go 

home at night, I literally "le t my hair 
down. " I guess it 's the way men feel 
when they take off their ties at night. 

But it's much more than just a tie . My 
hair is part of the image I present to the 
world. It is an extension of what's in
side-part of what makes me "me." My 
unique hairstyle sets me apart from the 
rest. I like that because I am unique. We 
all are. As women, as te levision journal
ists , as people, we bring our own unique 
appearances and perspectives to the 
newsroom. Someday, I will most likely 
get my hair cut. I would like to be the 
one to choose the day and the style. 

At a time when television newsrooms 
across the country are touting diversity, 
hair and personal appearance in gen
eral will become an increasingly more 
challenging issue. Many Asian, Hispanic 
and Native American women like and 
wear long hair. Many African-American 
women prefer very short hair or very 
long braids. A hairstyle can become a 
way of expressing pride in one's heri-

tage. Native American men tradition
allywear their hair long. In many tribes, 
a man cuts his hair only when he 's 
mourning the loss of a loved one. 

For many women of color, the tradi
tional "anchor bob" seems unreason
able and inappropriate. It is a cookie
cutter image that someone, s01newhere, 
deemed the appropriate look for fe
male television journalists. 

As TV journalists, we are called to tell 
it as we see it. But, by and large, we are 
told we must look very much the same 
in order to tell it credibly and effec
tively. I believe that different eyes see 
stories differently. When all the story
tellers have blue eyes, the story looks 
the same. When those storytellers have 
eyes that are blue and brown and black 
and green, the story is told in many 
different ways.That's diversity. That's 
journalism. What troubles me is , is it 
television journalism? • 

Calendar Still Turning on Mintz Story 
This is an update of "The Silence of the Editors" (Nieman Reports, Winter 

1994), which chronicled my failure as a freelancer to elicit a simple, straight
forward "yes" or "no" from a series of editors to whom I submitted an exclusive 
investigative report. The story concerned a senior federal judge, Robert R. 

Merhige Jr., and a sworn accusation of "judicial extortion" leveled at him by 
Joseph Luter, chairman and president of a Fortune 500 company. 

"The Silence ... " ended on an optimistic note based on conversations with 
David Ignatius, a Washington Post Assistant Managing Editor. The Post's 
Sunday Business section, which he runs, seemed to be a natural venue for the 
report. In recent years, however, it's been jam-packed with financial advice 
stories and columns, week after week. In such surroundings, I've wondered, 
is an investigative piece a party-pooper? 

I had sent the article to David on Aug. 21. We went through an editing 
process, on the phone, on Nov. 7. I "was expecting the piece to run" in the Post, 
I wrote on Nov. 23. David sent me this faxon Dec. 12: "Apologies for the delay 
in getting the Luter piece in the paper. I haven't forgotten about it and hope 
to get it in soon. Happy Holidays!" We've had no further contact, and the 
report has not run. 

As of this writing David has had the report for more than six months. Then 
again, I had first offered it to Legal Times, on June 7, 1993, and it took four 
months of angry complaints to get a response-no-from its editors. It took 
me seven months to get a no from National Law Journal. 

One might assume that the appetite for investigative stories is shrinking, 
fast, and that freelancers who go after them will likely waste their time and 
resources and invite frustration. 

-Morton Mintz, March 13, 1995 
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Letters to the Editor 

Journalism Schools 
Editor: 

Al Balk's critique of journalism educa
tion (Nieman Reports , Winter 1994) is 
right about so many things that one 
hesitates to pick on him. Nevertheless, I 
rise in defense of one of his examples of 
silly-sounding research reports. 

The Journalism Quarterly piece titled 
"Validating a Scale for the Measurement 
of Credibility: A Covariance Structure 
Modeling Approach" has a history that is 
firmly anchored in the close cooperation 
between the newspaper industry and 
academic research that Balk would like to 
see. 

In 1984, the American Society of 
Newspaper Editors, concerned that loss 
of credibility was a source of readership 
decline, created its credibility committee 
and put David Lawrence in charge. A 
national survey on the topic by MORl 
Research (headed by a communications 
Ph.D. , Kristin McGrath) was commis
sioned. Lawrence wisely brought a group 
of acade mic researchers into the design 
and conceptualization of the project by 
meeting with them and McGrath in 
Chapel Hill. He did this over the objec
tions of some of his industry colleagues. 

"Why do we need these people?" one 
such critic asked. "Because," he was told , 
"no single study will answer all of your 
questions. Our attention span is long, and 
we will be here, worrying about these 
issues , long after the industry has moved 
on to other things . We are your best hope 
for continuity. " 

Continuity is what the article ridiculed 
by Balk is about. 

As the good social scientist that she is, 
Dr. McGrath made her data available to 
other interested researchers to examine. 
She also published scholarly articles 
about it with her colleague Dr. Cecile 
Gaziano. I published pieces in both trade 
and scholarly journals critiquing their 
work. In the Autumn 1988 Journalism 
Quarterly I criticized the 11-item index 
used to measure credibility, suggested 
that its apparent internal consistency was 
an artifact of a flaw in the way the ques
tions were framed , and proposed a more 
precise definition of credibility that 
separated the dimensions of believability 
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(the most obvious aspect of credibility) 
and community connection. The two 
concepts were commingled in the 
McGrath report. I proposed separate 
scales. 

Survey research has many sources of 
error. One is that researcher and respon
dent attribute different meanings to the 
same questions. Scales that use several 
questions to measure a single concept are 
a way around this problem. 

While I was working on it, one of my 
students, Mark West, became intrigued 
with the problem of determining whether 
a particular scale behaves consistently 
(reliability) and measures what it is 
supposed to measure (validity). He 
continued to work with the ASNE cred
ibility data after becoming a professor 
himself at UNC-Asheville. 

West's report, "Validating a Scale ... ," 
which Balk views with self-described 
shock, applied more sophisticated math
ematical analysis to the scales proposed 
by the rest of us. He confirmed my claim 
that the original ASNE scale was mixing 
some apples and oranges, gave qualified 
endorsement to my stripped-down 
credibility scale, and argued that my 
proposed community-connection mea
sure needs further work. 

This is how knowledge is advanced
in bits and pieces and in full public view. 
Credibility in the media is a problem 
today more than ever. And we can't begin 
to deal with it in a practical way if we 
cannot articulate the concept, much less 
measure it. 

The mission of journalism education 
has grown beyond supplying cheap labor 
to the newspaper industry to embrace the 
basic functions of teaching research and 
service. Of the five research projects 
denounced by Balk because they are hard 
for a non-specialist to understand, I have 
personal knowledge only of West's. But 
all of us should consider the possibility 
that the others are advancing knowledge 
and have at least a potential relationship 
to the training of journalists and service 
to the industry. 

Phil Meyer 

Phil Meyer, Nieman Fellow 1967, is the 
Knight Chair in journalism Professor at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 

Alfred Balk responds: 

My lament in Phil 's example was partly 
the gibberish that affronts journalistic 
values-especially in something called 
Journalism Quarterly, from a body gov
erning "journalism education." Of course 
"others are advancing knowledge ... with a 
potential relationship to training journal
ists. " I'm aware of the few respected ones, 
and spread their ideas-but in English. 
"Everything in its place." But it's not, and 
that 's destructive. That 's my point. 

G. K. Reddy's Career 
Editor: 

The note in the Winter 1994 number 
on G.K. Reddy, a Fellow from India, 
perplexed me because it differed from my 
memory of knowing Reddy while I re
ported from India between 1959 and 
1964 and following his career later. I 
therefore wrote to an Indian colleague. 
After consulting Reddy's widow, the 
current New Delhi bureau chiefs of The 
Hindu and Blitz, and V.V. Eswaran, to 
whom the Nieman Reports note is attrib
uted , my correspondent reported a much 
different career path: 

Reddy wrote in the late 1940's for 
Blitz, a Bombay tabloid that by the time I 
knew it in the late 1950's was strongly 
pro-Communist and virulently anti
American. In 1951 Reddy became a 
foreign correspondent for The Times of 
India, and it was from that position that 
he became a Nieman Fellow. After his 
fellowship , his paper made him its Lon
don correspondent. He returned to India 
in 1962 to become The Times of India's 
New Delhi bureau chief. He held that 
post until moving to The Hindu as its 
New Delhi bureau chief in 1969. Writing 
for The Hindu , he was one of the most 
respected journalists in India at the time 
of his death of cancer in New York on 17 
August 1987. 

The memorial award that Eswaran 
reported is a fitting tribute to an out
standing reporter and news analyst. 

Henry S. Bradsher 

Nieman Class of 1969 
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Trashing Bill and Hillary by a Middle-Distance Journalist 

On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency 
Elizabeth Drew 
Simon & Schuster. 462 Pages. $24 . 

BY JOSEPH R. L. STERNE 

I 
f news dispatches are the first 
rough draft of history, then 
books written very soon after the 

events they describe can be considered 
second rough drafts. Reporter and com
mentator Elizabeth Drew, whose por
trait of the first year of the Clinton 
administration is the most definitive 
that has yet appeared, calls this "middle 
distance journalism." 

In its modern dress, such "middle
distance journalism" is extremely im
portant and influential. Reporters and 
historians rely on these summaries for 
ready reference rather than wade 
through hundreds of daily stories on 
microfilm or in electronic data banks. 
With repetition, the judgments of 
"middle distance" writers have a ten
dency to jell into fixed impressions 
that affect contemporary politics and 
early interpretations of history. Revi
sionism comes later, too late in most 
cases, to make much difference in what 
we call "real time. "A genre brought to 
a high art by Theodore White in his 
volumes on the elections of the Sixties 
and Seventies, this kind of journalism 
has now evolved into books on sitting 
presidents written hurriedly while they 
are still in office and their complete 
record is far from finished. To achieve 
a dimension beyond daily news cover
age, they rely heavily on anonymous 
sources, mostly active players in what 
has transpired, who are instinctively 
protective of their own roles and repu
tations. 

Bob Woodward was first out of the 
post on the presidency of Bill Clinton 
with his book, "The Agenda," a detailed 
report on the battles that produced the 
economic policy of the current adminis
tration. It is a limited work, very much in 
the post-Watergate tradition of what 
New Yorker writer Adam Gopnik de
scribes as "attack journalism." Behind it 
is a punishment-and-reward system in 
which "informed sources"-i.e., self
serving officials and consultants-earn 
an upbeat portrait if they talk and quite 
the reverse if they do not. According to 
Gopnik, Woodward arrives at his ver
sion of truth through "polite extortion." 

Yet what is ironic about Woodward's 
work is that his excessive tapping of 
Clinton's political consultants-Paul 
Begala, Stan Greenberg, James Carville 
and Mandy Grunwald-fails in its at
tempt to print them as principled fel
lows trying to save the populist (and 
leftist) soul of the Clinton presidency. 
Those who emerge as far more helpful 
to Clinton are the centrist economic 
team of Lloyd Bentsen , Leon Panetta, 
Robert Rubin and Alice Rivlin. 

Elizabeth Drew has attempted a more 
ambitious task: to portray the Clinton 
White House in all facets of its policy 
initiatives and personality conflicts. Like 
Woodward, she too relies on close-in 
sources with self-serving ambitions. But 
her net casts wider and she keeps a 
prudent distance, always wondering, in 
her own words, "Why is this person 
telling me this?" "The information was 
screened," she writes, "for, among other 

PRESIDElvCY 

Elizabeth Drew 
things, self-aggrandizement, rivalry (and 
even vendetta in some cases) , and puff
ing of the boss ." Inevitably, she only 
partly succeeds. 

