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Let me start with some figures of a study that we’ve been working on at the Shorenstein Center since Monica Lewinsky entered our lives. And on the assumption that there is no more important or consequential story for Washington journalists to cover, we’ve done some content analysis--I’ve done this with the help of a few of my colleagues and students. 

Take a look first at a program such as Nightline, which is one of the most distinguished news programs in the United States, and there are models of Nightline being picked up all over the world. In the first three weeks of the Lewinsky scandal Nightline devoted about fifteen programs to the scandal itself. Remember that it broke on January 21 of this year, that was on a Wednesday, when the Washington Post broke the first story. Nightline devoted shows every single night for the first few weeks to this scandal under headlines such as “Dark Day at the White House,” “Crisis in the White House,” “The First Family in Full Battle Regalia,” “Showdown with Saddam, Scandal at Home,” “White House Intern, Who Is Ken Starr?,” “The Clintons Vs. the Media and the Right Wing,” “New Revelations of Crisis in the Clinton White House.” 

That was Nightline. I point that out simply because it’s the best that we have. That is what the best was doing in the first two weeks of this scandal. 

Then let us take a look at some other figures and statistics. I asked somebody to take a look at Mike McCurry’s press briefings every day at the White House. On January 21, there were 128 questions that were asked. And please remember the context here. January 21 was the week before the president’s State of the Union message, and it was the beginning of the endgame of the most recent crisis between the United States and Iraq. On that first afternoon, 128 questions were asked: 113 questions concerned Monica, 2 concerned Iraq. The following day there were 97 questions asked: 81 of them concerned Lewinsky, 2 concerned Iraq. The day after that ,79 questions were asked: 52 concerned Lewinsky, 4 concerned Iraq. The following Monday, 117 questions were asked: 84 concerned Lewinsky, 13 concerned Iraq. The following day, 40 questions were asked: 34 concerned Lewinsky, 2 concerning Iraq. The following day, 100 questions: 64 concerned Lewinsky, 19 Iraq, etc. 

Now, what I want to do is etch out the contour of American journalism today.

It has to be understood that the relationship between the press in Washington, D.C., today and the president and the White House is a relationship that borders on open warfare. It has gotten so bad, as a matter of fact, that the most recent joke that is told about the relationship is that the Pope came to visit the president and they had a wonderful conversation. It lasted most of the afternoon. His Holiness said to the president, “I think that tomorrow I’d like very much for us to go fishing. I enjoy fishing a lot.” The President said, “We’d be happy to do that, sir.” 

The following a.m. they got into a boat and went out onto the Potomac and they went fishing for a couple of hours. At a certain point a breeze came along and suddenly whisked the Pope’s white cap off his head and onto the water about fifteen or twenty feet away from the rowboat. The president stood up, walked across the water, picked up the cap, walked back, got into the boat, gave the cap to the Pope. The Pope said, “Thank you.” The following day on the front page of the Washington Post there was a large picture of the Potomac miracle, but the headline read, “Clinton Cannot Swim.” 

Remember the Kathleen Willey interview on 60 Minutes a couple of Sundays ago? That was an extraordinary interview for a lot of reasons but mostly, to me, because it contained no news and yet made extraordinary news. I say it contained no news and yet made extraordinary news because if you had read the depositions in the New York Times and the Washington Post the week before, all of the information that was in that 60 Minutes interview had been published. It was known, and yet during the interview Ed Bradley asked Mrs. Willey a series of questions as though he were acting out the deposition itself. Questions like, “Oh. And then what did he do?” and “Oh. And then did he really put your hand there?” He knew the answer, yet he acted it out. 

And so you ask yourself the question, Why would a journalist as good as Ed Bradley, as first-rate as Ed Bradley, feel the need to act out his part of a deposition which had been published a week before? 

I say it contained no news and yet made extraordinary news. CBS handled it brilliantly from a PR point of view, because it was all over every front page. It was in all of the magazines. Why? Because in this crazy world of television today, information can be known, but if you put a face on the information, if you put a voice on the information, it personalizes it. And in personalizing this, it suddenly seemed to the viewer as though he or she was learning something new. There was nothing new in it. 

Let us also mention an interesting ethical problem raised just within the last couple of days by a first-rate legal correspondent and columnist named Stuart Taylor. Taylor was at the Harvard Law School. Taylor was at the New York Times. Taylor, in recent years, has begun to appear on the News Hour with Jim Lehrer. Taylor is a very bright man who has the capacity for explaining complicated legal ideas very clearly. He is known for a couple of things. One is that he did the story about Paula Jones two years ago that kicked off the current crisis/scandal. He is the one who criticized the Washington press corps for the manner in which it covered Paula Jones. 

One of the ways of getting the attention of the Washington press corps and one of the ways of drawing attention to yourself if you ever want to get into a position where you want to become known very quickly, [is] you attack the Washington press corps. Then you’re immediately invited to all of the talk shows. And that’s exactly what he did. He has become in the last year or two a major figure in Washington journalism. Critical of the president. Favorably disposed for Ken Starr, but within the parameters that one would accept for professional journalism. 

What have we found out this week? We have found out that for a few weeks [Taylor] was negotiating with Ken Starr about the possibility of him, [one], writing the report--the Starr report. And, two, providing public relations guidance for Ken Starr. And, three, serving as the spokesman for the Starr Chamber, as it is called. 

Except for one column which he did not write, he did write columns, did appear on radio shows, did appear on television, did articulate an anti-Clinton sort of pro-Starr line at the very same time he was negotiating for a job with Starr. And I will argue that this is outrageous, should not happen, is against what I would call good, solid, journalistic ethics, and yet he did it. He did it--and I will go one step further--he is going to get away with it. Because the ethical bar has been lowered so much these days that people can do things today and walk away from them--in fact, walk away with a degree of pride. 

