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Introduction





Whenever in recent years there has been a national opinion poll on the public’s esteem for, and trust of, people in various professions, nurses have come somewhere near the top, while estate agents, politicians and journalists have come near the bottom.


Estate agents and politicians may be predictably unpopular: both have a vested interest in selling something to the public, whether it is a property or a policy. But journalists? They should surely be the friends and champions of the public, not the objects of its distrust and contempt. The placing of them near the bottom of the list is nothing less than a gathering disaster, not only for the journalists themselves, but for the politicians and other public figures they deal with, and for society as a whole.


The affair of the BBC journalist Andrew Gilligan and his widely believed – then and since – allegation that the government had ‘sexed up’ the intelligence services’ information on the possibility of weapons of mass destruction being launched from Iraq at forty-five minutes’ notice, as a preliminary to its helping in the invasion of Iraq, undoubtedly increased public interest in the rights and wrongs of journalistic practices, sometimes in relation to the rights and wrongs of the practices of spin-doctors. In the Gilligan case, the Hutton inquiry criticized the BBC, and its Director-General Greg Dyke resigned. But as far as the government’s role was concerned, the report of the inquiry was widely thought to be a ‘whitewash’.


Of course journalists have tricks of the trade. But they are not always wrong in their techniques and judgments, especially when they try to counter official ‘spin’. However, if, as can happen, they merely try to replace official spin with their own spin, that can be unhelpful to the people who really matter: the public. Campaigns of denigration of people in the public eye, especially though not exclusively politicians, can alienate the public who are supposedly ‘protected’ by press freedom. This can certainly happen if the attacks suggest less a search for truth than a modern version of bear-baiting, cock-fighting or any other activity pandering to those who simply like the sight, not of truth, but of blood.


Today it might provoke cynical smiles or even outright laughter if someone should claim that, at its best, journalism is one of the most vital and valuable vocations. I do not think such cynical smiles would have been produced when I entered journalism over half a century ago. Some may try to dismiss this by saying, ‘Oh, come on; times have changed!’ Times have indeed changed. They are always changing. But a truth is still a truth, a lie is still a lie, and a distortion is still a distortion, and will be for ever more. Honestly telling people at one end of the street what is going on at the other, which is the essence of journalism, is invaluable, and indeed indispensable. Without it, democratic votes would be next to worthless because there would be no adequate information on which any voter could take a wise and well-informed decision.


If journalism is not essentially about being the friend of honesty, the friend of the people and the critic of the misbehaving rich and powerful, if people do not trust it as a friend of their hopes and their rights, ultimately it is nothing but spin-assisted and spin-assisting fantasy, handout re-writing, knee-jerk denigration, money-making and self-aggrandisement.


The essence of good journalism is to avoid tricks and ‘tell it as it is’, without editorializing and sensationalizing, in news columns as distinct from leading articles and leader-page articles. At the present time, there are two powerful pressures against ‘telling it as it is’, and for adopting trickery.


The first is commercial. In the 1970s, and more so in the Thatcher years of the 1980s, the managers of newspapers started referring to journalism as ‘product’. It was a revealing and disquieting term. Their stated aim was to have a better ‘product’ than that of their rivals for the reader to consume. This is the language of the barrow boy rather than the journalist. Journalism is not a product like butter or sausages. It is a service: a difficult concept to get to grips with in an era when the whole concept of service in any shape or form, and its importance to tolerable living, has been overrun by the search for profits – money having become virtually the sole measurement of personal status and skill in a money-obsessed civilization. 


Those in print journalism who make judgments in terms of ‘product’ and money-generation alone were up against the fact that television and radio were now the dominant means of supplying hard news to the public. They came to the conclusion that souped-up news, or comment pieces on issues the public already knew about (in the past the ingredients of magazines rather than newspapers), were the best means of continuing to sell newspapers. Newspapers became more strident in their competition with television, and television started counter-attacking in stridency, both media becoming rather like speeding Titanics heading for an iceberg.


That iceberg was the public’s low opinion of journalists, as repeatedly expressed in those opinion polls.


