The Fairness Factor

takes office in Washington, there is general agreement that

the media will play a significant role in its success or failure.
Whether Americans wish President Clinton well or ill, they will all
agree on at least one thing;: that the media ought to be fair in report-
ing his efforts.

In a sense, the advent of a new administration offers a clean slate
for media, a chance to confront seriously the idea of fairness. For all
the criticisms of the press, especially in the final days, the 1992 cam-
paign is regarded as the best covered ever. Much of that yield, itself
born of critical assessment of 1988, might be applied to developing a
fegime in the news media that makes the best effort to avoid pitfalls of
Ehe past and offers a new, fair-minded effort to give the public an
Impartia| accounting, neither slavish to the new adminstration nor so
hypercritical that it blocks essential information from coming out.

In the last days of the presidential campaign, bumper stickers
Uging the public to “Annoy the Media—Reelect Bush” began
#pearing amid complaints from the president and his campaign
*€am that the media were “unfair” to him, that there was clear bias in

€ news. While this is a claim made by virtually all losing campaigns

Ch:ll'd Nixon’s famous “You won’t have Nixon to kick around any-
More” statement in 1962, for example, or Adlai Stevenson’s attacks on
. '€ One-party press” a decade earlier) and occasionally by winners (as
A af.iO. Cuomo’s criticisms of the press after his landslide victory in

6), it is only sometimes true.

One of the hallmarks of the 1992 presidential election campaign

4 new journalistic practice of combining news analysis with
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reports of campaign activity. For example, a speech by Presiden
or Gov. Clinton that contained verifiable inaccuracies migh j
rected in the same news story that carried the initial claim.
ics feel this instant rebuttal overstepped journalistic fairness,
also was a response to public concerns about fairness. W
doubt, reporters sometimes dislike or like candidates for a wi
ety of complcx reasons, but conscious fabrication or slantmg
accounts is so much less common than the public perceives
nonexistent.

Journalists’ personal political views are much less impor
this country than they are in virtually any other. While there :
tainly more journalists in the 1992 study reported in this volu
identify with Democrats than with Independents or "

are covering the news. Indeed, the most noted politica
reporters and commentators—such as David Broder «
Washington Post—are noted for their sense of fair play. In 1
York magazine mused that journalists were “the best and the
est,” not biased ideologues. In any case, against any ind
reporter’s personal preferences, there are balancing forces, s
conservative-minded owners, standards of professionalism an
scrutiny, regarding what is equitable treatment.

Still, in 1992 even the New York Times asserted that P
Bush might have gotten coverage that was less than fair ce
White House reporters were “openly derisive” of the president
reported. And Hugh Sidey, 7ime's longtlme presidential w
contends that the press corps couldnt wait for Clinton to wil
was the most stilted media experience since Ike,” Sidey says, ¢k
that editors of Clinton’s generauon who shared his worl v
“bias, enthusiasm, emotion” get into the press.

ETHER in the election season or not, fairness is @

cle of faith for most Americans, who think should be fa
fervent belief that fairness is an entitlement, even if it is nOt:
practiced or even fully expected, is a relatively recent developm
the United States that is unknown in many other parts of the'
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Preface

It is tied, no doubt, to fundamental American values of individual-
ism, opportunity and equity, evolved over 200 years as the press
moved from strident partisanship to the belief—at least—that some-
thing approximating impartial accounts of the day’s news was a wor-
thy goal. Of course, the distance has always been great between
professed values and beliefs on the one hand and actual performance
on the other.

Still, the dream of a fair-minded media and the presumption
that fairness is a right explains why people take issue with virtually all
of the mass media when they find themselves disapproving of some
aspect of performance. “What most annoys news subjects about the
1992 media is not getting stories told from their point of view—that
would feel to them like fairness,” 7ime's William A. Henry III says.
“They are not entirely wrong.”

