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niques tend to favor imirative books. Cable and videotapes are almost entirely du
plications of the already uniform content of commercial television.

As the country approaches the end of this century, the major media are ex-
tremely profitable and closely organized in a few powerful corporations. But un-
derneath the spectacular annual profits and corporate self-satisfaction, there is a
disturbing separation of most major media from the true nature of their country’s ,,H
population, a separation that threatens not only the.future usefulness of the Emam
but the vitality of the American political process.

BRENT CUNNINGHAM

Re-thinking Objectivity
(2003)

: In his March 6, 2003, press conference, in which he laid out his reasons for the
,.,..n.ou::m war, President Bush mentioned al Qaeda or the attacks of September 11
i fourteen times in fifty-two minutes. No one challenged him on it, despite the fact
~that the CIA had questioned the Irag-al Qaeda connection, and that there has never-
been solid evidence marshaled to support H:n idea that Iraq was 5<o_<nm in the
attacks of 9/11. ) .

In a world of spin, our awkward embrace of an ideal can make us passive re-
cipients of the news. When Bush proposed his $726 billion tax cut in January
12003, his sales pitch on the plan’s centerpiece—undoing the “double-taxation”
on dividend earnings—was that “It's unfair to tax money twice.” In the next two
“‘months, the tax plan was picked over in hundreds of articles and broadcasts, yet
ia Nexis database search turned up few news stories—notably, one by Donald
Barlett and James Steele in Time on January 27, 2003, and another by Daniel
Altman in the business section of The New York Times on January 21—that ex-
plained in detail what was misleading about the president’s pitch: that in fact
‘there is plenty of income that is mo:ZSd.E? or even quadruply taxed, and
that those other taxes affect many more people than the sliver who would ben-
efit from the dividend tax cut.

Before the fighting started in Iraq, in the dozens of articles and broadcasts that
addressed the potential aftermath of a war, much was written and said about the
maneuverings of the Iraqi exile community and the shape of a postwar govern-
ment, about cost and duration and troop numbers. Important subjects all. But few
of those stories, dating from late last summer, delved deeply into the numerous
and plausible complications of the aftermath. That all changed on February 26,
12003, when President Bush spoke grandly of making Iraq a model for retooling.
the entire Middle East. After Bush’s speech “aftermath” articles began to flow like
“‘the waters of the Tigris—including cover stories in Time and The New York Times

‘From Columbia Journalism Review, July/August 2003, 24-32,
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Professional Journalists acknowledged this dilemma and dropped “objectivity” fr

its ethics code. It also changed “the truth” to simply “truth.

Tripping Toward the Truth

3 1€
As E.J. Dionne wrote in his 1996 book, They Only Look Dead, the press opera

i igative; isengaged”
under a number of confliciing diktats: be neutral yet investigative; be disengag

in li of our
but have an impact; be fair-minded but have an edge. Therein lies the nut

i e objectivity:
tortured relationship with objectivity. Few would argue that noﬂc_mmc.mn.—_?mlqﬂ
is possible, yet we bristle when someone suggests we aren’t being obj

fair, or balanced—as if everyone agrees on what they all mean.

- . M :
Over the last dozen years a cotitage industry of bias police has sprung up

. - . fol
exploit this fissure in the journalistic psyche, with talk radio leading the way

lowed by Shout TV and books like Ann Coulter’s Slander and Bernard OO_QUmﬂm,m“.

N . . i ra
Bias. Now the left has begun firing back, with Eric Alierman'’s ._uoo_n «SS_M WNN ;
Emaw.av and a group of wealthy Democrats’ plans for a liberal radio network.

i i ring a new,
Carey, a journalism scholar at Columbia, points out that we are entering
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age ‘of partisanship. One result is a hypersensitivity among the press .8 g
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bias, and it shows up everywhere: In October 2
under way, then CNN chairman Walter Isaacso
respondents telling them to “balance”

001, with the war in Afghanistan
N Sent a memo to his foreign cor-
reports of Afghan “casualiies or hardship”
with reminders to viewers that this was, after all, in Tesponse to the terrorist attacks
of September 11. More recently, a CJR intern, calling newspaper
" to learn whether reader letters were runnin
Iraq, was told by the letters editor at The Tennessean thar letters were running 70
percent against the war, bur that the editors were rying to run as ma
letters as possible lest they be accused of bias.
Objectivity has persisted for some v.
nothing better has replaced it. And ple
as a necessary goal. Objectivity,

letters-page editors
g for or against the looming war in

ny prowar

alid reasons, the most important being that
nty of good journalists believe in ir, at least
or the pursuir of it, separates us {rom the unbridled

all—and it protects us from the con-
Sequences of what we write, We’d like to think it buoys our embattled credibility,

though the deafening silence of many victims of Jayson Blajr's fabrications would
argue otherwise. And as we descend inio this new age of partisanship, our readers
‘need, more than ever, reliable reporting that rells them what is true when thar is
knowable, and pushes as close to truth as possible when it is not.
: But our pursuit of objectivity can trip us up on the way to “truth.” Objectivity
- excuses lazy reporting. If you're on deadline and all you have is “both sides of the
story,” that’s often good enough. It’s not that such stories laying out the parameters
of a debate have no value for readers, but too often, in :
Washington Post's Bob Woodward puts it, “the latest,” we fail ro bush the story,
incrementally, toward a deeper understanding of whar is frue and what is false,
;*Steven R. Weisman, the chief diplomatic correspondent for The New York Times and
“a believer in the goal of objectiviry (“even though we f3

1 short of the ideal every
day”), concedes that he felt obliged to dig more when he was an editorial writer,
:and did not have to be objective.

“If you have to decide who is right, then you
must do more reporting,” he says. “I pressed the reporting further because 1 didn’t
-have the luxury of saying X says this and Y says this and you, dear reader, can
- % decide who is right.” .

our obsession with, as The

It exacerbates our tendency to rely on official sources,
»quickest way to get both the “he said” and the “she said,”

- all but thirty-four originated at the Whit€ House, Pentagon,
0 we end up with t0o much of the “official” truth.

More important, objectivity makes us.wary

ident—or the governor, or the CEO—and risk

» and State Department.

of seeming to argue with the pres-
losing our access. Jonathan Weis-
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