Aside from a slap-dash epilogue on 
the events of the first half of 1994, 
which should have been excised, the 
Drew book concentrates on a presiden
tial first year that ended with Bill 
Clinton's approval rating at a healthy 
60 percent. He had succeeded in push
ing through Congress the most ambi
tious effort at deficit control in modern 
times and, against great odds, had even 
secured congressional approval of the 

Nieman Reports I Spring 1995 63 



North America Free Trade Agreement. 
A number of other bills constituted a 
better than average record. 

This would have been triumph 
enough for any first-year president. But 
Drew's characterization of the presi
dent, his wife and his staff is so devastat
ing-so unrelentingly critical-that one 
can easily perceive why Clinton's sec
ond year was a constant misery that 
ended in Republican control of both 
houses of Congress for the first time in 
40 years . The First Couple are por
trayed as so arrogant they thought they 
were smarter than anyone else and as 
so ill-prepared for governance in inces
tuous Washington that they were in 
trouble from Day One. 

As in Bob Woodward's book, but this 
time deliberately, the political consult
ants emerge as destructive meddlers 
who conceive of the presidency as noth
ing but an on-going campaign whose 
sole objective is re-election in 1996. 
"The consultants, " Drew writes, "were 
accountable to no one but the presi
dent. They could sashay into the White 
House, offer some advice and sashay 
out again, leaving the hard part to oth
ers. They didn't have to carry out their 
own proposals or live with the conse
quences." 

This observation is worth quoting 
because the role of consultants in the 
Clinton White House is a new phenom
enon, one no wise future president 
should ever repeat. Offering suppos
edly expert advice that in most instances 
was wrong, they compounded the prob
lems of a White House whose lines of 
authority (in Drew's words) "weren't 
blurred; there simply weren't any." With 
multiple power centers-A! Gore's , 
Hillary's and the President's-it was no 
wonder that the young, inexperienced, 
parochial staff under poor Mack 
McLarty, the Arkansan pulled in to be 
the first chief of staff, was overwhelmed. 

On foreign policy, a subject hardly 
mentioned in the Woodward book, 
Drew reveals dismaying friction be
tween Secretary of State Warren Chris
topher and National Security Adviser 
Anthony Lake. This is nothing new, as 
witness the rivalry between Henry 
Kissinger and William Rogers in the 
Nixon administration. But at least 

64 Nieman Reports I Spring 1995 

B 0 0 K S 

Kissinger was the acknowledged for
eign policy spokesman. Clinton had 
none. Christopher is pictured as a weak, 
malleable bureaucrat obsessed more 
with maintaining his position in the 
pecking order than with advancing con
sistent policy positions . Lake is no bet
ter as he maneuvers in White House 
intrigues. One comes away from Drew's 
book convinced Clinton needs a for
eign policy shake-up commensurate 
with the elevation of Leon Panetta to 
chief of staff. 

As interesting as all these supporting 
actors may be in the Clinton chronicle, 
the focus must remain on the president 
himself. He is portrayed as a man who 
cannot make up his mind because he 
does not know his own mind. 

Listen to Drew's psychoanalysis: 
"There was in the (Clinton] temper a 
kind of petulance-a word used by an 
Arkansan who knew him well. There 
was in fact a kind of immaturity about 
Clinton. There seemed to be some
thing unfinished about him. Compared 
to many men his age, or even younger, 
he didn't seem quite grown up. To 
what extent this was because he was his 
mother's beloved son, or because for 
all the rough-and-tumble of politics he 
hadn't lived in the real world very much 
and had so many of his needs, psychic 
and material, catered to, or it was some 
innate personality trait, was impossible 
to know. There was so much that was 
appealing about him-his brain, his 
zest, his resilience, his charm-but he 
didn't come across as a settled person, 
and the public seemed to sense that." 

Such judgments, rendered between 
hard covers rather than on yellowing 
newsprint, are bound to influence gen
eral impressions of Clinton well be
yond the readership of Elizabeth Drew's 
"On the Edge." It is a plodding book, 
with an addiction to chronology and 
detail. But even if its immediate audi
ence is limited, what with the public's 
surfeit of an overexposed president, 
reporters and historians will be delving 
into its pages for years to come for the 
quick fill so often needed in their crafts. 

As a superior example of "middle
distance journalism," "On the Edge" 
should prompt a close look at this kind 
of reporting and an assessment of its 

reliability. The reader is left with the 
nagging thought that because it is cur
rently so fashionable to trash Bill and 
Hillary Clinton, Elizabeth Drew has left 
a wide open field for revisionism. For 
this president, who is starting to take 
comfort in the achievements of one
term predecessors, reinterpretation 

cannot come soon enough. • 

joseph R. L. Sterne is Editorial Page Editor of 
The Baltimore Sun. 

The Way Science 
Should Be Written 

The Hostage Brain 
Bruce S. McEwen and Harold M. 
Schmeck, Jr. 
The Rockefeller University Press . 324 
Pages. $39.95 he $19.95 pb. 

0 ne look at this handsome book 
should convince the ego-starved 

journalist to buy it for display in a 
conspicuous place as proof of his intel
lectual powers. A peek inside confirms 
the choice. The color illustrations of 
parts of the brain, by Lydia Kibiuk, are , 
to use the word advisedly, sensational. 
The artist shows, in color drawings that 
sometimes stretch across two pages, 
genes and hormones and other biologi
cal bits that the scientist sees only 
through a microscope. 

As effective as "Hostage Brain" might 
be on the cocktail table , the journalist 
would achieve far more professionally 
if he would read Harry Schmeck's text . 
With skills developed in three decades 
on The New York Times, he has written 
an explanation of the brain and of what 
restricts it-diseases, like Alzheimer's, 
or abuse from drugs , for example-so 
lucid that even political reporters can 
understand it. Moreover, Schmeck, a 
1954 Nieman Fellow, sprinkles the chap
ters with wry humor. • 
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An Easy Switch From Columns to Fiction 
no different from any other. I was main
taining, abetting, creating a kind of 
elaborate fiction, just as my mother 
had, with gravy and pumpkin pie and 
heavy cream. The fiction that every
thing was fine, that life was simple and 
secure, that husbands did not stray and 
children grow, that the body did not 
decay and finally fail, that the axis of the 
earth passed dead center through the 
kitchen and the living room and the 
world kept spinning, our family un
changing, safe and sound." 

One True Thing 
Anna Quindlen 
Random House. 289 Pages. $22. 

BY ELIZABETH LELAND 

W
hen I heard that Anna 
Quindlen decided to write 
novels full-time , charging 

confidently into a new career that many 
journalists dare only dream about, my 
first thought was: can she pull this one 
off, too? If "One True Thing" is any 
indication, the answer is as clear as her 
writing style: "yes." 

Yes, she switches from fact to fiction 
as easily as she switched from New York 
Times columnist to stay-at-home mom 
after the birth of her second son. Yes, 
she abandons the formula of journal
ism for descriptive, sometimes power
ful , prose. And yes, she weaves a tale 
that's both captivating and convincing. 

The publication of"One True Thing" 
coincided with Quindlen's much-talked
about decision to leave The Times. This 
time, for good. She won a Pulitzer and 
stood first in line for a top job at The 
Times. Why not try something differ
ent? She said she liked this second novel 
so much, she felt confident about her 
decision. And well she should. 

Her narrator is twenty-four-year-old 
Ellen Gulden, who quits her job to care 
for her dying mother, and then is 
charged with mercy killing. But that's 
just the hook. "One True Thing" is a 
story about parent-child relations , about 
dying, about balancing family and work. 

Ellen is smart, driven, self-confident 
to the point of arrogance. I didn't find 
her especially likable at first. She idol
izes her father, the charming, yet shal
low university professor who regularly 
cajoles his students into bed and teaches 
his daughte r to prize people in novels 
over real people. Ellen graduates from 
Harvard and takes a job as editorial 
assistant and sometime reporter for a 
big New York City magazine . At last, 
she 's away from the college town of 
Langhorne, where she grew up. She can 
live the way she wants, far from the kind 
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of life her mother lived. She can get 
ahead. 

She's never been close to her mother, 
never understood, much less appreci
ated what Kate Gulden does . Kate didn't 
go to college. She married, stayed home 
and took care of her husband and three 
children. She wallpapered their bed
rooms and papered picture frames to 
match. She sewed Halloween costumes 
and helped fashion Christmas decora
tions for the trees at the end of Main 
Street. Everyone in town liked Kate. 

"When I considered her dispassion
ately I knew that, as my friends said, I 
was lucky in my mother," Ellen says. "It 
was simply that I rarely considered her 
at all. My mother was like dinner: I 
needed her in order to live, but I did 
not pay much attention to what went 
into her. " 

Now Kate is dying of cancer. Ellen's 
father, George, orders her back home 
to take care of her mother. Ellen doesn't 
want to give up her New York City life . 
Why not a nurse, she demands? But she 
doesn't know how to refuse her father. 

Returning home, Ellen comes to 
know her mother, and herself. She 
pushes Kate into town in a wheelchair, 
helps make Christmas ornaments , 
learns to cook. They form the Gulden 
Girls Book Club to read and discuss 
"Pride and Prejudice, " "Great Expecta
tions, " "Anna Karenina." Ellen sees her 
mother as never before . 

As Ellen changes, she discovers she 
has something of her mother in her 
after all. It 's Thanksgiving. Kate is worse. 
Ellen's boyfriend returns home for the 
holiday, but he's more concerned about 
sex than Ellen's grief. Ellen retreats to 
the kitchen to cream onions, peel yams 
and make stuffing the way Kate in
structed: " .. . I realized that I was doing 
it all for the sake of stability, to make it 
seem as though this Thanksgiving was 

Ellen confronts a balancing act simi
lar to one Quindlen faced: the life of the 
job versus the life of the home. And like 
Ellen, Quindlen lost her mother at a 
young age. To anyone who 's watched 
someone waste away, skin slacken, skull 
protrude, its seems likely Quindlen 
drew her painful, yet powerful descrip
tions from experience. 

But one thing about Ellen doesn't 
ring as true. Her transformation from 
hard-driven New York professional to 
sensitive caregiver is so swift and com
plete, it's a little unbelievable. One 
morning before Christmas, Ellen stands 
three hours on a ladder, hanging orna
ments on a town spruce, readjusting 
balls and bows at her mother's whimsy. 
Where did Ellen--"the girl who would 
walk over her mother in golf shoes"-
learn such patience? 

Kate inevitably dies, and Ellen is 
charged with murder. Part Two of the 
novel deals with that . I won't give it 
away. Afterwards , Quindlen tidies ev
erything up in an epilogue, a bit too 
nicely, but with a few interesting sur
prises. And I couldn't help but smile at 
her passing commentary on our busi
ness and why her narrator, Ellen, finally 
gave it up: "It was the idea of facing a 
future skimming the surface of life, 
winging my way in and out of other 
people 's traumas, crises, confusions, 
and passages, engaging them enough 
to get the story but never enough to be 
indelibly touched by what I had seen or 
heard." 

"One True Thing" leaves an indel
ible touch. • 

Elizabeth Leland, NF '92, recently returned 
from maternity leave to The Charlotte 
Observer, where shes working three hours a 
week (no, thats not a typo). 
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For Decades Mr. and Mrs. America's Favorite Columnist 

Winchell: Gossip, Power and the Culture of Celebrity 
Neal Gabler 
Alfred A. Knopf. 553 Pages. $30. 

BY BRAD GoLDSTEIN 

Flash! Good evening Mr. and Mrs. 
America and all the ships at sea. A birdie has 
informed me someone is attempting to do 
a job on this little newsboy. A hatchet job, 
no doubt. 