A couple of weeks ago Dan Rather was up at the Shorenstein Center and was awarded a Goldsmith Prize for his career in journalism. He was asked the question, “Dan, why do you do what you do if you know deep down it’s either wrong or at least questionable?” 

And he thought for a few seconds and answered with one word, “Fear.” And then he thought for another moment and said, “Greed. Fear and greed.”

Think about that. It was within the context of all of the anchors being in Cuba covering the Pope’s visit. The Lewinsky story broke on that Wednesday and they all fled. Where? Back to New York to the anchor desk? No. To Washington, D.C., to be in the heart of the story. [What is it] that these anchors, good journalists as they all are, could have accomplished that quickly in Washington? Didn’t matter. It had to seem to the viewer that they were in the middle of a story and so they had to be back in Washington with that story the day it was breaking. Why is this? 

The easy answer is ferocious competition. But there are two deeper answers.

In my opinion, two revolutions have quite literally transformed the industry of journalism and introduced a new ethic to the practice of journalism. One of them is technological and the other is economic. Let me talk about the technological one first. 

We are all familiar, of course, with political conventions that take place every four years. In 1948 the first political convention was televised. Television was new at that time and the political conventions--both of them, Democratic and Republican--took place in Philadelphia. They took place in Philadelphia because the networks were able to hook up New York with Philadelphia and therefore project a live picture to people watching in Philadelphia and New York. In 1952, four years later, they were also able to pick up Washington, D.C. If you were living outside of that axis, you were not watching the convention live. You could hear it on radio. You couldn’t see it live. In the fifties, the technological revolution spread television all over the United States. So that by the end of the fifties, the overwhelming majority of homes in America had a television set, and television began to affect not only the culture of the country but the way in which we understood ourselves. The way in which we understood politics and public policy. 

The Nixon-Kennedy debates of 1960 set a tone for the use of television to affect our politics that has only gotten better or worse, depending on your point of view, ever since. But that was the one graphic first examination of how dramatically television would be able to affect the nature of our politics. 

In 1962 I remember doing a program from Berlin based on President Kennedy’s visit to Berlin. It was the first time I had done a live cut-in to the CBS Evening News. Berlin was six hours later. It was pitch black. There was a camera with a very bright light right in my eyes and Don Hewitt, who is now the producer of 60 Minutes, was the field producer at that time. The only way that I could see a cue, because I couldn’t hear a cue, was by Hewitt wearing a white glove and directly underneath the lens giving me a hand signal. I spoke for about a minute and a half and when it was all over the light went out and Hewitt emerged from the fog and said, “Well, that’s done. Welcome to the new world.” I didn’t realize how much that world would change. But that was the beginning of live television coverage. Not just [the political] conventions, but live, spot cut-ins into the news. 

On that day in ’sixty-two, I had written that piece. I had more or less memorized it, and I gave it to the audience. Now everything is essentially live, and there’s very little opportunity to think through what it is you’re saying--to write it carefully and to rewrite it, if necessary. Now it is live, and you live with the drama of live television but also the negative consequences of live television. 

In those days, if you were based overseas--and my years then were in Moscow--in order to get a television story on the news, I had to film my own stories. I was my own cameraman. There was a wonderful NBC correspondent named John Chancellor, who passed away a couple of years ago, and because the Russians would not let us have cameramen, Chancellor would shoot my stand-uppers and I would shoot his. So it was a most remarkable scene really to see a CBS camera with John Chancellor behind it, and then I would get behind the NBC camera and take a picture of him. There was that kind of collaboration and coordination between the two of us, which really worked out very well because those were the conditions imposed on us by the Soviet government in those days. 

But an even more awesome condition was that we had to get the footage to New York for the news, but the Russians had a law that you could not ship exposed footage out of the country. So we had to find what were called “pigeons,” people who would carry the footage in their pockets or their purses and take it to London where somebody would meet them and then would be responsible for the footage and get it to New York. 

One of CBS’s most prominent journalists in those days was Eric Severeid. He lived in London. And I would always mercilessly lie to would-be pigeons--I would give them the footage and tell them that Eric Severeid would meet them in London if they would be kind enough to carry my footage there. And then I would always call Severeid and say, “Please. Write a note to these people and say you couldn’t go because you were having dinner with the queen that night.” 

We would have a wonderful time, but it was terrible to get the footage out. The good part of it was that it couldn’t get on the air for at least two days and possibly three. That gave me time to think about what it was that I wanted to say. You don’t have that time anymore. There is no time for reflection. The world is wired. And when the world is wired, everything is instantaneous. And that is indeed what has happened now. Remember that in the late 1970s CNN--which today is so much a part of our lives, does wonderful work, most of the time--in those days was so poorly regarded that it was called the Chicken Noodle Network : CNN. And now of course it sets the tone for television coverage, and now in addition we have Fox, cable, all-news, MS-NBC, C-NBC, and there will be many others as this technological revolution continues to circle the globe with satellites and the earth with signals that are instantaneous so that anything that happens anywhere is immediately part of our environment. There is no escape any longer. You have to be instantaneous and live.

Let me talk a little bit now about the economics, which has also transformed the industry. As far back as 1962 the man who owned most of CBS was William Paley. At the end of every year, Mr. Paley, as he was called, invited all of the foreign correspondents to a dinner. He would always outline his vision for CBS for the following year. At the end of 1962, I remember very clearly, he outlined his vision for CBS. It was very dramatic and very far-sighted, appealing to anyone, pride-provoking. Charles Collingwood--who was a very famous correspondent with CBS at the time and the only one who ever called Mr. Paley “Bill”--said, “Bill, that’s going to cost you a lot of money.” 