The second pressure against ‘telling it as it is’ is the glamour and celebrity status of some journalists, who were to become rivals or opponents of the people they were writing about, rather than honest observers. Today we have, on the one hand, indulged and well-paid journalistic ‘stars’, who are usually pontificators rather than on-the-spot reporters, and on the other, perhaps anonymous, under-paid and under-regarded craftsmen who do the routine (some would say the ‘real’) work. The old-fashioned newspaper reporter had his notebook and his pen, but he rarely had glamour or celebrity to tempt him into producing ‘performance’ journalism.


The television journalist talking straight to camera is a rather different case. He may perhaps be excused for being self-conscious, especially if reporting from any sort of battlefront, where his self can become a legitimate litmus paper for detecting what is going on and for conveying a decent feeling about it. In the television studio, however, with narcissism not instilling the same discipline and restraint as outside circumstances, tricksiness can intervene. Interviews of politicians and others can begin to take on the appearance of battles for supremacy between two equals rather than a search for information and enlightenment. Whether the interview is with the Prime Minister, the Archbishop of Canterbury or a distinguished scientist, it can on occasion seem as if a victory for the journalist interviewer has to be chalked up. This form of ‘telling it as it is’ means telling it as the executives behind the studio interviewer see it, or telling it as the interviewer’s vanity sees it, even if the result is without great benefit to people listening or watching.


Combative television and radio journalists can and sometimes do claim that displaying pugnacity is a trick which is justified because it produces truths. If there has ever been a case of a government minister in such an interview collapsing and saying, ‘Boo-hoo! I’ve been rumbled! I can’t go on! I must confess everything!’ I am afraid I have not witnessed it nor heard of it. Virtuoso journalists employing this sort of trick usually succeed only in turning politicians and others into more plausible and efficient liars. That can be to the detriment of the public rather than to its advantage.


Does this analysis mean that whoever accepts it wants journalists to ‘go easy’ on celebrities? Not at all. Pugnacious and destructive interviewing by journalists tends to make those questioned close up rather than open out. A conversation between one human being and another is arguably more likely to reveal something of value. And tricks in the presentation of news, especially in the distortion of news in order to produce blooded drama not necessarily justified by the cold facts, will make celebrities of any sort close up even more in the future.


If the public is not necessarily informed by narcissistic tricks, is it at least impressed? Once again, the answer is the presence of journalism towards the bottom of the list of respected occupations.


Real journalism, as distinct from attention-seeking, wrestling-match entertainment to fill in the spaces between lucrative advertisements, consists of a reporter finding and filing as many facts and sincere impressions as possible from the scene of whatever is the action. It might be argued that instead we too often have propaganda based on the spoon-feeding of spin-doctors; tabloid soap-opera fashioned around clichéd and often insignificant characters who may be actors, singers, footballers, politicians or serial killers; crude or exotic smut tailored for those with nothing better to think about; the opinionated droolings onto word-processor screens which ultimately fill a multitude of armchair columnists’ slots (whereas most newspapers used to make do with a single serious columnist such as the late great Sir William Connor, Cassandra of the Daily Mirror); public-relations sycophancy served up in agreed text and pictures for money, in glossily vacuous fan-magazines; and sour and obsessive destructiveness masquerading as social concern and criticism.


That great American pundit Walter Lippmann talked of good journalism as ‘a picture of reality on which citizens can act’. Is this what we have now? Or is journalism lurching into a repertoire of money-making tricks and tricksiness? That last question is of great concern to all readers, listeners and viewers. If the answer to it were ever to be ‘yes’, it would imply the coarsening of public debate and private expectations, the distortion of the basis of political and moral judgments and the corruption of our view of our fellow human beings.


In recent years there have been a number of criticisms of contemporary journalism, but they have all seemingly passed by with no result. Why has no organization or individual outside journalism campaigned consistently for a re-think within journalism? Primarily, one suspects, because they fear turning the powerful media into an enemy. Thus the media have been encouraged to feel that any criticism of them can be merely brushed aside, and need not be taken seriously. If this is so, it ironically threatens press and broadcasting freedom. It gives ammunition to any government wanting to impose statutory controls on the media, safe in the knowledge that the public are as much disillusioned with journalists as with politicians, or more so.