T hat is probably how Walter 
Winchell would have opened 
his evening radio show, spitting 

the words out onto the airwaves in his 
trademark rat-a-tat fashion, if he were 
to read Neal Gabler's biography. Gabler, 
the author of a book about the birth of 
Hollywood, certainly knows a lot about 
the columnist. He spent hours reading 
Winchell's papers before they were sold 
at auction. He reviewed all ofWinchell's 
newspaper columns, transcripts from 
his radio shows, personal letters and 
other letters. 

Winchell viewed any criticism as an 
assault on his character. And he thought 
nothing about using his weekly radio 
show or his newspaper columns to 
exact revenge from his critics. He was 
the "enfant terrible" of modern Ameri
can journalism, a vaudeville hoofer 
turned gossip columnist whose life 
would have been perfect fodder for his 
own columns. 

He built his reputation by reporting 
on the mating and dating habits of New 
York swells, the vaudeville denizens 
and the gangsters who inhabited Damon 
Runyon 's favorite stretch of asphalt 
called Broadway. Winchell did not in
vent gossip but he, better than anyone, 
recognized the public's appetite for 
reporting on the private lives of the rich 
and powerful. Winchell flourished at a 
time when tabloid newspapers ran com
posite pictures of celebrities on the 
front page and serialized any murder in 
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their ongoing battle to grab readers 
from New York City's large immigrant 
enclaves. 

While young reporters lament a busi
ness that no longer seems to know the 
difference between news and enter
tainment, older ones may be reminded 
of an earlier time when a nasally sound
ing columnist turned radio announcer 
was breaking all the journalistic rules. 

Winchell 's fedora, wisecracking 
voice , and insatiable thirst for gossip 
created an indelible image for the Ameri
can public. Reporters were transformed 
into snoops, concerned only with get
ting a story and selling newspapers. 

He was the model for the sinister 
columnist].] . Hunsucker in the movie 
"That Sweet Smell of Success." He could 
be funny-he coined such phrases as 
"blessed event," "making whoopee" and 
"Adam and Eveing it." He could also be 
the common man's best friend when he 
reported on the foibles of government 
bureaucrats at the height of the Great 
Depression. But it is his darker side 
Gabler spends much of his time explor
ing, and in the process, turns his life 
into a morality play. 

Born to Jacob and Jennie Winschel 
at the turn of the century, Winchell was 
raised in the American shtetl called the 
lower East Side. It was the same ghetto 
that produced Irving Berlin, the Marx 
brothers, Bernard Baruch and hundreds 
of others who would leave an imprint 
on 20th Century America. "From my 
childhood I knew what I didn 't want," 
he would say. "I didn't want to be cold. 
I didn't want to be hungry, homeless or 
anonymous." 

His desire to be noticed and the 
attention that came with letting the 
whole world in on a secret assuaged his 
fear of anonymity. But to keep up with 

the public appetite for secrets, Winchell 
needed help. Press agents, politicians 
and gangsters all supplied information 
for his columns. He hired Herman 
Klurfield to write his gags and ghost 
write many of his columns. He paid 
reporters and press agents for interest
ing items to fill his column. "Cast your 
bread upon the waters, I once read, and 
sometimes you get back angel food 
cake, " he once wrote. The more secrets 
he told , the more popularity he 
achieved, but the lonelier he became. 
He sought solace in frequent romances, 
lost his son to suicide and committed 
his daughter to a psychiatric ward to 
stop her from marrying a man he de
spised. In the end, he became a parody 
of the gossip he reported. 

His journalistic career started with a 
column called Daily Newssense, a scan
dal sheet about the backstage happen
ings of his vaudeville troupe. He wrote 
in staccato fragments separated by el-
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lipses. His columns were filled with 
slang and invented words that could 
bring home his punch line, and eventu
ally led him to The Vaudeville News and 
then The New York Graphic before 
finally settling at William Randolph 
Hearst's Daily Mirror. 

He made the gossip column a staple 
in most American newspapers. Decades 
after his death, New York Newsday has 
Liz Smith, The New York Post counters 
with Cindy Adams and The Boston 
Globe features John Robinson's col
umns on its lifestyle pages. Even the 
staid New York Times succumbed to a 
watered-down format, first when Char
lotte Curtis quoted society types and 
more recently when the paper teamed 
theater critic Frank Rich with political 
reporter Maureen Dowel to cover the 
Republican and Democratic National 
Conventions . 

But Winchell would have a difficult 
time, if he were alive today, walking 
through the checkout line at any super
market. The National Enquirer and 
Globe may have the same short punchy 
stories and pay for information like 
Winchell, but their focus is different. 
Winchell 's world emanated from New 
York and the East Coast . He left 
Hollywood's secrets-the bulk of The 
National Enquirer's material- to West 
Coast gossip columnists Hedda Hop
per and Louella Parsons . He wanted a 
bigger audience and liked be ing closer 
to the nation's powerful. 

Tired of writing about New York 
society types, Winchell turned his at
tention to world affairs, reporting on 
the growing German war machine. 
When his radio program made Winchell 
a household name across America, the 
powerful courted him. It 's no different 
than Bob Dole, the Senate Majority 
Leader, or President Bill Clinton calling 
in to Don Imus 's syndicated radio show. 
But unlike Imus, who sees politicians 
as fodder for his comic opera, Winchell 
used them to push his own political 
agenda. He was an ardent intervention
ist and stridently anti-Nazi, calling any
one who opposed the war machine a 
Communist. 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
former FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover 
constantly provided Winchell with in
formation about Nazi spies and sympa-
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thizers. In return for scoops, Winchell 
trumpeted the New Deal and pro mo ted 
the FBI as a state-of-the-art crime fight
ing agency. He never asked Roosevelt 
or Hoover a difficult questio n because 
he knew his access would disappear. 
He ignored Hoover's gambling; no r cl icl 
he explore rumors of Roosevelt as a 
womanizer. Instead, Winchell excori
ated bureaucrats and socially irrespo n
sible snobs. ''I'll bet that made Dillinger 
laugh out loud," he said of a New Yo rk 
judge who sentenced a mother to a day 
in jail for letting her child dig in Central 
Park. "Children, in New York parks, it 
appears, commit a crime when they 
damage the grass .... But with my own 
eyes the other day-I saw a police car 
speed all over the lawn there to chase 
away other kids who were playing ... and 
this is 1934 and we 're supposed to be 
human beings." 

This formula of focusing on the un
feeling magistrate or public employee 
has, as Gabler points out, a kernel of 
populism in it . After all, most people 's 
contact with government is when they 
renew their driver's license, pay a trafffic 
ticket, or file theirtax returns. Winchell 's 
formula attracted the throngs strug
gling to survive the Great Depression to 
read his column and listen to his radio 
show. Albeit in a more responsible way, 
it still survives today. CBS's news show 
60 Minutes is constantly exposing the 
petty criminal while avoiding larger, 
more complicated issues. 

Conservative radio talk show host 
Rush Limbaugh, who credits himself 
for the recent Republican victory, suc
ceeds because, like Winchell, he taps 
into public fears. Winchell played on 
America's fear of the Soviet Union dur
ing the Cold War. He searched for Com
munists everywhere and when he ran 
out of them he called his critics Com
munists. He supported Eisenhower and 
Nixon. Some forty years later , Limbaugh 
can be heard on the radio playing on 
Americans ' fear of economic uncer
tainty. He scapegoats. He blames Demo
crats for America's economic woes and 
trumpets a return to the policies of the 
Reagan years , berating President Clinton 
routinely. His language is sprinkled with ' 
phrases such as "feminazis ," phrases 
that echo back to the age of Winchell. 

It would see m on ly natu r:il th :tt 
Winchell, with his k rvid an ti-Com mu
nism, would gravitate toward Se nat or 
Joseph R. McCarthy and the I lo use Un
AmericanActivities Committee . A po pu· 
list needs an enemy, someone to blame 
for the winds of change. Winche ll 's 
broadcasts were losing ground to the 
Eel Sullivan television show. His ques
tio nable ethics and unsavory alliances 
with government officials and gang
ste rs had become the subject of a twenty
fou r-part series in The New York Post. 
Gable r suggests that Winchell 's red bait
ing was mere ly a means to settle scores 
and browbeat his critics into silence. 
But Winche ll never .understood that 
audiences do no t like bullies, until he 
was stripped o f his radio show and 
column and forced to take out an ad in 
Varie ty looking fo r wo rk. 

When Winche ll died in 1972 , former 
New York Post columnist Leonard Lyons 
credited him with changing journalism 
by realizing "people were interested in 
people. " Other criti cs asserted that his 
passing closed a chapte r in American 
journalism, po inting to the death of 
Broadway, vaudeville and the disap
pearance of the fedo ra-clad reporter. 
But Winchell 's legacy ca n be heard in 
Rush Limbaugh ' s booming voice and 
seen in the old-fashio ned microphone 
sitting in front o f CNN 's Larry King. As 
Michael Herr wro te , "if people go 
around treating themselves like celeb
rities because not to be a celebrity is 
just too awful , we may have Walter 
Winchell to thank." • 

Brad Goldstein, special projects reporter fo r 
The Eagle- Tribune in Lawrence, M ass., is a 

current N ieman Fellow. 
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A Plea to News Programs to Debate Alternative Agendas 

By Invitation Only: 
How the Media Limit Political Debate 
David Croteau and William Haynes 
Common Courage Press. 218 Pages . $29.95 he, $14.95 pb. 

BY Roo DEcKER 

C 
roteau and Haynes are politi
cally progressive academics who 
want high-class TV talk shows to 

invite more activists advocating alter
native agendas as guests . This book is a 
critique of journalistic practice, but also 
a plea for a larger progressive voice in 
public discussion. As a critique, it is a 
useful challenge to the prevailing view 
that establishment media are biased to 
the left. But the book proceeds from a 
limited picture of news, and its pre
scriptions seem futile. 

"By Invitation Only" is built around 
the author's previously published stud
ies of guest lists for Nightline and the 
MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour, the "pre
eminent daily news/public affairs" pro
grams . The studies show that most of 
the guests are powerful, insider, white 
males , and that minorities, women and 
progressive acttvtsts are 
underrepresented. The authors judge 
the shows by the standard of "diver
sity," and find they don't include enough 
guests advocating "alternative agendas" 
for the nation. 

The authors studied only Nightline 
and MacNeil/Lehrer, but without look
ing much further, they generalize and 
conclude that the news media, as a 
whole, limit political debate. In fact , of 
course, Nightline and MacNeil/Lehrer 
are only two shows in a vast array of 
print and electronic offerings, some of 
which are thoroughly progressive and 
all of which must compete for audience 
and support. Nightline and MacNeil/ 
Lehrer compete successfully with simi
lar formulas that offer mostly decision
makers and their close critics debating 
current events. In response to the au
thors ' previous articles, both shows 
made minor changes. But the authors 
want larger changes: more guests who 
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are not powerful, not experts, and who 
advocate fundamental changes for 
America. As an example, the book holds 
up The Kwitny Report, a program the 
authors praise as being more diverse 
than either Nightline or MacNeil/Lehrer. 
But The Kwitny Report survived only 
one year on public TV, and the book 
offers no reason to believe that if 
Nightline and MacNeil/Lehrer did be
come more like The Kwitny Report , 
they wouldn 't share its fate. 