Mr. Paley’s answer is an exact quote because I’ve never forgotten it. He said, “You guys cover the news. I’ve got Jack Benny to make money for me.” 

It’s a great line and very important. Because what it meant, essentially, was that if Jack Benny at the end of the year made $100 in profit for CBS, Bill Paley was able, in those days, because he controlled it, to take $20 of that profit and give it to the news department. News never made money. It was never intended to make money. It was a public service. But that was back in the early sixties--you could take money from one pot and put it in another pot and it would work for you. 

Things began to change radically in the mid-seventies. Barbara Walters was working for NBC on the Today Show. ABC was trying to build itself up, and so it bought Barbara Walters and she became the first million-dollar anchorperson. That was in 1976. Now, when salaries of anchors range from five to fifteen million dollars a year, the idea of an anchor finally making a million dollars a year doesn’t seem like terribly much. But at the time it transformed the economic substructure of the industry. We now had a yardstick. If you were a valued member of your CBS community, and you were negotiating, you said, “I want a million dollars also.” They’d look at you as though you were crazy, and you were, because you weren’t going to get it. But the idea of suddenly jumping from a salary of $75,000 a year--which in the mid-seventies was a very good salary--to $250,000 a year, [then] $300,000 and $500,000, was no longer outlandish, and that is exactly what began to happen with consequences that we’ll get to in a little bit. 

In the late seventies and the early eighties something even worse happened, when all of the networks were invaded by Harvard MBAs. Masters of business administration. All of these very young, very bright people came into the networks and they asked, “How much money is the CBS Evening News making?” 

Answer: “Actually, we’re losing money. We’re losing several million dollars a year.”

“Oh. Really? Why?”

“Because news costs a lot of money. We’ve got to send people all over the world. We’ve got bureaus all over the world. We have our own cameramen all over the world. We’ve got the best team of correspondents all over the world. That’s expensive.”

So questions began to be raised. For example, if a correspondent felt, based in Rome, that something dramatic had just broken that day in Yemen and he had to get there fast, he used to charter a plane. It would cost $8,000 or more to do that. And the MBA would say, “Is that story in Yemen really that important?”

Then the producer and the correspondent had to begin to explain their news judgment to an economics person, to a bookkeeper, to an auditor, and that too insidiously began to change the way in which major decisions were made at networks. Because it was, until even twenty years ago, up to journalists to make journalistic decisions. Now it is equally and in many cases significantly the responsibility of money people, not journalists, to make decisions. And [it was all] as a result of this invasion of the MBAs. One day I’m going to write a book about this and that’s going to be one of my chapter headings, “The Invasion of the MBAs.”

I remember a story--very few of you will remember the name Winston Burdett, but he was one of the best of the CBS correspondents based in Rome, and he covered the Middle East. And there was in fact a story in Yemen, and Winston Burdett and Joe Masraff, the CBS cameraman from Cairo, went into Yemen and vanished for four weeks. Nobody in New York, in the front office, knew where they were except that they went into Yemen. When they emerged after four weeks they had the most beautifully shot, beautifully written significant, substantive story about an Arab revolution taking place in Yemen and the effect that was having on the royal family in Saudi Arabia. 

That is impossible to do today. The idea of just going off by yourself and covering news doesn’t happen anymore. You are now umbilically linked to money people and to the executive producer in New York. You can’t do what we once did. News began to make money. That was the worst thing that could have happened. Because the minute news began to make money the news departments began to feel that if you can make money at 60 Minutes, why can’t you make money on the CBS Evening News? Why can’t you make money on Face the Nation? Why can’t you make money on the five-minute newscast on the radio? Everything, starting in the mid-eighties, began to have a bottom line, and each program had to be what was called a “profit center.” When the money began to roll in, as it did, as the profit line went up, the quality of the news began to level off and go down. But they did make money and they are making money. 

At the very same time that this was happening, large corporations began to buy the networks so that in the mid-eighties CBS was purchased by Lowes, and the Tisch family in New York. NBC was purchased by General Electric. ABC was purchased by Cap-Cities. Now, project ahead another ten years into the mid-nineties and this corporatization of the news continued, deepened, got worse, in my opinion. What happened in the mid-nineties was that CBS was bought by Westinghouse. NBC remained in the hands of General Electric. ABC was purchased by Disney in a nineteen-billion-dollar deal. Quite extraordinary. CNN was purchased by Time Warner. So what difference does this make? I’m not sure, but it leaves me very uneasy when more and more of the means of communication end up in fewer and fewer corporate hands. 

About fifteen years ago a former editor of the Washington Post named Ben Bagdikian wrote a book called Media Monopoly. Now, I remember when I read that book I said, “Ben is exaggerating. It’s not that bad.” As I look back upon it now, I was dead wrong. Ben was understating it. It is that bad. 

What has been the impact of both of these revolutions? The technological and the economic. I’ve suggested any number of them. There has been in my judgment a gradual but unmistakable blurring of the line between news and entertainment. Even within news, however that be defined today, there are breakdowns, so that it’s very hard to imagine a news program today that is pure news as some of the older ones of us in this audience may remember. Some of the younger of us have to grasp the fact that what they are watching is not a hard-news distillation of the events of the day but rather an arrangement of the events of the day in such a way that it has the most appealing, entertaining impact upon you. And this is not just networks, this is also the New York Times. 