But the brushing off of criticism from outside as merely a self-serving attack by Authority, Eminence or Celebrity, implies that any reappraisal of contemporary journalism does have to come from within, the public having already declared themselves in the opinion polls. This is why, in defence of a craft I have practised for sixty years, and have regarded as one of the most necessary jobs there is, I have tried to point out some of the ways in which journalism is in danger of alienating the public whose helpful friend any self-respecting journalist should hope to be. One trusts that human intelligence within the job will bring about some measure of voluntary reform.


If I have an increasingly frequent daytime nightmare, it is of a future government seeking to impose statutory controls on journalism, and the public who are supposed to be protected by journalists’ freedom being strongly in favour of government controls over a distrusted occupation.


It would be helpful if, while we are waiting for intelligence within journalism to begin to function on this issue, the public could recognize, and if necessary discount, some of the increasingly common tricks. Some are major, some are minor – little more than irritations. But even the irritations can subliminally cause journalists not to be valued and trusted. I have described here a range of journalistic tricks of all shapes and sizes, and of varying degrees of importance, all of which may in their own way cause the public to think less of journalism and journalists.
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A Revealing Battle





Mutual mistrust at fever pitch, especially if both parties suspect conscious trickery, is difficult to live with constructively. The recent long-drawn-out conflict between the media and the beleaguered Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott disclosed a lot about the contemporary attitudes and tricks of both public figures and journalists.


On 6 July 2006, after intense interest from journalists in his affair with his diary secretary, and then his acceptance of hospitality from an American billionaire businessman wanting to run a gambling casino in the Dome south of the Thames, John Prescott was on the BBC Radio Today programme being questioned at length by the journalist John Humphrys. In the course of the interview, John Prescott accused the media of using a technique in attacking himself and politicians in general. He did not use the word ‘trick’ but that was the sense of what he was saying.


The trick, as he described it, was in essence this. A newspaper such as the Daily Mail, no friend of Labour governments, printed allegations, substantiated or not. Then other papers took them up and repeated them, and this went on until there was a grilling of the politician concerned on the Today programme, whatever substance there had or hadn’t been in the original allegations. That made it difficult for a government minister to get on with his job, although he himself was determined to do so. The Deputy Prime Minister then launched into an explanation of what his job was in relation to the Dome, and in relation to other matters. He kept on talking, or trying to talk, about those while John Humphrys continually asked him, or tried to ask him, whether he had had other affairs than that with his diary secretary. Before the end, both the politician and the journalist were talking over one another.


No doubt listeners came to their own conclusions about this particular contest and the tricks being deployed, that were partly dependent on their political views, their notions of sexual morality and public responsibility, and their opinions on the role of journalists in holding politicians to account. What was undeniable was that it provided an illustration of tricks on both sides, notably that of keeping on talking whatever questions are being asked, or answers are being given.


John Humphrys is a professional of integrity, an exceptionally able questioner who has worked his way up through the hard slog of provincial journalism in his ungilded youth rather than living on a personal and professional Cloud Nine: quick-thinking, persistent and to the point, and equally tough towards both sides in a controversy.


But no questioning procedure exists in isolation. The ethos of the era in which it is being deployed will affect it, and at present that ethos includes talking down Deputy Prime Ministers or even Prime Ministers and arguing, rather than simply eliciting answers and letting the public decide. Taking the stance of a crusader against the interviewee’s trickery could be, in hands more partisan than those of John Humphrys, a trick in itself.


John Prescott is a rugged personality in an era which is not short of supine placemen, a politician who once punched a hostile demonstrator who had thrown an egg into his face. His stance is that of a man who is eager to ‘get on with the job in hand’ (a prime virtue in the working classes from which his abilities extracted him) despite time-wasting interruptions. In his own job this meant, to him, getting the conversation back to government policy and mainstream political activities rather than indulging in personal tittle-tattle. While radiating businesslike candour, this sort of approach can also be a trick: at worst an attempt to kill a nasty smell by introducing Eau de Cologne rather than soap and water.