E MEDIA ARE, after all, the means by which informa-
tion, news and opinion reach people, a process regarded both the-
oretically and practically as essential to democratic order. Still,
nowhere in either the First Amendment or consistent judicial inter-
pretation is there any requirement that the press be fair or responsible.
Even so, both the public and the press itself expect fairness in
the reportage of news, both as a matter of journalists’ personal honor
and because of the centrality of accurate information in a participa-
ry democracy. At the same time, ironically, people also seem to
&Xpect fairness in other media—entertainment, commentary, in
ﬁdVCrtising, on opinion pages and in letters to the editor—venues
that are expressly designed for expression of individual perspective
and viewpoint. It was Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes who suggested
at there are no false opinions, pointing out that exchange of
deas—even ideas that turn out to be wrong—also is essential to a
f““Ctioning democracy. Although the standard of intellectual honesty
S Benerally expected in the utterance of opinions, who would require
he Nation or the National Review to reflect all views o give their
%Pponents equal time?
Rl The media can no longer assume that the public understands
Y the differences between general news reports and commentary,
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and what is strictly opinion. On a talk show in Grand Rapidg’
recently, a caller complained that a television report had ac
President Bush of “sulking in his tent.” The caller claimed tha

that the phrase was part of commentary, rather than straight new

“But nobody told me that in any clear way,” the caller said
anyway, shouldn't commentary be fair too?”

Even the entertainment media have recently been stru
the fairness standard. People dispute portrayals of women or
ties in television sitcoms, and “Murphy Brown” even became ¢
for a time in the 1992 presidential campaign. Editorial carto
whose job it is to caricature and spoof, have been sued for mal
their targets and for being unfair. Both Frank Sinatra and
Quayle have rebuked Garry Trudeau for his treatment of them |
“Doonesbury” comic strip. Recent films such as “JFK” and “M:
X” have been scored for their fast-and-loose treatment of hi
their sacrifice of facts for story line. Even advertising, which is b
inition self-serving advocacy, comes under attack for being unfa

HILE DEBATE DOES SWIRL around al

media, it is the news media that most often comes |
scrutiny, attack or praise. This is clearly the zone where the b
standards exist and where public expectation is greatest. Critical
mentary and public intelligence indicate that most people wish ¢
one could conjure up a news media that were just and honest,
all parties, equitable and even “consistent with the rules of log
ethics,” to quote one definition. Tumbling from this continuin;
lic conversation are terms such as “impartial,” “unbiased,” “straig
ward,” “dispassionate,” “unprejudiced,” “equitable” and “objectst
That final term—“objective’—is something the pre s

offer a system in which accuracy and facts were core 4
Journalistic objectivity, always an illusive idea, was the pre
technology (the telegraph and short dispatches), a reaction
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of Jazz Journalism in the 1920s, and much more. It lived in devotion
10 a uniquely American journalistic form and became our central
;oumalistic ideology between the 1930s and the 1960s.

Since the late 1960s, however, the term has fallen out of favor and
is even seen with embarrassment by some because of its simpleminded
nature. In its place, editors and other communicators with good
intentions and little reflection have offered “fairness,” which in a sense
isa euphemism for objectivity but, in fact, really runs much deeper. It
aspires to a sense of completeness and continuity, a devotion to facts
and details and to the pursuit of the larger goal called truth.

The companion idea of “balance”—something that works only
when issues are clear and facts uncontested, as in a debate, for
instance—has largely been abandoned in an era when many disparate
forces and factors play roles in most issues and events that become the
stuff of news. Issues and controversies, after all, have more sides than a
piece of paper. Now more than ever, even a fairly limited controversy
may find journalists drawing on multiple points of view to represent
the various interests in a public debate. There are, of course, times
when such good intentions to recognize the complexity of the post-
modern world break down. Periods of war, such as the Persian Gulf
conflict, are examples. Then, most media closed ranks with the gov-
énment and, while there was grousing about informational ground
tules, there was little diversity in coverage of the conflict.

OR MOST OF THIS CENTURY there have been
efforts to make the press more professional, from formal training
Programs to codes of ethics and general agreements about what con-
Mitutes professional practice. With the advent of the computer and
Steater availablity of data of all kinds, the press, once a crude, even
Phazard information gatherer, can be more systematic.
I_“ large part, however, post-World War II journalism was Cold
b 4 Journalism, in which large parts of the world were either ignored
I treated a5 gray blobs with the occasional demonic leader from Third
old countries appearing on the scene. Now, with delineations less
» What had been taboo subjects are likely to be openly discussed
thanks (or curses, take your pick) to the excesses of television talk



shows, tabloid TV news and other say-it-all media, there ar
remaining standards of appropriateness that have any kind of unj
acceptance. Media codes of ethics and provisions for standare
practices, always among the best-kept secrets in America, are unk
to the public and virtually unused by practitioners. :

Despite its nearly universal support, fairness, like objec
lacks definition and few understand what it means in pr
However simplistic the old journalistic forms, they at least |
cant of certainty and quick answers to all basic questions: whi
why, where, when and how. Today we're in a period when g
descriptive news coverage (Jack Webb’s “Just the facts,
school) has been blended with analytical reporting—backg
analysis, interpretation, multiple sources—and even the journal
consequence, wherein probable outcomes of events are discuss
even predicted. .