A couple of years ago, in 1994, I did a study on the New York Times twenty years before, in 1974, and in 1984, 1991, and 1994. I looked at just the front page of the newspaper. I took a look at how many stories were on the front page. How many columns of news were there? Who was writing these stories? What kinds of stories were they? It’s interesting, in 1974 most of the time you had stories that would read in true, old-fashioned journalistic style, “President announced yesterday that etc., etc., etc.” Ten years later you had a drop--I don’t know the exact figures, I should have brought a newspaper--something like a 30 percent drop in that kind of journalistic presentation. Right in the top two paragraphs of a story you had all of the information that you needed. If you wanted to read the rest of it, great, you could do that. But you didn’t need it because you had it up front. By the time you got into the nineties--you take a look at the New York Times front page today, fewer than 25 percent of the stories are literally hard news as we would have defined it ten or even twenty years ago. What you have today is a featurized version of the news. 

“It was a tough day for President Clinton.” Para. “As he emerged from the plane in Southern Africa, 14 students danced around and did this and that and the trumpets blared and this was taking place and it was 104 degrees.” And then you were in about the fifth paragraph, “because in the back of the President’s mind he was wondering about the Monica Lewinsky scandal.” 

Everything is soft. Everything is written in such a way as to get your attention, to suck you in, to bring you into the process. It’s entertainment. There becomes less and less distinction between news and entertainment. So when you speak about the blurring of the line, quite often it’s not a blurring of the line. It is a clear difference between news and entertainment, and one becomes the other. They are, in the parlance of modern times, virtually one. That has happened over the last twenty years. 

Another thing that has happened is the celebrification--if I can make up a word--of the news itself. Anchors today, as I said before, not only are vastly overpaid--I mean when I was there myself I would never have said this, I can assure you, but--I do believe now that we are and they were and I was vastly overpaid for what it is that we did. But this is America. This is capitalism and I’m all for it. And so make as much as you can. So long as becoming a celebrity does not change the way in which you cover the news. So long as the news itself is not changed so that you don’t even recognize it today. 

Sam Donaldson, for example, is one of my oldest friends, and a wonderful journalist. ABC is in trouble, in bad trouble. So ABC decides that Sam, because of his dynamic personality, ought to be put back on the White House beat. But because they also need Sam for other things, they can’t take him off other assignments. So, Sam Donaldson today--who is, after all, despite his energy, one human being--is the White House correspondent for ABC, he is the anchor for This Week on Sunday morning, and he is one of the anchors of Prime Time. He is also one of the key journalists on any major story that ABC news does. Why do they do that? 

They do that because they need him for ratings. Sam, who is no fool, can then turn to the president of ABC and--I do not know this for a fact by the way--but I am certain that he’d turn to the president of ABC and say, “I’ll be costing you another two or three million bucks a year.” It makes no difference to the network. Two or three million dollars is nothing to them. What is something is if you lose or gain a tenth of a rating point. Because that can mean hundreds of millions of dollars. And that is the name of the game. 

I have benefitted in a modest way from being a very modest celebrity. I know what it is like to go into a restaurant. I know what it is like to get a first class seat when I’ve only paid for an economy ticket on a plane. I know all of that. It does something to the brain. And it’s not healthy. It’s not healthy when that becomes so much part of your life that journalism becomes Hollywood. It’s bad. 

How many movies have you seen in recent years where journalists are shown in the movie? I’m not saying a journalist is a main character, I’m saying where journalists themselves act in movies. Many. Involving some of your very best. Involving people like Dan Schorr. You don’t get better than Dan Schorr, but he does it. So you say, “Dan, why are you doing this? I mean, you’re making it difficult for people to grasp that news is supposed to be distinctive.” 

He said, “It was fun. I enjoyed it. My kids loved it. Their friends loved it.” And I understand that. But it’s not good. It’s not good at all. 

What about the use of hidden cameras? Do you know that networks today use hidden cameras and boast about it? If you watch Prime Time with Diane Sawyer, who is a very bright, bright journalist and a beautiful writer, Diane Sawyer begins a program boasting about the fact that hidden cameras are used in the ABC news reports. 

Many of you remember the Food Lion case? In the Food Lion case, the jury ruled that ABC News lied. Lied to get a story. Why should you believe ABC if it lies to get news? I see no good reason at all. None! Journalists are not supposed to lie. They’re the truth-tellers. That’s what I was led to believe. They’re the truth-tellers. They’re not there to tell you something so dramatically that they have to hype it to the point of outright lies. 

But ABC did do that. And NBC has done that. And CBS has done that. And they all do it because of this ferocious competition, and it’s even worse than that. It’s a brutalizing experience. 

So what conclusions do I draw? I have to tell you that American journalists today are better educated, more traveled and sophisticated than they have ever, ever been in the history of this country. They are the freest journalists in the world. They are the most coddled journalists in the world. There is no question that television news performs an enormous public service. I have met people all over this country who are not great readers, who don’t read the New York Times every day and do not read Bob Woodward’s latest exposé in The Washington Post, but they know what they know about America and the world through television, and that’s a good thing. A lot more people in this country know about the world from television, and I put that in the plus category. 

Remember the time, about ten years ago, when there was an NBC story--actually, it was a BBC story but NBC ran it--about starvation in Ethiopia? It ran on the NBC Nightly News. The most remarkable thing happened. From all over the country people called us in New York and said, “How can we help those people? They have nothing to eat. We’ve got a lot to eat. We’ll give it. We’ll share it.” You can do marvelous things like that. 