The authors portray those who con
trol Nightline and MacNeil Lehrer as 
powerful people inviting whomever 
they choose as guests and determining 
what America sees and hears on impor
tant issues . But producing a TV talk 
show doesn't make one feel powerful. 
It makes one feel anxious; one must 
struggle to find interesting topics and 
guests. Only rarely does a producer feel 
he or she can lead public attention. 
Mostly he must watch the direction in 
which the public is looking and try to 
leap nimbly into the public gaze. 

Another reason to believe the au
thors don't understand the importance 
of drawing audience is that they have 
written such a dull book. They devote 
many pages to comparing the race, sex 
and occupation of Nightline guests in 
the mid 1980's, with MacNeil/Lehrer 
guests in the early 1990's. They dwell in 
fond detail on news clips reporting 
reactions to their earlier published stud
ies . Scattered throughout their 195 
pages is enough good material for a 
provocative and interesting paper of 10 
to 20 pages or so. One fears the reader
ship of this book will be mostly hapless 
undergraduates to whom it is assigned 
by progressive professors. 

Even as Croteau and Haynes wrote , 

their instructions were being fulfilled , 
though not as they might have wished. 
On talk radio, commentators from the 
right wing of American politics included 
the voices of those who aren't powerful 
and aren't experts. Talk show hosts 
offered alternative agendas. Like 
progressives, the right felt excluded by 
the "elite media. " But unlike 
progressives, the right developed a 
popular message, attracted a national 
network of talk practitioners, drew an 
audience and built an economic base to 
disseminate conservative views. House 
Speaker Newt Gingrich says talk radio 
contributed to the electoral success of 
his party. Forbetterorworse, the views 
of the right will count more in the next 
few years than they have in the past, 
partly because conservatives have found 
a successful way to conduct media poli
tics . 

At some universities, arguments simi
lar to those made in this book have 
persuaded faculties to hire colleagues 
with alternative views, revise curricula 
and require students to study more 
diverse canons. The authors write as if 
prestige public affairs programs have a 
monopoly on public attention as a pro
fessor has over students in a classroom. 
They hope that by expropriating at least 
part of that monopoly, progressives 
can use establishment media to further 
their cause. But what worked on cam
pus seems unlikely to succeed in me
dia . Contemporary progressives have 
so far failed to devise a formula for 
effective media politics, and it's doubt
ful whether this book will help them. • 

Rod Decker, Nieman Fellow 1977, is a 
reporter and talk-show host for KUTV News 
in Salt Lake City. His novel, "An Environ
ment for M urder, "was published in Decem
ber. 
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Of Clinton's Underwear and FDR's Polio 

No Ordinary Time 
Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt: The Home Front in World War II 
Doris Kearns Goodwin 
Simon & Schuster. 759 Pages. $30. 

BY MICHAEL RILEY 

W;en she wrote "No Ordinary 
Time," a masterful account of 

ranklin and Eleanor 
Roosevelt on the American home front 
during World War II, historian Doris 
Kearns Goodwin must have thought, at 
least once, about Bill Clinton's under
wear-in the symbolic sense, of course. 
And if she didn't think about it, then 
readers of her compelling book should, 
because the relationship between Presi
dent Clinton's underwear and FDR's 
presidency is much closer than you 
might imagine. 

Today, most Americans, if they care, 
know what type of underwear Clinton 
wears, thanks to his answer to a young 
woman's question on MTV. Such folly, 
namely the public exposure of the most 
private matters, seems to be part of 
being president these days. But it's a far 
cry from the Second World War, when 
much of the public, because of an un
written code of secrecy among report
ers, didn't realize that President 
Roosevelt was so severely handicapped 
that he was hardly able to use his polio
stricken legs. Back then, if a news pho
tographer tried to shoot a picture that 
showed Roosevelt's disability, col
leagues would subtly block his shot or 
gently knock his camera to the ground. 
The message was clear: the public did 
not need to know about the extent of 
the president's paralysis, and the press 
didn't need to tell people about it. 

There was much more the press 
didn't tell the public, and that raises an 
intriguing question: what would hap
pen if you could stufftoday's ravenous 
Washington press corps in a time ma
chine and transport it back to 
Roosevelt's presidency? Part of the an-

swer is clear, thanks to Goodwin's thor
ough and engaging account of the war
time White House: the feeding frenzy 
would be bloody. 

The press would endlessly scruti
nize Franklin and Eleanor's fractured 
and incomplete marriage, ripped apart 
years earlier by his affair with Lucy 
Mercer. The president's close friend
ship with beautiful Crown Princess 
Martha of Norway, a frequent guest at 
the White House, would raise all man
ner of speculation. Reporters would 
delve into the nature of the intimate 
relationship between Eleanor and her 
close friend Lorena Hickok, prompting 
much comment about the First Lady's 
sexual preferences and the real nature 
of their bond. The press corps would 
ferret out details of Eleanor's relation
ship with young Joe Lash, a student 
activist whose friendship grew into a 
more profound intimacy. And report
ers, no doubt, would have disclosed 
juicy details of Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd's 
clandestine visits to the White House 
during FDR's final year, as well as her 
presence in Warm Springs when 
Roosevelt died in 1945. 

While such titillating details alone 
would make great headlines, they tell 
only a small part of the rich and compli
cated story of the Roosevelts during 
wartime. Only the embracing context 
of history is capable of conveying the 
complex ambiguities of that White 
House, a fact that the historian, who 
often takes decades to discover the 
truth, knows far better than the jour
nalist. The historian sees more clearly 
the purpose of the thick walls that ex
isted between a president's private life 
and a nation's public affairs. Some 50 
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years ago, these stolid walls were per
haps too impermeable, allowing presi
dents to conceal crucial facts , like health 
problems or ill-conceived personal en
tanglements, but in the wake of Viet
nam and Watergate, most of these walls 
have crumbled, turning the once-dis
tinct lines between private and public 
matters into ghostly demarcations. 

That's why it is critical for reporters 
today to reassess and redraw these 
boundaries, to make the critical com
mon-sense judgments about what is 
truly important for the public to know 
in an era when juicy gossip and blind 
competition too often drive the news 
and warp public perceptions. 
Goodwin's book helps raise the essen-
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tial question: how much did the nation 
need to know about FDR's personal life 
when judging his performance five de
cades ago? Reporters should ask a simi
lar question today: how much does the 
public need to know about Clinton's 
private life to evaluate his presidency? 

That question is not meant to be a 
call for censorship or secrecy or decep
tion among journalists; rather, it's a 
desire for better, clearer judgments 
about what is worth reporting. 
Goodwin's exhaustive research dem
onstrates how a historian makes those 
judgments, and her work helps clarify a 
journalist's task. Quick and easy judg
ments about the true nature of the 
relationship between a president and 
spouse are just that, quick and easy, 
and often incorrect and incomplete. 
From the outside , Eleanor and 
Franklin 's relationship looked odd, but 
it worked, and the nation benefited. 
Eleanor's activist role as First Lady, an 
abrupt departure from tradition, drew 
much public criticism, but her involve
ment proved crucial in winning the war 
and keeping the peace. And her inde
fatigable interest in the human side of 
public policies proved an invaluable 
balance to FDR's laser-like focus on 
winning the war. 

But perhaps the book's most instruc
tive lesson, worth remembering the 
next time one writes about the 
president's marriage, his personal life 
or even his underwear, comes straight 
from Eleanor. "All human beings have 
failings ," she says, "all human beings 
have needs and temptations and 
stresses. Men and women who live to
gether through long years get to know 
one another's failings ; but they also 
come to know what is worthy of respect 
and admiration in those they live with 
and in themselves." • 

Michael Riley, a current Nieman Fellow, is 
the Southern Bureau Chief for Time, based 
in Atlanta. 
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Who's a Liberal? Who's a Conservative? 

Brennan vs. Rehnquist 
The Battle for the Constitution 
Peter Irons 
Knopf. 380 Pages. $27.50. 

BY LORIE HEARN 

A
s the 20th Century wanes, crime 
and punishment again are the 
nation's obsession. There are fre

quent executions, persistent pushes for 
habeas corpus reform, a proliferation 
of "three strikes and you're out" laws , 
and yes, the country has minute-by
minute coverage of the 0.]. Simpson 
saga. 

All this is to say that legal reporting 
has come of a new age. With the click of 
a mouse, we can read the latest high
court opinions. With a flick of a TV 
remote, we can tune in to taped trial 
coverage in the middle of the night. 
And, increasingly, the pressure is on 
reporters to analyze complex legal phe
nomena and spew back the results in 
monosyllables under tighter deadlines. 

As information gathers, storytellers 
and interpreters, journalists struggle to 
simplify matters for readers who we 
assume lack either the time or capacity 
to understand the complicated world 
around them. This drive to distill con
cepts often results in miscommunica
tion and labeling. 

In his book, "Brennan vs. Rehnquist: 
The Battle for the Constitution," politi
cal scientist Peter Irons takes a run at 
sorting through two of journalism's 
favorite legal labels: liberal and conser
vative. It is a dense tome-a textbook 
rather than a page-turner-with analy
sis of a dizzying number of U.S. Su
preme Court cases in 338 pages. 

Irons's book is not for the casual 
reader or for the reporter who needs a 
quick explanation of the Supreme 
Court's newest affirmative action rul
ing on daily deadline. However, it could 
be termed a reference work for journal
ists who seek a greater understanding 
of what it means to be a judicial conser-

PETER 

vative or liberal. The definitions, one 
can discern from the discussion, are 
not go-by-the-gut exercises. 

Most journalists who spend even an 
afternoon with Irons's book will think 
twice about resorting to these easy la
bels when describing judges or their 
opinions in print or on-air. 

As the title plainly declares, this work 
is an exhaustive discourse on the dia
metric positions of former Associate 
U.S. Supreme Court Justice William]. 
Brennan Jr. and Chief Justice William 
H. Rehnquist from 1972 to 1990 when 
they served together on the nation's 
highest court. Irons covers all the fa
mous cases, such as Roe vs. Wade, so in 
that sense the book proves a primer for 
journalists who are little versed in the 
law. But there are no surprises or re
vealing insights to give the black-and
white depiction much texture. 
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Irons notes that the two justices voted 
in 2,703 cases that were decided with 
full opinions in a time when students 
protested the Vietnam War, when show
ing the movie "Carnal Knowledge" was 
criminal and when pregnant women 
routinely lost their jobs without disabil
ity benefits. The author, who is a pro
fessor at the University of California at 
San Diego, dissects 100 cases in which 
the two justices wrote opinions on is
sues involving First Amendment free
doms and Fourteenth Amendment lib
erties. Of the cases he examines , 
Brennan and Rehnquist voted to
gether-no surprise-in only two. 

admits in the preface that he inter
viewed ne ithe r justices nor their clerks 
and has relied on texts of speeches, 
opinions, art ides and other books about 
the court for his conclusions . It 's a pity 
Irons didn ' t sacrifice vo lume for sub
stance. 

Irons is no stranger to the works of 
the Supreme Court, and his dealings 
with it put him in the unusual category 
of having been threatened with a law
suit by the justices. The controversy a 
couple of years ago was over Irons 's 
book and tapes set called "May It Please 
the Court," which was a narrated con
densation of oral arguments. He ob
tained the tapes from the National Ar
chives and despite his agreement not to 

use the m for comm c rTI.d p11•1 • 
Irons did . The justices go t UJ s ' I hill 111 

the end, they loosened access 1 u 1 il l' 
tapes, which have proven to be a va lu · 
able educational tool. 

lf "Brennan vs. Rehnquist" had been 
more focused and written in a breezy, 
nove listic style, it may have been richer 
and had wide r appeal. Although the 
Constitution is for the people, Irons 
de monstrates through the sheer den
sity of his discussion that its evolution 
and interpre tation are not easy mat
ters. • 

Lorie Hearn is legal affairs reporter for The 
San Diego Union- Tribune and is in the 
current class of Nieman Fellows. 