All the same, it would be a trick by an elected politician. Some people use the word ‘democracy’ in every other sentence without asking themselves whether it can or should mean treating democratically elected figures with respect. The fact of being elected now offers insubstantial protection to figures who would once have been treated seriously until they were actually caught with their hands in the till and found guilty. The trick of not treating them seriously – for instance referring in headlines to Prescott as ‘Two Jags’ because he once had two Jaguar cars at his disposal – helps make politicians and other public figures into soap-opera characters. As such, and this is where journalists might reflect on the possible consequences of their own tricks, they may lose their jobs this week but be invited back next month or the month after to another job, as if nothing real had happened. Just another twist in the script. How exciting. Better than EastEnders or Coronation Street.


We have seen several examples of this process lately. Public figure ‘shamed’. Public figure ejected from his job as unworthy. Then, public figure takes up another job, presumably now considered worthy. Logically, if you don’t take office-holders seriously, you cannot take their actions and offences seriously, and there is no reason why they shouldn’t go on offending for ever, coming back the following week, month or year as if nothing real had happened.


At one point in the interview with John Prescott, when John Humphrys sought to find out whether the Deputy Prime Minister had had other affairs, John Prescott said that the media didn’t like him and, to be frank, he didn’t like them either. A certain tension between the politicians and journalists is healthy, indeed necessary; but overall animosity and sourness is not healthy: it is mutually destructive. At another point in this revealing interview, John Prescott attempted to turn the tables by asking John Humphrys a personal question, which the journalist refused to answer on the grounds that he was not the Deputy Prime Minister. John Prescott said tartly that he was behaving as if he were.


And there, in essence, is a blueprint for journalist-public-figure relations at the present time: the journalist battles against the guile of public figures he tends to trust less and less; and the public figures resent the fact, as they see it, that journalists are increasingly giving themselves airs, regarding themselves as being on a par with those elected figures.


In examining politicians’ tricks and journalists’ tricks in such situations, as well as in others less conspicuous, the listener, or for that matter the newspaper reader, may well be tempted to ask: which came first, the chicken or the egg? The bludgeoning journalist out for blood, or the tricky politician who has almost certainly been on a media-training course?


To some extent the answer is irrelevant. We are where we are now. The question for journalists is: do contemporary tricks serve or offend the public? In some ways they do serve the public. Journalists’ questions may at least reveal something about the interviewee’s character, if not much more about the particular points at issue. And politicians’ tricks for holding journalists at arm’s length may perhaps be justified on the grounds that they enable affairs of state to proceed smoothly rather than sinking into muddle and anarchy.


Journalists who feel that their tricks, almost any tricks, are justified because they at least claim the listener’s, the viewer’s, or the reader’s attention in apathetic times when milder methods might not, may overlook one salient possibility. The public may be hypnotized by tricks, and they may have a gory interest in the results – the hounding of ministers, and so on. But all the same, they may resent the trickster and have more human sympathy for the target of the trick than they would have in a more formal and polite age. An alcoholic may genuinely hate the barman, even though he is captured by the drink he serves. Is there a danger that the public may hate journalistic tricks, and that that is one of the reasons why journalists score so low in the polls?


Progress has been made in the electronic processes available to those who make an appearance in the electronic media, or write and present newspapers. There has been a great concentration of thought on the means of production. But progress may have a price. The numbers of underpaid journalists on local and regional newspapers who feel as if they are ill-paid peasants being pushed around merely to suit their employers’ balance sheets, without reference to the needs of good journalism; the national newspapermen who find the apparently unfettered prejudices of their proprietors difficult to take; and the magazine staff who are servants of the desire to make the bookstalls look glitzier – they may all indicate that too much attention is being given to technical means and too little to journalistic standards, since any transgressors will feel quite confident that all criticism can be swept aside as ‘old-fashioned’.


The essential fact remains that progress in one direction can lead to deterioration in others; and that journalistic tricks, in small or larger degree, can influence what the public think not only about the people journalists are dealing with, but also about the journalists themselves as a professional class. The technological means now available to them may have improved their coverage in some respects. But arguably it is at a price.
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The Price of Progress?





Many tricks currently played on the public through journalism must be laid at the door of editorial managers and the commercial managers above them rather than individual reporters. Such editorial policy can often be attributed to a panicky response to the fear of falling circulations or ratings. But what happens at the so-called ‘coal-face’ between journalists and the people they talk to can also have unfortunate effects.