In 1991, when Peter Arnett was in Baghdad during the Gulf War (despite Senator Simpson’s comments about him, which were absurd), he was in Baghdad and giving you the enemy’s point of view. It was very important. Very important to the American people. They were getting both sides of the war just as they are not getting both sides of President Clinton. But there’s a question that comes up, and we may want to talk about this. In an age of television and in the age of the Internet--the Internet filled with information the reliability of which we have no way of judging--in that kind of a world, how reliable can the news be? How distinctive, real, and reliable can the news be? Bear in mind that in a recent poll done by the People and the Press in Washington, D.C., according to the American people, the overwhelming majority believe that local news is the most trustworthy television news that they watch. 

I haven’t been down here long enough but I will watch the 11 o’clock news tonight and see if I’m wrong. But I know the local news in New York, Washington, Chicago, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Boston reasonably well. And if that be the most trustworthy news we can get, then we’re all in trouble. But that is a fact. It is the most trustworthy news. 

So what do you make of all this? Let me say that for me personally the glass is half full. Though it could be argued by any number of people that the glass is half empty. On the half-empty side we have a dreadful, debilitating competition. We have a thinning out of the richness that was news. We have the impact of television more and more and more cutting into the vitality of news. There is more and more media and [there are] fewer and fewer corporate heads. There are lower standards of news and ethics. There are lower expectations and there is a deeper cynicism in the American people generated in part by what it is that they see on television. 

On the half-full side, there is more information to more people. Fact. There is a broader, possibly deeper participation of people, of the public, in public policy matters. That is something we can discuss, but I think it ends up on the positive side. The Internet, with all of its problems, can over time be seen as a democratizing influence in this society and I suspect around the world. And, finally, there is a cyclical analysis of the press. 

The press was “responsible” in American history only for a specific period of time. Not always. That specific period of time began with the Great Depression of the thirties, went to World War II, and then through the entire Cold War. And we developed a sense that that was news. But that wasn’t news. That was news that developed in that time. I personally would love to see it continue. But in the nineteenth century and the tail end of the eighteenth century, the kind of journalism that was practiced in the U.S. was not dissimilar to the kind of journalism that we see practiced today. It has always been both good and bad. 

Remember what a journalist named Collander was doing with Thomas Jefferson during the Jefferson administration? If you think the reporting of Clinton is getting close to his most secret, personal life, what Collander did in the early part of the nineteenth century was much, much worse. During the Jackson administration, they wrote about Jackson’s wife. If they wrote that today about Mrs. Clinton, there would be lawsuits even more than we already have! Grant was a drunk. And the press wrote about it all the time. Cleveland fathered an illegitimate child:

“Ma, ma, ma, where’s my Pa?”

“Gone to the White House. Ha, ha, ha!”

That was the kind of stuff that was in the American newspapers then. Harding? Open adultery stories. Time and time again. Roosevelt, adultery. Eisenhower, adultery. Kennedy--[there was] adultery, philandering, at the highest level of activity, but we didn’t write about it. We knew it and we didn’t write about it then, but we did in the old days. And now you have Clinton. 

So, if I have a choice, I will stick with the wild and irresponsible American press as opposed to a buttoned-down, starched, responsible, proper American press. I’ll go with the nuts over the very responsible people, because in the final analysis I think that a free press is the only guarantor of a free society.

Media Fellow: What prescription do you have for solving the economic and other technological problems that the press is facing?

Marvin Kalb: I have no prescription at all. I do not. The technological advances will continue. It’ll become even more sophisticated. We’ll look back upon this time as the golden ages pretty soon. It’s terrifying at the very same time, because a lot of people who know very little are being given enormous power. [These days, after you] get a microphone and are given a camera, you are not only going to be all over the U.S. in a flash, you’re going to be all over the world in a flash. And do you have the background to state even the things that you’re stating? I think the answer is no. But that is indeed more and more what takes place. 

One of the most interesting scenes during the Gulf War in 1991 was to be in the hotel that was used both as a place where journalists lived and a place where the journalists were briefed, and there were a lot of local television people from the U.S. who came over to the Gulf to “cover the war.” They would have been better off staying at home. Because they never saw the war. They were never near it. But they ended up being considered war correspondents, and it was silly. 

On the economic side, I don’t mind that anchors make a lot of money. I think that’s great. Make as much as you can. I’m not concerned about that. I’m concerned about what the celebrity status does to your head and to the way people respond to you. I can guarantee you that if Walter Cronkite walked into this room right now, or Ted Koppel, or Dan Rather, for all of you there would be a little intake of air. And you would think that you were really getting it from up above--God-like wisdom. It isn’t. They’re good journalists. That’s all they are. They’re journalists. 

Media Fellow: You are one of the few journalists I have ever watched or heard who are still capable of righteous indignation. One of your friends in a panel that I saw, I think, on C-Span, which addressed the issue of congressmen and other people’s outside employment and whatnot, and how outrageous that was, was called to talk because he, himself, speaks for considerable amounts of money. And he tried to make the defense that he was not a public figure and he did not hold a position of public trust.

Marvin Kalb: Well. Here’s one of the problems--celebrities. Walter Cronkite told a story that he was covering the 1956 campaign and he was covering people. He was on the bus with [a candidate] and they arrived in some town and when Cronkite got off the bus the local reporters went to talk to Cronkite. Walter said that at that moment he realized the [dangers] of celebrity. Because he was more of a celebrity than he had ever thought himself to be. And that is very true today. . .