Virtually every institution in America faces unsettling ch:
the more certain assumptions held in place in the Cold War
fall to a new order. The journalistic consensus for which the
objectivity standard was a guarantor is now in flux. New,
articulated standards are sorely needed, especially at a time w
public has deep doubts about the essential fairness o ¢

Fairness need not mean agreement or serving everyone’s specia
I

the public understand the processes that “manufacture” tk
acquire confidence that media people are professionals dedic
quality, and that media content is complete, accessible and rel

in a media scene that is incredibly complex, what with talk
tabloids, entertainment fare and even MTV now playing 2
delivering political information. The fairness factor has ne
more important to the news media than in a year when new s
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approaches are available to presidents and various institutions and
interests in society. The news media are no longer the only game in
rown for a society hungry for information, but instead must compete
with a broad range of upstarts from talk shows to direct-mail opinion
media to on-line and interactive services. When one considers fair-
ness in the context of the First Amendment and its central role in
democracy and in the increasing diverse information marketplace,
the complexity and necessity of ensuring fairness become clear.

OR THESE AND OTHER REASONS, we have cho-
sen to grapple with fairness in this issue of the Media Studies Journal.
In these pages we try to unravel this illusive and paradoxical con-
cept—fairness—which everyone seems to agree on but none can
define; whether anyone knows fairness when they see it is unclear,
but unfairness is easy to recognize. Fairness seems both the essential
core of our media system and the notion most often found missing.
We are joined here by both those within the media and others look-
ing in, as well as by the public, as represented in surveys designed to
measure the tone of vox populi. The result, we hope, will be the
beginning of an extended and focused national conversation about
what we can rightly expect from our news media and what a univer-
sl articulation of media fairness would be.
~ Asascene setter to begin that crucial conversation on the mean-
ing of the fairness factor, J. Herbert Altschull of Johns Hopkins
Umversity undertakes an examination of “Fairness, Truth and the
ers of Image.” Altschull, who has written widely on the philo-
?Phic foundations of journalism, is no stranger to the debate.
Unhappiness with the media is nothing new,” he observes, and the
pf“‘ may deserve their lumps. When passions are inflamed and par-
%ship is high, many watchdogs exist to question the media’s per-
“ptions and conclusions, but what about less prominent or
Mmediate stories—how fair are they?
Wmil-eading off our section on “The Critics” is 7ime Senior Writer
i Pam A. Henry III, whose reprise of his 1983 cover story, “Accusing
fess: What Are Its Sins?” finds the catalogue of public com-



plaints about the media still largely in force. In “Why Jours
Can’t Wear White,” Henry categorizes concerns with the medi
offers some suggestions for improvement.
Highly visible and vocal among the more organized w:
who dog the media in election years and out is a variety of r
monitors. “The battle for public hearts and minds is noisily wa
blatantly partisan, professional media critics who yell ep1 '
either loony liberal bias or conservative corporate dominat
writes Mark Jurkowitz, media critic for the Boston Phoenix. Jurki
turns his evaluative eye in “A House of Canards—Critiquin
Media Critics” to some of the most prominent (and strident) 1
watchdogs on both the right and the left. Why, he wonders, do
press accept the hair shirt so uncritically? i
Not that there aren’t reasons for the media to be self:
USA Today editor Betty Anne Williams points out in “S
Omission.” One measure of fairness in the media is that the
can see itself, its concerns and lives, reflected there. But jourt
don’t look much like the society they cover, Williams writes, ¢
fairly can the media reflect their hopes and dreams? The media
offer “a product more reflective of America,” she concludes, ©
honest, more fair, more consistent with what we think, where we
who we are.” '
Concluding this section is a look at the cultural elite. ©
the Eye of the Beholder” reviews Dan Quayles complamt&
what he saw as a “cultural divide” so wide that “it sometimes.
we have two cultures—the cultural elite and the rest of u
October, Newsweek senior editor Jonathan Alter took up th
question and decided, “The vice president is on to somet
Accompanying Alter’s piece was Newsweek's list of those who
American culture (including Quayle), which we reproduce here