They may seem an ill-assorted list but speculation, fact and notetaking can sometimes be dangerously bound together in a journalist’s life. At the most simple level, in reporting a speaker who has said that some people think the government are shysters, it is fatally easy to report him as saying that he thinks the government are shysters – if the reporter has taken no accurate, clear and full shorthand note.


The sometimes almost unconscious trick of distortion may have been made easier by the difference in the ‘props’ used when a journalist meets people with whom he is going to talk. Until recent years, shorthand was regarded as absolutely necessary for any reporter, whether it was Pitman, Gregg or any of the speed-writing alternatives.


Progress, or ‘progress’, usually has a price. Shorthand is now dismissed as ‘very yesterday’. Electronic devices are much more foolproof. And so on. But part of the price of electronic aids to the reporter has been a change in the stance of the reporter and therefore a change in his relationship with the people he is talking to. The dynamics of the confrontation have shifted. Electronics can produce tricks in that relationship which may not be altogether healthy.


At its most basic level, a microphone may be seen as intrusive, even invasively threatening, in a way that a humble notebook and pen would not. And a television camera and film crew, by reinforcing group-think among journalists, may be more concerned with confirming pre-held views rather than finding out the facts. The member of the public or the celebrity being questioned may with reason have a sense of being outnumbered, out-gunned and at the mercy of someone else’s group-think.


The mere existence of a microphone or recording machine, as distinct from a notebook, may condition what is said or not said; and readers, listeners and viewers would be wise to be aware of that fact when assessing what is reported and how.


One factor was not much commented on when the Mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, clashed with London Evening Standard reporter Oliver Finegold, who tried to question him as he was leaving a South Bank party to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of the ex-minister Chris Smith’s ‘coming out’ as a homosexual.


The Mayor was asked outside whether he had enjoyed the party – a perfectly proper question if it was not asked in a snide manner, which it was never suggested it had been. The Mayor responded by asking the reporter if he were a war criminal. When the reporter pointed out that he was Jewish and that he found the observation offensive, the Mayor replied: ‘Well, you might be, but actually you are just like a concentration camp guard – you are just doing it because you are paid to, aren’t you?’ He went on in a similar vein, saying that those who worked for the paper were scumbags and that the organization owning it were fascists.


In subsequent days, then weeks, Livingstone refused to apologize, although urged to do so by Jewish organizations, by all the parties represented on the London Assembly and by the Prime Minister. Much was made of the fact that the reporter had the exchange on tape, so that it could not be denied. But it did not appear to occur to anyone that the fact that the Mayor was faced by a recorder rather than a notebook might itself have had an influence on his words and attitude, which in different circumstances he himself might have seen as being the sort of silly excess to which even intelligent people can descend on a fraught occasion.


It might be thought that the distinction between a notebook and a recorder in such circumstances is merely a quibble. It certainly might be thought so by anyone not familiar with the practice of reporting. But in fact the production of a recording machine, or, even more so, a television camera, can have its effects on an interviewee, just as the production of a notebook can – and the two sets of effects can be significantly different. All the people concerned, including readers, listeners or viewers of the outcome, should periodically remind themselves of this.


The London Mayor claimed that the recorder had been ‘thrust’ at him. This was his perception of what happened, whatever the truth may have been. Such a ‘thrust’ would have been practically an invitation to indiscretion and excess. It could be described as a sort of theatrical stage inviting the Mayor to perform, whereas a notebook could have been a signal that what was being taken down in notes had better be seriously thought out and defensible. Arguably, if the reporter had questioned the Mayor while bent over a notebook, the Mayor might never have allowed himself to make remarks which got him into deep and pointless trouble. Even if he had uttered them, he would have been more likely to have seen at once that the words were divorced from reality, as if he had accused someone forcing unwanted journalistic attentions on him of being Jack the Ripper. He might well have adroitly added: ‘Look, I lost my patience with you, but I withdraw those remarks. You have been hanging around this event for hours, no doubt hoping for something compromising or unpleasant which would please your right-wing employers, and I suggest you now go home as I intend to do.’