But you know, right now the part of this that terrifies me is that I want to believe that journalism is independent of politics. We stand outside of politics and observe it, cover it, criticize it, if necessary, but we’re outside of it. We’re not in it. But we are [in it] now. Journalism is now a part of politics. That’s why I have a journal at the Shorenstein Center that I call Press/Politics. In my mind it is one concept. It’s no longer two distinct [areas]--press over here and politics over there. They really do work together. The first thing politicians say in the morning when they get up and they’re in a campaign is, “How do I get on the news tonight?” That is the single most important issue. Not what I’m saying, but how do we contrive it to get on the news that night. 

There’s a book written by Don Regan, who used to be President Reagan’s Chief of Staff and earlier was Treasury Secretary. And it’s really an interesting book. In one of the chapters he describes the way in which the White House arranged Reagan’s day. Now, we’d like to think that Reagan was an actor and he wasn’t really serious and Clinton would never have anything like that. No, no! They do it for smart Democrats and acting Republicans. They have literally marks on the floor as to where [the president] is to stand at the White House--at the White House, which is presumably his office. Where he stands in his office. Where he speaks. How he uses his hands with projection. Hold it now. He’s an actor? 

When Reagan left office his last interview was done with David Brinkley. And David, bless him, asked President Reagan, “What is the single most impressive quality that you [have found to be] necessary for a good presidency?” 

“Oh,” he said. “That’s easy. Acting.” I was astonished by it, but that’s what he said. 

Media Fellow: You were critical of Stuart Taylor for doing something unethical. Where does one find what is ethical? How do you decide whether something is ethical or not? 

Marvin Kalb: Who was the Supreme Court Justice who said, “I’ll know pornography when I see it?” My answer is an echo of that very statement. Journalists should know what’s right and what’s wrong. Taylor believes he did nothing wrong. I think he did something very wrong. You cannot be negotiating a job with a guy you’re covering. I mean that is, to me, A, B, C. You can’t do it. 

Supposing you’re literally in the negotiation and arguing about how much money you’re going to be paid? And then you have to write your column. You know he’s going to read it. Are you going to be critical of him? And in his last column, Taylor wrote about Starr--a certain phrase that got stuck in my mind-- “lively mind, warm, personable, brilliant, a guy who does not know how to spin the press.” Spare me. Spare me. He doesn’t know how to spin the press? This operation in Washington is a spin operation. All of the stories that have come out in this war between the White House and Starr are for the most part political. Depositions that have been released, depositions or parts of which have been leaked such as the big story that appeared in the Washington Post about the deposition in the Paula Jones case. Information that was simply leaked by one side or the other. The idea that Ken Starr is not engaged in spinning the press is absurd and for [Taylor] to say that at the same time as he is negotiating just undercuts his position. And what is upsetting to me in addition to all of this is that he’s one of the best. He’s really good. He’s very smart. He should know better, and if he doesn’t know better, why doesn’t he know better? I mean, what is going on with this business today that things that are so clear aren’t clear? And it’s all fuzzed up. 

Media Fellow: Do you think that journalism school training programs should play a greater role in terms of ethics, and do you think that the tendency for large [salaries] is based [on news becoming entertainment]?

Marvin Kalb: I think it’s an excellent question. I think yes, it does have something to do with it, and I would put that under that broad category about the blurring of the line between news and entertainment. But it’s not just news and entertainment. It’s people going from the government into news. 

Mario Cuomo, for example--he needs the money like I need a hole in my head--does a radio talk show every weekend. Why? He was visiting us one day and [I asked], “Why are you doing this?” And he was very honest, by the way, I think he said, “Because I’m a ham and I love to talk to people and I want to remain in the public eye.”

Gary Hart, who had his problems in 1988, does a talk show. Now, this is one of the worst parts of this business. Larry King says, “I am not a journalist, but news is made on my program. And if you are a viewer it is perfectly fine for you to believe that you’re watching a kind of news program.” Kind of a news program. Not really a news interview but it’s sort of a news interview. And it’s so successful that people today have trouble drawing clear distinctions between a Meet the Press-type program and a Larry King-type program. Why is that? Because even on Meet the Press--which I did for seven years, and I felt very much that I was the custodian of the Larry Spivack tradition--Meet the Press today has guest commentator, Matt Drudge, of Internet fame. Now, you ask yourself, why does Tim Russert, the anchor man, do that? He does that because he’s reaching out for people. He wants to draw in young people. People who work on the Internet. He wants to widen his audience, and in a sense you say, “Well, what’s wrong with that?” Nothing. Except that Matt Drudge was sitting there that day at the Meet the Press table with commentators and columnists who are unquestionably the best in the trade. So you look at it and you say to yourself, “Where did I see Matt Drudge? I saw him on Meet the Press. Who was he with? Well, he was with Bill Safire of the New York Times, David Broder of the Washington Post. . . ..How remarkable! So, he’s one of them?” 

But no! He’s not one of them. He’s in a class by himself. I don’t know what he is, frankly, but he’s not one of them. But what happened the following week? Fox Cable News gave him a contract to do his own program. And they said that the reason was that they saw him on Meet the Press. So everything gets spun. And lines are blurred--clear distinctions no longer exist. And I think we will pay a price for that. I’m not sure how, where, and when, but we will. 

Media Fellow: How much is the news dispenser controlled by his employer?

Marvin Kalb: The answer is that an anchor person today can be extremely influential in determining what goes on his or her program. But [they] often do not choose to exercise that influence. Part of the reason is that they are so busy being celebrities that they have to go out and speak at a luncheon, they’ve got to go speak for a dinner, and they’ve got to write a speech. All of this stuff has very little to do with presenting the news. That’s part of the reason. The other part of the reason is that after a while it’s easy to rest the responsibility for doing a program in the hands of other people. Walter Cronkite was the best anchor I ever worked with, foreign or otherwise. And probably will go down in history as the greatest anchorman who has ever lived. Because he did his own programming. As a journalist I could call Walter Cronkite as late as 6:15 and say--you don’t do this often--but I could call him and say, “I just learned ‘X.’ I think it’s very important that you have it on the news tonight.” 