UST HOW ELITE ARE THE MEDIA?

question taken up by journalism scholars David H. Weaver
Cleveland Wilhoit of Indiana University in the opemng 2

“The Insnde View.” In “]ournallsts—Who Are They, Rcall)"
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survey of 1,410 joumalists working for newspapers, magazines, wire
ervices, TV and radio. Studying journalists’ income, family status,
fifestyle, religious and political beliefs leads the authors to conclude
that press people are a lot more like Joe Sixpack than they are like
Murphy Brown.

In any case, Americans resentment toward the press may have
been overstated, says Donald Kellermann, director of the
Washington-based Times Mirror Center for the People & the Press.
In “Americans’ Love-Hate Relationship with the Press,” Kellermann
reports on ongoing national surveys of public attitudes toward the
media, including one immediately after the Nov. 3 election. In some
50,000 interviews, Kellermann says, Americans make clear that they
respect and value the media, however much they may complain. It’s a
relationship that “plays out very much like a long, sustained mar-
riage,” he observes. “It has its moments, its bumps and its ups and
downs. But it’s a stable relationship.”

Elsewhere on the inside, authors Patricia O’Brien and Joann
Byrd offer some suggestions for understanding the media. O’Brien, a
veteran journalist and author who served as Michael Dukakis’ press
Secretary in 1988, offers her 10-point plan for news consumers in “A
Consumer’s Guide to Media Truth.” “Funny commodity, truth,” she
Muses in offering advice for a public confused over where to find it in
the news. From her vantage point as ombudsman for the Washington
P"f‘r Byrd describes how journalists define fairness in “Fair’s
Rair—Unless It Tsnt.” “Journalism has a different definition of fair-
s than the public it serves,” Byrd says. Perhaps a lack of communi-
“tion between the press and the public lies behind media bashing,

E THEN TURN to the views of “The Commentators,”

k V.Vho.reflect, among other things, on the impact of technology
% public discourse and on how journalists see and serve the world in
, ch they live. In “Paradox of Democracy—More Channels, Less
. course,” Les Brown, author, Channels magazine editor and long-
tll'ne Student of television, muses on how a s00-channel cable system
U mean less social discourse, not more. Back when there were

Y three TV channels, he says, “television made American democ-



racy palpable.” Will wider access to electronic expression fra
society? “Where in such a diverse television system will we all b
to get together and talk?” he asks. 1

Donald W. Shriver Jr., a professor and president emeri
Union Theological Seminary in New York, sees the questi
media fairness as a function of perspective. In “News |
Neglected,” Shriver worries that journalists can’t write about
they can't see, and the public can't understand others whose lives
dont know. “The media will better serve democracy,” he w
“when they understand how little we all can see from where we

individually.”

HE MEDIA HAVE NOT BEEN UNAWARE

public’s unhappiness with the news product; for many thoug
editors and producers, the issue is not just a matter of hard econ
but of philosophy. In “Remedies,” two authors report case stud
efforts by the media to be more responsive to community needs.

Free-lancer Sally Deneen reports from Miami on resent
within the Cuban-American community over reportage i
Miami Herald. In the first case study, “The Herald and Mi
Cuban Community,” Deneen observes that the question is nof
fairness, but politics, public opinion and control of the p
“The Leap of a Passive Press to Activism,” journalist John
describes how the Charlotte Observer and the Wichita Eagle
their readers to help them decide whats news. The result is @
that is more responsive to readers’ needs. y

Democracy,” journalism scholar and educator Edmund B.
of the University of Missouri tours seven works on press perfor
and concludes that a more responsible press will require self-a
ment “embedded in the doing of journalism itself.” |

Achieving a framework for a more responsive and respol
press is a goal with which few could disagree. Deciding on 2 &

tion of what fairness means—whose version of fairness and



Preface

¢ numbers of the public think they are and so dismiss their mes-
sages as biased, the result is the same. That so many Americans have
focused on questions of media performance, however, is a good
thing, an indication of interest in continuing the conversation on the
ress’s role without which deeper understanding of the fairness factor
would be impossible.

THE EDITORS