Irons at least is candid in the preface 
when he says the book is not an "objec
tive" study. His allegiance-no, his pas
sion-is with Brennan, who was ap
pointed to the court in 1956 by President 
Eisenhower and who retired in 1990. 
Irons describes Brennan as a diminu
tive man with masterful consensus
building talents who viewed the Con
stitution as a living document that was 
meant to protect oppressed minorities 
from an oft-oppressive majority. His 
discussion of Rehnquist's staunch be
liefs in majority rule, moral relevancy 
and states ' rights is informative, pre
dictable but colored with sarcasm. And 
the playing field is more than uneven in 
comparing Rehnquist with a justice who 
was 16 years his senior in experience 
on the court. 

Tet Failure Haunts Media 

The book is rife with information, 
but there are so many facts packed into 
every page that it is difficult to get a full 
sense of any one issue, let alone one 
case. Scores of cases were decided on 5-
4 votes, but there is no feeling of exhila
ration that comes with debate . And 
although Irons says he focuses on real 
people and impacts of cases on their 
lives, the people are shadows, their 
lives ill-formed. 

Despite its shortfalls, there is some
thing to be learned here. You can't 
peruse this book, for example, without 
gleaning some understanding of "def
erence" in Constitutional philosophy 
or of what it means to be a judicial 
activist. 

Irons talks about the backgrounds of 
each justice and about their personali
ties, but it is without depth or detail. He 

Big Story 

Peter Braestrup 
Presidio Press. 632 Pages. $16.95 pb. 

This fourth edition of "Big Story" 
includes some updating while re
taining its central theme that the 
American media, print and broad
cast, performed badly in covering the 
Communists' 1968 Tet offensive in 
the Vietnam War. In brief, Peter 
Braestrup, who was The Washington 
Post's Saigon Bureau chief at the time, 
concludes that the press described 
the battle as a military victory for the 
Communists when facts undisputed 
by theN orth Vietnamese prove that it 
was a costly defeat. 

Braestrup, a 1960 Nieman Fellow, 
now Senior Editor and Director of 
Communications at the Library of 
Congress, offers a number of reasons 
for the media's failure at Tet. Two 
stand out. One is the reporters ' myo
pic fixation with the action close at 
hand instead of seeing the broad 
national picture. Fighting was right 
down the street in Saigon. The Ameri
can embassy grounds had been pen
etrated by North Vietnamese sappers. 
(Contrary to many reports, the en
emy soldiers never entered the em
bassy building.) By the time that the 
Communists had been driven from 
Saigon most reporters were attracted 

to the next crisis, at Khe San. The 
result was that the public was left 
with the impression that the Vietcong 
had won at least a psychological vic
tory, a view the anti-war activists fos
tered to great effect. 

The second reason for the media's 
failure is the rarity with which the 
newspaper editor or broadcast news 
director questioned the reporter's 
alarming accounts. As Braestrup put 
it: "Whether or not he was an expert 
on the Vietnam war, he knew, or 
should have known from harsh expe
rience, that in the first days of any 
battle, any crisis, no one (including 
his staffers in Saigon in this instance) 
has a clear picture; that most reac
tions at home will be partisan and off
the-cuff; that political Washington, 
like Wall Street, tends to overreact to 
big news, especially big bad news." 

Braestrup concludes that the fail
ure at Tet could be repeated in crises 
today. With competition fierce and 
communication swifter, reporters are 
still prone to respond quickly to the 
action near at hand and news manag
ers, watching events on television, 
must discipline themselves to ques
tion first impressions. 11-rhp 
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Beware of 'Fact-Filled' Stories That Brighten Pages 

Tainted Truth: The Manipulation of Fact in America 
Cynthia Crossen 
Simon & Schuster. 272 Pages. $23. 

BY MARILYN GEEWAX 

0 
ne morning, I think it was in 
1981, newspaper editors in 
America woke up and said to 

themselves: "We're losing readers be
cause we're turning out too many dull 
and irrelevant stories." Unfortunately, 
most did not run into their newsrooms 
that day and shout: "Our work isn't 
good enough. From now on, we're 
going to write clearer stories, cover 
more important issues and wear out 
our shoes getting to know our commu
nities." 

No, to make newspapers more use
ful to readers, most editors increased 
the number of short, bright stories that 
could be packaged with colorful charts. 
The growing demand from editors for 
brief, "fact-filled" stories about health, 
the environment and personal invest
ing spurred many reporters to become 
gullible consumers of highly question
able polls and studies. 

In "Tainted Truth," author Cynthia 
Crossen provides numerous examples 
of how respectable news organizations 
cheerfully disseminated flawed statis
tics in the push to provide readers with 
"useful" information. 

Consider the saga of the soggy oat. 
In 1986, the Quaker Oats Company 
helped pay for a study about the ben
efits of eating oats. The research showed 
that consuming a great deal of oat bran 
appeared to slightly lower cholesterol 
for people on low-fat diets. Quaker 
Oats jumped on the study to promote 
oat bran as a health food, not just a 
cheap breakfast. With the company's 
spokesmen pushing the "facts" about 
oats, the media happily swallowed the 
mush. Hundreds of stories were writ
ten about the beauty of bran. 

72 Nieman Reports I Spring 1995 

"People bent on lowering their blood 
cholesterol levels should be feeling their 
oats-or at least eating them," The Dal
las Morning News reported. By the late 
1980's, oat bran had been added to 
more than 300 products, from potato 
chips to beer. 

It was all very exciting news. Food 
sections of newspapers could print the 
latest oat-bran muffin recipes. Health 
pages could present more snappy charts 
about cholesterol. Business reporters 
could write about the growing short
ages of oats. 

The only problem was that the oat 
bran story was bunk. Further studies, 
funded by the federal government and 
American Heart Association, suggested 
that people eating five big, dense oat
bran muffins a day were indeed able to 
slightly lower their cholesterol count. 
But that happened only because the 
muffins were so filling they left the 
dieters too bloated to snack on other 
cholesterol-laden foods. When trying 
to reduce one's cholesterol count, it 
apparently doesn't matter whether 
muffins contain the bran of oats or 
wheat. 

While the oat bran publicity in the 
late 1980's didn't do much to educate 
consumers, it did help teach corpora
tions and public policy groups that 
many reporters will pass along ques
tionable information, as long as it's 
served up w;ith handy pie-shaped charts 
and snappy quotes from experts. 

This growing willingness to serve up 
bunk comes at a time when corpora
tions and lobbyists are getting better 
and better at churning out tainted data. 
More sophisticated computers and tele
phone equipment are making it easier 

and cheaper to conduct quick and dirty 
polls. At the same time, universities are 
more willing to accept corporate money 
to replace the receding government 
funds for research. While reporters have 
been skeptical of pronouncements by 
government officials, they have tended 
to be more accepting of"independent" 
research. Unfortunately, too few jour
nalists seem to realize that "indepen
dent" work is often paid for by corpora
tions seeking particular outcomes. 

Crossen urges journalists to take 
much harder looks at the polls, surveys 
and studies that have become the cheap 
raw material of news. Editors should 
make certain reporters understand the 
fundamentals of gathering statistics. 
They should demand that all research 
submitted for publication be accompa
nied by a technical index and phone 
numbers so reporters can interview 
researchers outside of controlled news 
conferences. 

Crossen makes a strong case that in 
the rush to enliven the daily news, 
journalists increasingly are allowing 
themselves to pass along half-truths 
and misleading data produced by cor
porations and lobbyists. Surveys, stud
ies and polls, when done fairly and 
thoroughly, can provide important in
formation about health, the economy 
and the environment. Journalists 
shouldn't shy away from using data that 
adds to our understanding of the world. 
But the lack of careful analysis of statis
tical information is turning good re
porters into foolish flacks. 

Before writing your next "we are 
eating more broccoli" story, take a hard 
look at "Tainted Truth."• 

Marilyn Geewax of The Atlanta Constitution 
editorial board, is a 1995 Nieman Fellow. 
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Keeping the Pressure on the KGB 

The State Within a State: 
The KGB and Its Hold on Russia
Past, Present and Future 
Yevgenia Albats 
Farrar, Stauss, Giroux. 401 pp. $25. 

W;at, another book on the Com
mittee on State Security 
(KGB)?Yes, another entry for 

that shelf that may never be filled. 
Condescending Americans used to 

casually dismiss the KGB as the equiva
lent of a combined FBI, CIA and Secret 
Service . They were all alike; all coun
tries had their secret police. 

But, as Yevgenia Albats, a Nieman 
Fellowofl993, so thoroughly describes, 
there has never been a Western equiva
lent of the KGB. Even the paranoid 
Adolf Hitler divided authority among 
different security agencies so that no 
single group could challenge his posi
tion. 

The KGB had a history extending 
deep into Czarist days as the Okhrana. 
While its name changed (Cheka, OGPU, 
NKVD, MGB) , the internal security 
agency was as much a part of Russian 
life as mud in spring and fall and snow 
in January. 

Part of the secret was to make natives 
and foreigners alike believe that the 
"official organs" heard all, saw all and 
knew all. The KGB was effective to a 
large extent because there was no limit 
to what it could or would do "to protect 
the revolution," its overall franchise . 

That provided the KGB with the ex
cuse to monitor any connections be
tween Soviet citizens and outside per
sons, objects or ideology. One of its 
favored charges was "anti-Soviet activi
ties" that could cover nearly any activity 
from active spying to reading Playboy 
Magazine. 

Ms. Albats is one of the many Rus
sians who was disappointed to discover 
that perestroika-the reconstruction of 
the Soviet system-advanced without 
making fundamental changes in the 

internal security system. When she first 
started publishing her findings about 
the successors to the KGB in Moscow, 
she found herself and her friends ha
rassed in the usual "Chekist" fashion. 

"And why is it that in my country I 
can't simply gab on the phone as I 
could in Cambridge, Mass.?" she asks. 

Ms. Albats has done important work 
in digging through the records to show 
that the present-day FSK has hardly 
changed its spots from its predeces
sors. She provides unique details of 
how the old boy network of former 
KGB operatives survived the Gorbachev 
era and continues to function under 
the administration of President Boris 
Yeltsin. 

American readers are likely to be put 
off by the sharp, nearly hysterical voice 
that Ms. Albats uses through most of 
this book. That tone is common in 
Russian journalism, especially as re
porters and editors there struggle for 
audiences to develop a tradition of free 
inquiry where there never has been 
one. 

There is also a sense of frustration in 
these pages because the outrage that 
Ms. Albats articulates is not shared as 
widely as it should be. After all, spying 
on your neighbors and punishing non
conformity are much deeper traditions 
in Moscow than a free press or basic 
civil rights. 

Russia is attempting a simultaneous 
three-ring development of political 
democracy, open markets and respect 
for civil liberties. If courageous journal
ists like Ms. Albats keep up the pres
sure, the old bear may yet learn all of 
these new tricks.--MS 

Reunion Reminder 

Please place on your calendars the 
weekend of May 4-7 for the Nieman 
conference on communications tech
nology and reunion of all alumnae/i. 
Nieman Fellows are invited to take 
part in both events. You are free to 
go to just one, or to both. The tech
nology conference at the Hyatt Re
gency Hotel in Cambridge will run 
from Thursday mid-day through Fri
day afternoon. The reunion begins 
with a reception at the Walter 
Lippmann House late Friday after
noon and runs all day Saturday and 
Sunday morning at the Harvard Sci
ence Center, just a short hike from 
Lippmann House. 