And there’d be a pause and he’d say, “Do it in fifty seconds. I’ll have a ten-second lead in. We’ll lead the program with it.” And then he would turn to the executive producer and change the whole thing. That’s because he had that power. He had that self confidence, and he was determined that the CBS Evening News was a news program. 

It’s different [now]. Dan Rather is very good, but it is different. I already quoted him saying why you do certain things [is] fear. Fear from, as you suggest, the people up above but mostly fear of ratings. Dan Rather has a wonderful way with expressions. He said, “When I was born in Texas I learned to be fearful of two things. God and hurricanes.” And he said, “Now, in the latter part of my life, I’ve learned to be fearful of a third thing--overnight ratings.” 

Media Fellow: Why is it that you would stay with, as you said, the wild and irresponsible American journalists as opposed to those who would be deemed as responsible? 

Marvin Kalb: Because of the definition of what is responsible. I think that with a reasonable group of people, I could sit down and come up with the definition of responsible news. But the people who will actually make that determination I may not trust. And if it turned out that these people had governmental authority and they were in effect setting a framework in which journalism was allowed to flourish, I would be terribly frightened, even more frightened than I am today. I am concerned with journalistic practice. I am terrified with those few people who think they know about journalism coming up with rules of behavior for journalists. That is the unacceptable thing. The minute the government gets into the business of determining what journalism is we have taken a big step away from democracy. So I am not happy with the irresponsible journalists. I’ll simply say, I’ll take that over anyone else’s definition of responsible journalism. There’s a marvelous man named Alan Barth who used to write editorials for the Washington Post. And if you can get the Post here and go back into 1978, read the speech that he did in Chicago on the irresponsible press. That’s going to be must reading for anyone who has an interest in becoming a journalist. 

Media Fellow: Going back to the relationship of ideals and money. In European countries there is the idea and the reality of public broadcasting funded in part by fees, funded to be able to do things that do not have to earn money, necessarily. What do you think of that? 

Marvin Kalb: That is another tradition. A valuable tradition. It is not the American tradition. It exists in more countries around the world than does the American system. What is interesting is that over the last ten years in all of these countries there has been a move away from government-supported radio and television news. The marketplace has moved into this particular industry in a big way. Sometimes with consequences that are very negative. Sometimes moving the entire society in a positive direction. 

I don’t remember the details, but there was a study done in Germany about, oh, maybe five years ago, where one network decided that it was going to cover only responsible news. Good, solid stuff. The ratings collapsed and they had to give it up. If there were a balance, if it were possible in the best of all possible worlds to come up with a system that would provide for government support for what would be described as responsible news, and that would co-exist with a free market supported radio and television news operation--I could live comfortably with that. But I don’t know exactly where that exists. Maybe some of you here do better than I. I don’t know. 

Media Fellow: I was totally mystified and appalled by your statement about Stuart Taylor. I consider myself somewhat of a reasonable consumer of news. I thought he was a reasonable voice in this whole business with the White House. So I feel like I’ve been [knocked for a loop].

Marvin Kalb: But so do I. So do I. 

Media Fellow: So what advice would you have for somebody who listens to the news avidly, reads news or whatever, and has cynicism to deal with and how to separate all this spin that you hear? Everybody vying for attention and the increasing load of cynicism--I’d like your take on that. 

Marvin Kalb: I wish I had a good answer for that. I really don’t. I’ve tried to answer that question before. I’ve tried to answer that question for myself, not just for my students. I don’t know the answer to that. In my gut I feel that the more we read, the more we watch, the better off we’re all going to be. Television can only be an adjunct. It can’t be the main act. It can provide background. It can provide color. It is magnificent in live events. No one can touch it in live events. But when it comes to understanding something and analyzing it, you’ve got to read it. That’s why I hope there will always be newspapers. And then some professors arrive at the Center and they tell me that in five years there will be many, many fewer newspapers. And I go home at night feeling awful. I can’t imagine breakfast without two or three newspapers around me. Even if my hands get dirty and the dirt gets on the toast. 

Media Fellow: You began your speech by saying, “What has happened to the news?” and then having an analysis of the New York Times moving from a who, what, when, where approach in 1974 to being more anecdotal in 1994. I work for the Kansas City Star so I’m away from the New York Times, but I wonder if the nature of news has changed. I mean, journalists are paid to watch for trends so that they can set priorities for reporting. A quick example. Our leading report in the Star today was an investigative reporter doing a piece on federal judges and how they ruled on cases in the Kansas City area because they own stock in the companies that they have been [ruling on]. [The story] wasn’t told to him in any kind of news way, you know, it was not announced to him. And I assume, given two full pages, we pushed out [other kinds of news]. The mayor may have made a speech or somebody have announced something that we gave short shrift to-- what would have been traditional news twenty years ago. I guess my question is, has the nature of news to a degree changed and journalists today are either properly or improperly more inclined on setting priorities than [reporting on events]? 