You should have received your 
initial mailing by now-please re
turn the post card as soon as pos
sible. More information is on the 
way. Feel free to fax us at 617-495-
8976 if you have questions. 

For U.S. alums: please return poll 
questionnaires to the Gallup organi
zation ASAP!! The results will be dis
cussed at the reunion.• 

Nieman Foundation 
On World Wide Web 

The Nieman Foundation now 
has a home page on the 
Internet. To access it type the 
URL http://www.nieman. 
harvard.edu//nieman.html on 
any WWW browser such as 
Mosaic, Netscape or Lynx. A 
directory of E-mail addresses for 
Nieman Fellows will be released 
during the May conference. 
Nieman Fellows are encouraged 
to send their E-mail addresses to 
nreports@fas.harvard.edu. 
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N lEMAN NOTES 
COMPILED BY LOIS FIORE 

When English Was More Fluent Than Spanish 

BY DIANE Sous 

s the peso crisis deepened , 
Mexicans woke up one day 

efore Christmas to learn that 
the central bank would tighten credit. 
There was nothing else. Meantime, 
North Americans were told much more . 
American correspondents in Mexico 
City reported that the Mexican central 
bank would limit growth of 1995 credit 
to 12 billion new pesos for 1995, that 
the price of Mexican electricity, gaso
line and other oil products would go 
up and that banks would be open to 
100 percent foreign capital. 

Always sensitive to unequal treat
ment when a gringo enters the picture, 
Mexicans complained bitterly that their 
government spoke English more flu
ently than Spanish. The authoritarian, 
paternalistic voice of the government 
had spoken to its Mexicans . Meanwhile , 
those outside its border were served up 
more details of Mexico's plan to heal 
itself. Reforma, a one-year-old Mexico 
City daily, was quick to report both 
versions of the story. 

A government that speaks in mul-
. tiple voices during a currency crisis can 
only heighten the panic and broaden 
the political and social repercussions. 
The devaluation has wiped out more 
than a third of the Mexican peso 's value, 

Diane Solis is a correspondent fo r The Wall 
Street journal based in M exico City. She was 
a Nieman Fellow in the class of 1990. 
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will raise inflation and , possibly, cause 
a recession. Politically, it represents a 
dissolution of First World fantasies for 
Mexico. As a result, some here are ask
ing tougher questions of themselves 
and the authoritarian political party 
that has ruled this country for more 
than 65 years. 

Says Sergio Aguayo, a prominent 
political scientist, "The devaluation is a 
sad confirmation of what we already 
knew: we can not trust our officials. It 
confirms again that there is a systematic 
pattern of lies , deceptions , lack of re
spect for the common people and im
punity." 

But when is there an elegant way to 
handle a devaluation for an overvalued 
currency? Difficult as Mexico's eco
nomic problems are , many believe bet
ter communications could have 
stemmed some of the financial hemor
rhage, and the political fallout of what's 
been dubbed "the first crisis of the 21st 
Century" by the head of the Interna
tional Monetary Fund. 

The communications problems, for 
example, didn't begin and end with the 
Mexican press. Those in the U.S. were 
getting many mixed and muddled sig
nals. Only days before the December 
20 peso devaluation, Mexico 's Finance 
Minister said the government would 
defend the peso against mounting pres
sures and that no devaluation was 
planned. Investors could rest assured. 

When the devaluation hit, the mar
kets reacted like jilted lovers . Mexican 
stocks and the Mexican peso were 
routed. Stock exchanges in Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile and Peru tumbled. Slumps 
followed in currencies in countries as 
diverse and far-flung as Sweden and 
Hong Kong. 

The need for quicker and clearer 
communications could not be more 
obvious now. Thousands of people will 
lose jobs because of the market overre
action and overcorrection. Many in the 
middle class-always precariously 
perched-could sink into the legions 
of Mexico's working poor. The credit 
crunch will halt economic growth. 

With the rescue plan, Mexico has 
already begun to deliver on greater 
disclosure of financial information. On 
January 31 , the central bank began dis
closing its foreign currency reserves 
monthly; previously, it gave them only 
three times a year. The most recent 
disclosure shows that Mexico was prob
ably weeks away from defaulting on its 
loans had President Clinton not stepped 
in. 

The new monetary data illustrated 
how badly Mexico needed every dollar 
from commercial banks, the Interna
tional Monetary Fund, the U.S., and 
other foreign official sources. With its 
markets still unstable and many inves
tors still heading for the exits , Mexico 
could possibly run out of foreign re
serves if it lacked ready access. • 



____ 1960 

John G. Oack) Samson's 20th 
book-his third biography-was pub
lished in March 1995 by Amato Press, 
Portland, Ore. The book, "Wulff," is 
about the long life of America's most 
famous fly fisherman and Atlantic 
salmon conservationist, the late Lee 
Wulff. 

"There is not a fly fisherman alive 
who is not familiar with one of Lee's 
famous Wulff fly patterns," Samson said. 
His other two biographies are "The 
Worlds of Ernest Thompson Seton," 
the great naturalist, and "Chennault"
Gen. Claire Lee Chennault, founder of 
the legendary Flying Tigers of World 
War II. 

Samson, who was Editor in Chief of 
the CBS magazine Field & Stream, the 
world's largest outdoor magazine, has 
written 17 other books-mostly all on 
outdoor subjects. 

As an incentive to other geriatric-era 
journalists, Samson, 73 years old, also 
just finished another book by Amato 
Publishing Co. entitled "Sailfish & Mar
lin On The Fly, " written by the first fly 
fisherman in the world to catch both 
Atlantic and Pacific sailfish and all five 
species of marlin on a fly. 

1962 

JohnOliverEmmerichJr., 65, who 
used his father's newspaper to build a 
chain of dailies and weeklies, died sud
denly on February 25 at his home in 
Greenwood, Miss. He suffered an aneu
rysm after jogging. Known as"]. 0." to 
his friends , Emmerich won his Nieman 
Fellowship in 1961 when he was work
ing for The Minneapolis Tribune. He 
worked for The Baltimore Evening Sun 
and Houston Chronicle before return
ing to take command of The Macomb 
Enterprise Journal on the retirement of 
his father, ].0. Emmerich Sr . 

John Emmerich created Emmerich 
Enterprises, Inc. , owning The 
Clarksdale and Greenwood Common
wealth , dailies like The Enterprise Jour
nal, as well as 10 weeklies in Mississippi 
and Louisiana. He served on the board 
of the Associated Press from 1981 to 
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1990 and was president of the Missis
sippi Press Association and the Louisi
ana-Mississippi Associated Press Man
aging Editors Association. 

A graduate of the University of Mis
sissippi, Emmerich studied at the 
Sorbonne in Paris and served as an 
Army lieutenant during the Korean War. 
He is survived by his wife, Celia, a son, 
Wyatt, and daughter, Melanie 
Stringfellow. 

Within days after the death, John 
and Sara Mashek sent a contribution to 
Nieman Reports in memory of 
Emmerich. 

John Hughes writes to say that "Sec
retary -General Bou tros-G hali has asked 
me to become Director of Communica
tions at the United Nations so we 're 
taking a year's leave of absence from 
Brigham Young University and going to 
New York from January through De
cember 1995 . 

"I'll be back at BYU for a couple of 
days every five or six weeks to keep 
administering BYU's ongoing Interna
tional Media Studies Program. But we 'll 
be living in New York for the year and I 
can be reached at the Executive Office 
of the Secretary-General, United Na
tions, New York, N.Y., 10017." 

1967 

Alvin Shuster, long-time Foreign 
News Editor for The Los Angeles Times, 
is now Senior Consulting Editor. In his 
new position Shuster, among other 
things, will undertake special projects 
for Times editor Shelby Coffey, repre
sent the paper at international confer
ences, and serve as editor of a new 
magazine for the International Press 
Institute, the organization of publish
ers and editors working to protect the 
rights of journalists worldwide . (See 
his views of foreign correspondence on 
Page 3.) 

____ 1968 

Ed Lambeth, former Washington 
correspondent and now professor at 
the University of Missouri School of 

Journalism, is a 1995 winner of the 
Thomas J effersonAward. It is presented 
by the four-campus state system to a 
faculty member who "through personal 
influence and performance of duty in 
teaching, writing and scholarship .. . best 
exemplifies the principles and ideals of 
Thomas Jefferson." A $5,000 hono
rarium, a certificate and a Thomas 
Jefferson cup accompany the award. 

1981 

Don McNeill has had his first fiction 
published in "Coming Attractions-
1994," by Oberon Press, an annual col
lection of stories by three new Cana
dian writers. McNeill also hopes to have 
a volume of stories ready this summer 
and is about to embark on a novel. He 
divides his time between teaching at 
Boston University and a farmhouse in 
Spain. 

1983 

"Except for getting fired, things are 
going great," says Karl Idsvoog, de
scribing the circumstances of a contro
versial situation in which he and his 
partner, Corky Johnson, found them
selves. Karl was special projects pro
ducer for an investigative team at WCPO 
in Cincinnati, working on a story about 
whether campaign contributions affect 
judicial decisions: "Is justice for sale in 
Ohio?" After extensive work on the in
vestigation, Idsvoog was told the story 
had been killed . Idsvoog protested the 
killing of the story, saying the decision 
was "unethical" and "irresponsible." In 
response , Idsvoog said, WCPO fired 
him and Johnson. The station says that 
Idsvoog and Johnson quit. 

Because of the controversial nature 
of the story Idsvoog was working on 
and the circumstances of his firing , 
Idsvoog expected some press interest. 
"Normally, firing the top investigative 
unit of a television station would be 
significant news. But not in 
Cincinnati. . . . As of this writing, The 
Enquirer has run three short stories on 
the firing . . .. " Idsvoog adds that the 
stories that did run did not contain 
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information on the investigation he was 
working on or the circumstances sur
rounding his firing. 

Idsvoog, in an appeal to his fellow 
Niemans, says, "If any of you want the 
details, call us . It's a great story. We've 
got documents and a money trail lead
ing all the way to the Supreme Court of 
the State of Ohio. But you may want to 
check with your editor first just to make 
sure it's O.K ..... " 

1985 

We asked Bernard Edinger, a corre
spondent with the Paris bureau of 
Reuters , to describe Le Monde's Janu
ary, 1995 change in format: 

France 's austere but prestigious 
afternoon daily, Le Monde, has 
given itself a facelift in a bid to halt 
dwindling readership and save its 
independence. 

The authoritative newspaper 
lost 100,000 paying readers in the 
last 15 years, sinking to a paid 
circulation of 351,000, including 
43,000 abroad. Le Monde 's total 
readership remains high at nearly 
2.1 million. Studies show each copy 
is read by several people. 

Seen by many as a newspaper of 
record and the bible of thinking 
France, the center-left paper re
mains required reading in minis
tries, company boardrooms and 
universities alike. But in an age of 
all-pervasive television and dwin
dling attention spans, Le Monde 
was finding fewe~ readers for its 
long investigative reports and ex
haustive foreign coverage. Many 
readers outside Paris began to pre
fer regional papers that gave scant 
attention to world news but pro
vided blanket coverage of local 
events. 

With France facing an economic 
crunch, advertisers were concen
trating their budgets on all-power
ful television. 

Despite raising its price to seven 
francs ($1.30) a copy, the same as 
its main rival the right-wing Le 
Figaro, but twice as much as most 
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tabloids, Le Monde lost close to 
the equivalent of $18 million in 
the last two years. In a bid for fresh 
funds, Le Monde, historically con
trolled by its founders and em
ployees, last year raised the ceiling 
on the number of shares that out
siders can own from 20 percent to 
48 percent. 