Marvin Kalb: Well, there are two issues that you’re raising. One has to do with the changing nature of journalism, in which case I agree with you 100 percent. And then you were also talking in terms of setting priorities. There you get into tricky turf. What is the responsibility of a journalist? Is it to set priorities for society? I am well aware of the fact that this can be argued on both sides. And you can have a terrific argument and have a couple of beers and leave great friends. But they are two different approaches to journalism, the priorities of journalism. If you believe, as I tend to--while I don’t any longer believe in being a fly on the wall of history, I’m a bit more sophisticated than that-- I do feel more comfortable with that kind journalism than I do with journalism that attempts to direct my attention somewhere. I am also aware of the fact that every editor is a kind of gatekeeper [who] checks on a mass of information and then has to make a decision about what part of that information should we convey to the American people either that night or tomorrow morning in the paper. I’m aware of all of that. 

I am very concerned about a movement called civic journalism. I am very concerned about people reaching into the public and finding out what it is that the public is interested in and then providing the public with the information to satisfy that interest. The Miami Herald a couple of years ago did a poll--basically for itself--to find out what its readers wanted so that it could provide news that the readers wanted, and that would presumably raise circulation at the end of the year. Among the top ten subjects, foreign policy was not listed at all. And so they didn’t cover it. But then the editor of the paper said to himself, under a variety of different forms of pressure, “This is crazy! If something is happening in the Middle East, I’ve got to cover that. If something is happening in Russia, I’ve got to cover that. If something’s happening in China, I’ve got to cover that. So no matter what the viewers or the readers want, I know as a journalist that I’ve got to cover that and I will do that.” 

So there’s that constant tension today in the desire on the one hand to increase viewership, increase readership, to give them what they want, and on the other side, the professional side of journalism, saying this is a story and whether they like it or not, I feel I’ve got to report this. And bear in mind too, a newspaper is not meant for everybody. There are parts of the newspaper, for example, I never read--the stock pages. Never. I don’t have any stock and I don’t want to own any stock. So I don’t read it, but it’s in the newspaper every day. Somebody reads it. So for those people, read the stock, that’s fine. I read about the New York Yankees. I want to know in the New York Times what the New York Yankees did last night. And if I can’t find that, I am furious. And then I’ve got to go to USA Today, which has a better sports page. That means that I can take care of my need in different ways with different newspapers. Each newspaper doesn’t have to satisfy everybody or everybody’s needs.

 So what does that mean? It means that a professional has to make the determination of what goes in the paper and what goes on the news and it ought to be done in a way in which professionalism rules the roost rather than the auditor. The other day Walter Cronkite picked up an award at the National Press Club, which he richly deserved. And he did a speech. The major theme of the speech was that we’re not getting enough foreign news. And then he ended by saying, “Tether the auditor and free the editor.” Quote, unquote. It’s a great line. And it says some of the things that I’ve been trying to get at here tonight--that journalism is too important to be left to the auditors. It ought to be left to the journalists. Not the government. Journalists. 

Media Fellow: I just wanted to ask for your comments on a trend that I’ve seen in my short time of watching television news, which is that there’s more and more of an oppositional approach during the news programs. Probably the earliest I remember is James J. Kilpatrick and Nicholas von Hoffman on 60 Minutes. And that kind of approach has expanded to include entire programs like the McLaughlin Group programs on cable. Now, obviously, there are some issues that really are dealt with well in that format, but are you in the group of people [who] think that by having that approach to certain types of news stories you actually make it seem as though there is no truth to anything, and that both sides are always equal, and there’s really nothing to it? 

Marvin Kalb: You said it better than I can. I would only add to your comment that it is one of the single worst features of modern day news/entertainment. These talk shows. Populated as they are by journalists, and in many cases first-rate journalists. Question: Why do they do that? Answer: If you get on television you become better known. You’ll be invited to make speeches. You’ll make some money that way. Your kids will say, “Hey Daddy, I saw you on television.” You know, it’s all terrific stuff for the ego and for the pocketbook. So they like it and they do it. The effect is not only to blur the line, which we’ve talked about, but to blur the popular perception of what constitutes news. Information that’s reliable, that you can make an intelligent choice about if you have to go and vote for somebody. You also said--and so wonderfully, good observation
--that after a while you don’t know if there’s a right and a wrong because everything balances out. And maybe we could conclude with this one story because it tells this whole thing, I think, well. 

In the mid-sixties, part of my responsibility for CBS was to cover the Vietnam War from Washington. It was safer, by the way. One of the stories at that time was the Senate Foreign Relations [Committee] hearings conducted by Senator Fulbright about the Vietnam War. When it came to my doing a piece for the evening news, it became very difficult to balance the story. And yet as far as New York was concerned and the executive producer in Washington was concerned we couldn’t go on the air with a story that was one-sided. So if Senator Fulbright said something, I had to get Senator Goldwater to say something. 

Now, for a time that was a perfectly acceptable thing because the Congress was sort of split and you had someone representing a skeptical point of view and someone representing an enthusiastic point of view. But by the time of the Tet Offensive in 1968, the Congress’s opinion of our involvement in Vietnam changed dramatically and it was no longer sixty/forty anti- and pro-war. It was more like eighty/twenty. And if I put on Fulbright or any of those anti-war people, the producer would say, “Get me Goldwater!” But there were fewer and fewer people representing the pro-war--it’s a terrible way to put it--the pro-U.S. government position on Vietnam. There were fewer and fewer around. I couldn’t get them. So after a while it became unfair and distorted, in fact, to do a piece even if I said 80 percent of the Senate is against the war, if what you showed was twenty seconds of Fulbright and twenty seconds of Goldwater, to the viewer, it all seemed as if it was an even split. It wasn’t. It was distorted news. But we did that for a while. There is a desire on the part of news always to be fair and fair means you’ve got to split the difference even if truth lies with one side and not the other. 
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