Le Monde 's new Executive Edi
tor,Jean-Marie Colombani, created 
a team headed by 33-year-old 
Nathalie Baylaucq, a graduate of 
New York's Parsons School of De
sign, to find a new layout to attract 
new readers without frightening 
away old ones . 

Although the newspaper now 
looks more airy with increased 
space between articles , the new 
Monde is far from revolutionary. 
The same Gothic title block re
mains and the general impression 
is still one of serious, solid gray
ness. The only major change to the 
eye is that dashes of color are now 
sometimes included in the front
page political cartoon. News pic
tures are still out, but there are 
more artists ' sketches of pers0n
alities. 

Business coverage has been 
given even more space and sports, 
once treated condescendingly, 
now get a full page each day. The 
editorial, long a front-page fea
ture , has moved to an inside com
ment page with a distinctly Anglo
Saxon layout. 

The newspaper says national 
sales soared by 44 percent in the 
first week of the facelift , and were 
21 percent up in the second week 
after the January 9launch. But the 
increase appeared to be tailing ofl, 
with Paris sales for the third week 
up just 11 percent. Nationwide 
figures are not yet available. 

One place where readership is 
not expected to rise is at the Elysee 
presidential palace . Infuriated late 
last year by what he felt was exces
sively inquisitorial coverage of his 

failing health and disputed war 
record, President Francois 
Mitterrand ordered his office 's 
daily order slashed from 100 cop
ies of Le Monde to 20. 

1986 

Mary Lou Finlay writes : 

As of September 1994, I'm host
ing a new programme (not a typo, 
that 's how we spell it up here) 
about media-new and old; print, 
radio, TV, digital; stories about 
journalism, convergence, the 
"net," and all that. "Now the De
tails" airs Sunday evenings on the 
CBC radio network in Canada. 
There 's lots to talk about, natch, 
and never enough time to cover 
everything. But we tape the show 
on Friday so I get weekends off for 
the first time in six years-what a 
treat! 

I'm also keeping my hand in 
television, doing a little work with 
the Discovery Channel in Canada 
(son of Discovery U.S.), which 
started up in January. 

Son David-six feet tall with 
hair almost as long-has become 
the world's most dedicated rock 
climber and something of an ceo
fascist and, if things go as planned, 
will graduate from high school this 
year with flying colours (also not a 
typo). He's also very funny-great 
to have around. 

Richard Steyn has resigned as Edi
tor-in-Chief of the Argus-owned 
Johannesburg Star, South Africa's lead
ing daily, following a change in owner
ship and a group restructure which, in 
his view, elevated commercial above 
editorial considerations. Instead of be
ing responsible to the chairman and 
board of directors, Argus editors now 
report to regional managing directors . 
Steyn found this unacceptable and re
signed effective January 31 , 1995. 
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Agnes Bragadottir writes about a 
new job: 

As from 1st of April, I shall be the 
Cultural Editor ofMorgunbladid. I 
am happy about the promotion, 
excited about covering a new field, 
fed up with politicians and busi
ness people, and a little bit ner
vous about how I and "the Cul
tural Mafia" oflceland are going to 
get along! What makes me even 
happier, the one and only Icelan
dic Nieman Fellow so far, is the 
fact that I am also the first woman 
in the almost 83 years history of 
Morgunbladid to be promoted! 
How do you like that?! 

Miami Herald reporter Elinor J. 
Brecher's book, "Schindler's Legacy: 
True Stories of the List Survivors," was 
published by Dutton/Plume in 1994. 
She tells why she wrote it : 

In an emotional scene near the 
end of"Schindler's List," the Steven 
Spielberg film about 1,100 Polish 
Jews saved from Nazi death camps 
by German war profiteer Oskar 
Schindler, the actors playing those 
Jews are transformed into the ac
tual survivors. 

The saga of the righteous Gen
tile , Schindler, was indeed intrigu
ing, but I felt that the stories of the 
Jews who endured the unspeak
able brutality of the Nazis should 
not be relegated to a "supporting 
cast" role . I felt compelled to find 
out who these people are now, 
what their lives had been like be
fore the Holocaust, and how they 
felt about Schindler. 

In less than six months , I inter
viewed nearly 50 "Schindlerjuden" 
in the United States, and collected 
over 100 archival and contempo
rary photographs of the survivors 
and Schindler, to illustrate their 
stories. 

I was honored when Thomas 
Keneally, who wrote "Schindler's 
List," the book that inspired the 
movie , contributed the forward to 
"Schindler's Legacy. " As he accu
rately notes , the Holocaust, how
ever formative , was but one phase 
in the lives of the "Schindlerjuden." 
Their lives before and after de
serve equal note . In "Schindler's 
Legacy" I tried to preserve their 
pre-war culture and honor their 
post-war accomplishments. 

Michele McDonald quit The Bos
ton Globe on January 21 and is setting 
up an office at her home, from which 
she will operate as a freelance photog
rapher. 

1989 

Rick Tulsky has had a job change: 

I was hired in early February by 
The Los Angeles Times as a projects 
reporter, working out of San Fran
cisco. 

The hiring came after editor 
Shelby Coffey 3d expressed to me 
how important he considers in
vestigative reporting, and how hard 
he is working to develop pockets 
of such reporting throughout the 
newspaper. 

It was inspiring and exciting. It 
also was timely, coming weeks af
ter I abruptly departed the Center 
for Investigative Reporting. 

I handed in my resignation as 
Executive Director of CIR in De
cember, after discovering at a board 
meeting that I did not enjoy the 
support of the board for what I 
was trying to do. 

It was a painful discovery. I had 
joined the Center in July 1993, 
and been Executive Director just 
six months. I had been driven by 
the conviction that there is a need 
for a nonprofit Center that would 
pursue the stories that commer
cial media e ither cannot or will 
not take on. 

I admit that I arrived at the Cen
ter with a somewhat naive view of 
things , believing that a nonprofit 
Center was somehow free from 
the financial pressures that plague 
so many media organizations these 
days. 

Reality arrived quickly. Soon 
after I arrived, CIR co-hosted a 
journalism conference at which 
Michael Gartner, the former boss 
at NBC News and The Des Moines 
Register, made a comment that 
rang loudly: "You can 't be journal
istically vigorous unless you are 
financially strong. And you can't 
be journalistically independent 
unless you are financially strong. " 

That poses the dilemma: how 
can an organization succeed by 
setting as its mission the develop
ment of journalism projects that 
news organizations are unwilling 
to spend their own money to un
dertake? Equally difficult: how does 
an organization remain true to that 
mission and prosper? And , finally: 
how does such an organization 
undertake the projects that it wants 
to do, as opposed to projects that 
outlets and potential funders 
would like to see? 

I have no doubt that the con
cept of the Center remains impor
tant: an independent voice, set
ting a standard for serious, 
investigative projects at a time 
when so many news organizations 
are afraid to take risks. The need 
hecomes particularly striking, as 
the explosion of new, electronic 
forms of communication threat
ens to overwhelm the concept of 
public interest journalism. 

In the end, the proble m facing 
CIR is the problem we all face as 
journalists: how do we engage in 
courageous journalism-speaking 
for the powerless, exposing ac
tions that are contrary to the pub
lic interest, and informing the pub
lic of societal wrongs-at a time 
when it becomes easier and easier 
for the public to turn the channel 
to the sensational or the more 
entertaining? 
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Some members of the class of 1989 
met inN ew Orleans for a reunion. Here 
is an account of the event by Jim 
Tharpe: 

It was a weekend of beignets 
and walks in the Garden District. 

SixNiemans, three with spouses 
in tow, made their way to New 
Orleans for a late January week
end to welcome Cecilia Alvear 
back to good health. 

Attending and overeating were 
Ms. Alvear, Norman "Mr. New 
Orleans" Robinson, Jim Tharpe, 
Connie Casey and husband 
Harold Varmus, Dorothy 
Wickenden and husband Ben 
Weiser, and Mike and Barbara 
Connor. 

Highlightsoftheweekend: hap
pening upon author Ann Rice 's 
Garden District house , hors 
d'oeuvres at Mr. Robinson's home, 
dinner at the Court of Two Sisters 
and for those late departures, a 
tour of the Monet exhibit . 

________ 1991 ______ __ 

Tim Giago, Publisher of Indian 
Country Today, was inducted into the 
South Dakota Hall of Fame in a cer
emony on October 1, 1994. 

________ 1993 ______ __ 

Dieudonne Pigui is working as a 
consultant to the World Bank on a 
media project on population and de
velopment, to make the policies of the 
World Bank better known and under
stood to Third World countries. Here is 
his description of the project: 

In June 1994 I wrote a letter to 
the head of the Occidental and 
Central Africa Department of the 
World Bank to propose to him 
new ways to communicate Bank 
policies in the region countries. 

As an African journalist, I know 
the absence of communication and 
the inability to reach local commu-

78 Nieman Reports I Spring 1995 

nities which have until now led to 
the failure of most economic aid 
programs in the continent. 

My goal is to help both the World 
Bank and the people in sub-Sa
haran Africa, especially in the 
Francophone countries, to better 
know and understand each other. 
People cannot cooperate without 
real talk, and the Bank, despite its 
huge financial power, cannot im
pose any policy with success on 
parts of the world with deep non
monetarist value systems. 

Until now the World Bank has 
made its policies known through 
the publication of annual reports, 
monthly bulletins and conference 
proceedings. This choice limits its 
audience to people who both have 
access to the publications and who 
have a good background in eco
nomics so that they can read and 
understand the material. 

That's an elitist step which 
chooses to ignore the mass of 
people who should be the prime 
target and the main factor in eco
nomic development. 

My purpose as a consultant is to 
build a media project using mainly 
radio and television. Starting in 
the West African country of The 
Ivory Coast, I would like through 
radio programs and TV magazines 
to create a debate and a triangular 
dialogue between the Bank staff, 
the Ivoirian government and the 
real country people. 

For this, I will try to mobilize 
the energy of the Ivoirian journal
ists on the economic issues. I shall 
recall here that in all emerging 
democracies in Africa the demo
cratic process is in jeopardy when 
the countries' economies collapse. 
Social instability due to economic 
burden is always a pretext for gov
ernments and militaries to close 
the door on civil liberties and hu
man rights . 

In a world of sharp financial 
analysts and cold-minded econo
mists, journalists are felt as intrud
ers, but I hope to make a differ
ence. 

In December 1994, Joe Hall, editor 
of The Toronto Star's Saturday edition, 
became editor of The Sunday Star as 
well. In a press account of the appoint
ment, Managing Editor Lou Clancy said 
"Joe has done a terrific job with the 
Saturday paper and is ideally qualified 
to take on this new, demanding role. 
He understands the distinct characters 
of the two papers and what needs to be 
done to maintain them. We are simply 
delighted." Hall said, "It's a fantastic 
opportunity. I'm going to have fun with 
this job. My goal will be to make both 
newspapers essential reading." 

Arben .Kallamata brings us up to 
date on what he's been doing since his 
Nieman year and what brings him back 
to Boston: 

When I was back in Albania from 
my Nieman year, I worked as Assis
tant Director of Radio Tirana, but 
I also taught news reporting and 
writing at the Faculty of Journal
ism of Tirana University. Last year 
I also got a Ph.D. on "Interrela
tions Between Media and National 
Culture," at the Academy of Arts of 
Albania. The present project is a 
continuation of my first work, on 
the relations between media and 
politics, mainly concentrating on 
government-press interactions, 
propaganda and different forms of 
press manipulation. I am on a 
Fulbright Grant and I work with 
Professor Lawrence Martin
Bittman of the Department of 
Disinformation at the College of 
Communication at Boston U niver
sity. 

I will be here for a period of six 
months, starting from January 17, 
1995. I have my wife, Mimoza, and 
my kids here with me. 
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Gregory Roberts writes with two 

pieces of news, "one personal, one 
professional, both of them good: " 

First, the personal. Raina Marie 
Roberts joined the extended 
Nieman family Dec. 12, weighing 
in at 7 lbs. 12 oz. She is doing fine, 
as are Gina, Dad and big sister 
Allegra, an official Nieman Kid 
(with a baseball cap to prove it!) . 

Now, the professional. In Octo
ber last year, I was named the 
restaurant critic and columnist for 
The Times-Picayune here in New 
Orleans, after a grueling tryout 
period that required me to eat 
many lavish meals at company ex
pense. The actual job is more of 
the same-plus, of course, writing 
about the experience. It 's a full
time staff position, and I write a 
review and a news column each 
week, in addition to occasional 
cover stories for the weekend en
tertainment section. I basically 
work at home, filing my stories by 
modem (and caring for Raina while 
Mom teaches school). I can say, in 
all honesty, that I have had worse 
jobs . 

Olive Talley of The Dallas Morning 
News has won a George PolkA ward for 
education reporting. She reported that 
Texas A&M officials falsified records 
and ignored competitive bidding re
quirements on a contract that was given 
to an associate of a university regent. 
Her reports led to the resignation of the 
chancellor and the chairman of the 
Board of Regents . 

1994 

Katherine King tells about an un
usual weekend in Denver, Colorado: 

Melanie "Slim" Sill was the first 
to ride into town. By the time 
Maria Henson, Terry Gilbert and 
Danica Kombol swooped down 
past the snow-capped Rocky Moun
tains and rolled into Katie King's 
hacienda for a long weekend, it 
was clear this front-range city 
would never be the same. 

It was early December, six 
months since the Nieman '94 Class 
was dragged kicking and scream
ing from its Cambridge nest. A few 
of us could stand it no longer and 
decided we needed aN ieman hit
in person. So Melanie, Maria, Terry 
and Danica made the trek to my 
house for a renewed bonding 
"women's weekend." 

We missed those who couldn't 
be there . But we watched the 
Nieman '94 video (shedding a few 
tears amid the laughter) and 
poured over the '94 yearbook. 

We toasted all our fellow fel
lows-and Bill and Lynne 
[Kovach ]-with champagne. We 
spent Saturday morning sitting on 
my bed in our pajamas (no pic
tures, thank you) drinking coffee 
and placing long-distance phone 
calls to all our far-flung fellows. 
We went cross-country skiing, ate 
sushi and drank red wine. 

We resolutely fended off a hand
some but intellectually challenged 
male-stripper for hire who called 
us to get directions to my house to 
surprise us (??! !) . This gentleman 
was contracted by two NF '94 mem
bers who shall remain nameless 
though their work for CNN and 
The Boston Globe is well known. 

Lorie Conway left the commercial 
world for the currently harassed public 
broadcast world of television as an in
dependent producer at WGBH in Bos
ton. She has worked on a variety of 
programs, including a period piece 
about Boston in the 1940's called "Bos
ton the Way It Was," and a piece for the 
Wharton School of Business at the Uni
versity of Pennsylvania, which will be 
sold independently by the school. 
WGBH showed "Boston the Way it Was" 
in March. She is also working on a 
proposal for a national response to a 
P.O.V. documentary about abortion. 

Conway was for 11 years a field pro
ducer for a nightly news magazine in 
Boston covering a variety of social and 
public interest issues. 

So far, Conway finds her foray into 
the PBS world stimulating and fulfill
ing, instead of what she thought could 
have been a place besieged and grap
pling with its identity. 

Larry Tye brings us up-to-date on a 
reunion of sorts: 

The "boys" of the class of '94 staged 
their own get-together this month in 
Phoenix at Jerry Kammer's place. 

Actually, it seemed more like a con
tinuous poker game, complete with 
too much beer, too much high-choles
terol food, too many cigars and too 
little recollection of which hand tops 
which. The only breaks were for a climb 
in the magnificent hills, a touch foot
ball game that one observer said looked 
like exercise time at a nursing home, 
and calls to Niemans in places like 
Hanoi , Belgrade and Nashville. 

Attending were Carlos Pauletti from 
Uruguay, Alan Ota from Tokyo, David 
Lewis from Atlanta, Henry Stevens from 
Calgary, Dan Stets from Philadelphia 
and Larry Tye from Boston. Dan's wife , 
Milica, was the only woman-and the 
only one with any civility-there . 

_______ 1995 _____ __ 

Lisa Getter and Lizette Alvarez of 
The Miami Herald won the $2 5,000 
Goldsmith Prize for Investigative Re
porting for "Lost in America: Our Failed 
Immigration Policy." The seven-part 
series, which ran in December 1993, 
was cited as "particularly noteworthy in 
combining the exposure of question
able practices with a broader and infor
mative portrayal of a larger system." 

The Goldsmith Prize is given to 
honor "enterprising or crusading jour
nalism which promotes more effective 
and ethical conduct of government, the 
making of public policy, or the practice 
of politics by disclosing excessive se
crecy, impropriety and mismanagement 
or instances of particularly commend
able government performance." The 
award, funded by the estate of Berda 
M. Goldsmith and given by the joan 
Shorenstein Center of the Press, Poli
tics and Public Policy, was presented 
March 9.• 
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On Heroes, 
Feet of Clay and 
J .W. Fulbright 

BY jAMES c. THOMSON jR. 

I am in my early sixties and have not 
wept about the death of anyone a lot 
older since my parents slipped away 
in their eighties two decades ago. But 
that Thursday as I heard the news of 
Senator J . Wiiliam Fulbright's death 
on my car radio, I dissolved into sob
bing, extended sobbing. 

Why on earth such a reaction? I 
have been searching for answers, and 
those answers seem to be about he
roes. 

As a boy who adored Franklin 
Roosevelt (and cried at age 13 when 
he died) , I adopted a few contempo
rary Americans as my political he roes. 
At the top of the list, once I was at 
college in the 1950's, were Dean 
Acheson and Adlai Stevenson. One 
might rightly deduce that I was an 
incurable liberal Democrat. 

The problem about heroes is that 
their clay feet eventually show and 
even predominate. Acheson became 
much too arrogantly rigid ; Stevenson 
became a Hamlet-type softy. Even my 
longest and closest boss in Connecti
cut and Washington politics, Chester 
Bowles, had what one might call a clay 
tongue- an inability to participate in 
combative political discourse (taking 
refuge instead in wise but unread 
long memorandums). 

But this man Senator Bill Fulbright! 
I had heard about hin:t , of course, 
because of his sponsoring of probably 
the most important program ever to 
create international understanding, 
what became the Fulbright fellow
ships and professorships. 

I also knew of him as the powerful 
and articulate Chairman of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee-a 
former Rhodes Scholar and university 
president-once I went to work in the 
Kennedy Administration's State De
partment in january 1961. 

But most of all, I knew of him as the 
leading contender to be Kennedy's 
Secretary of State . I was aware that his 
negative voting record on civil rights 
legislation-a prerequisite to keep
ing his Arkansas Senate seat in those 
years-was a big problem for JFK. 
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I also learned at that time of transi
tion, that the American Israeli lobby 
had gone to work massively and suc
cessfully to block Senator Fulbright's 
appointment because of his allegedly 
pro-Arab or (even more suspect) "even
handed" approach to the Middle East. 

As a result of Fulbright's removal 
from President Kennedy's final list , 
our nation and two presidents had to 
endure the stolidly rigid e ight-year 
tenure ofSecretaryofState Dean Rusk, 
a man who seems in retrospect to have 
been traumatized by "Asian Commu
nism" during his earlier bureaucratic 
service as the Korean War exploded. 
We are told thatJFK had wanted to off
load Rusk; but also that LBJ felt too 
insecure in foreign affairs to let him 
go. In any event, Rusk stayed on, never 
apparently doubting our Vietnam folly. 

What a difference for American his
tory, at home and abroad , if Bill 
Fulbright had become Kennedy's Sec
retary of State-and Johnson 's hold
over mentor in that job! So much 
needless killing might have been 
averted. 

I twas, of course, Chairman Fulbright 
who pushed through the Senate 's 
Tonkin Gulf Resolution in August 
1964, giving LBJ a virtual free hand to 
wage war in Southeast Asia. But it was 
also Chairman Fulbright who soon felt 
deceived about the Tonkin Gulf"inci
dents" and developed deep doubts 
about Johnson 's escalation of the Viet
nam war in 1965. In 1966, and again in 
1967, Fulbright held extended tele
vised hearings on the war, giving the 
protesters outside government some 
sense of legitimacy. The chairman's 
dual purpose was to de-escalate that 
war, and also to get the U.S. back into 
communication with our principal 
Asian adversary, Communist China. 

I was on theN ational Security Coun
cil Staff at the White House during the 
first year of those famous Fulbright 
hearings.And I would do my utmostin 
summary memos to my bosses to em
phasize that the man LBJ called "Sena
tor Halfbright" (as had joe McCarthy) 
was not trying to do us harm. I'm not 
sure my point got across. 

It was after I returned to teach at 
Harvard in the fall of 1966 that I not 
only publicly applauded this brave man 
but also got to know him a bit. Before 
lo ng, as the Vietnam bombing intensi
fied under Nixon, I was twice called 
down to testify before his formidable 
committee. 

Actually, the experience was rather 
like having to perform in a graduate 
seminaratagood university. The chair
man, a short, walnut-brown, benign, 
balding fellow, would let you read 
your opening statement. He would 
then ask you (his eyes peering over 
Ben Franklin glasses from the 
Committee's elevated perch) to eluci
date certain points ; his approach was 
courtly, but his questions were never 
soft. When he finished , he would pass 
the asking to some person from the 
Republican side. 

Once, in April 1972, I found myself 
seated next to this Great Man at an 
annual Oxford-Cambridge dinner in 
Washington where we were both to be 
speakers. Did we talk about the past, 
and what might have been different if 
he had been Secretary of State? You 
bet we did. We didn't spend time on 
bitterness , just sadness that presidents 
could go so wrong. 

A few years later, when I was Cura
tor of the Nieman Fellowships, I per
suaded the Senator (nowoutofoffice) 
to come and meet with us, informally 
and offthe record. That afternoon and 
evening Fulbright had to undergo an 
intensive grilling from a black Nieman 
Fellow, a very bright graduate of 
Swarthmore College on leave from 
Time magazine. Why had our visitor 
voted the way he had on civil rights 
issues during his decades as a Senator? 
And why, I added, half-heartedly jok
ing, had this great internationalist al
ways voted to keep very high the tariffs 
on French poultry that might threaten 
Arkansas? Our guest kept his cool 
throughout, gave us explications with
out guilt; and quite soon even our 
Swarthmore friend was mollified. 

After all that, we had a great evening 
with a marvelously wise man who 
might have had just a bit of clay in a toe 
or two-but would admit it with a 
chuckle. 

What a gift Bill Fulbright's life has 
been for all of us who still yearn for 
heroes. And what a sadness that he has 
gone. That, it seems, is why I cried .• 

j ames C. Thomson Jr., who writes about 
the history of American-East Asian 
relations, teaches at Boston University. 
He is co-author of"Sentimental Imperi
alists: The American Experience in East 
Asia. " He was Curator of the Nieman 
Foundation, 1972-84. 
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