Of course, in print journalism the reader may not be able to find out what form of aide-memoire was used. But journalists themselves know. A general principle might be that if you want a performance use a recorder; if you want the truth of a person’s position and beliefs, use a notebook. If you want frothy nonsense, use a recorder; if you want facts and reasoned argument use a notebook. Politicians and public figures, as well as journalists, should be aware of the dangers.


Some might argue that it is not the business of journalists to, as it were, steady up the people they are talking to so that they do not commit indiscretions. At one level, this is certainly correct: if the man in the news is a criminal swindling elderly widows or a politician acting contrary to his professed beliefs, there is a case for using any means to get him to blurt out the truth. But in practice this rarely happens: crooks of all shapes and sizes know how to be glib in the most difficult conditions.


Clearly, some newspapers – not the Evening Standard – may actively want frothy nonsense rather than the truth because it can generate bigger and dafter headlines; but that position would be difficult to defend before any responsible jury, even in times when more and more media content is supposed to be entertainment rather than enlightenment. It is a mischievous trick which leads to a waste of time and to the debasing of reasonable argument into pointless name-calling. Journalism should surely assist in the enlightenment of the public, not its debauchery. A lot of the time, it does; some of the time, it does not.


In my book The Craft of the Media Interview, I mentioned some advantages of the notebook. In his review of it in The Times, Raymond Snoddy, then the capable and energetic media editor of that newspaper, argued reasonably but I hope pessimistically that the battle of the notebook versus electronic devices was already lost. But perhaps no battle is ever permanently lost, as the Germans may reflect as they enjoy their ownership of those great British creations, Rolls Royce, Bentley and Mini Cooper cars more than sixty years after losing the second world war.


Nor is it true to say: ‘You can’t turn back the clock.’ We do turn back the clock, once every year when autumn arrives. One certainly can’t reverse time, but man-made devices like clocks, recorders and notebooks (and for that matter Concorde and spaceships) can be intelligently adjusted to suit human needs, and can be used as and when human beings decide to use them, and be discarded or relegated to the sidelines when human beings decide. We may also remember how Coca Cola, after spending thousands if not millions of dollars, reversed its decision to introduce a new updated formula for its internationally famous drink when its customers showed that they preferred the original recipe. Concorde led the world. But Concorde was eventually withdrawn.


Some reporters, especially in one-to-one interviews or press conferences, now use electronic notebooks with keyboards for the immediate typing out of the gist of what is said. Is this a sound electronic trick? If a journalist types out a few bits and pieces on his electronic notebook, inevitably according to his preconceptions about what is important and what is not, is he likely to be less bound by facts and more open to speculation than if he had taken a full shorthand note and carefully read it afterwards? Psychologically, it can enable him to cut corners with an easier conscience than if he had a full and accurate note by his side. At the very least, he may fail to note possible qualifications to what his story claims; qualifications which may make a big difference.


Even accurate journalists may not be fully protected by the electronic notebook. When the gifted journalist central to the dispute over the terms on which Britain went to war in Iraq in 2003, whom we have already mentioned, Andrew Gilligan, then defence correspondent of the BBC Radio’s Today programme, showed a BBC executive notes of his talk with the tragic weapons expert Dr David Kelly, who was later found dead, he said that all notes tended to be ‘partial’. By this, of course, he plainly meant ‘incomplete’ rather than ‘one-sided’.


This may be true in practice, but it might be better if it were not so. Veteran journalists might be tempted to tell all reporters, from those on local weeklies to serious national dailies, from those on local radio stations to national television news services, ‘If you use an electronic notebook rather than old-fashioned shorthand, your notes may be very “partial” indeed. They may not be complete enough to save your deserved professional reputation, and the needs of truth, if your accurate story is disputed.’ 


After reading his own shorthand note, and seeing exactly what was said and what was not said, a journalist is less likely to open himself up to the accusation that he has accepted speculation as fact, or put his own interpretation onto what he has been told. It would be easier unconsciously to hype up brief notes taken on an electronic notebook than it would be to hype up a remark taken down in shorthand, for the simple reason that the writing of a substantial shorthand note on every important point requires so much concentration and dexterity of hand that it is not easy to re-interpret a statement about a possibility into becoming a statement about a probability, or a statement about a probability into becoming a statement about a certainty. Whatever a reporter may want to hear in such a situation, he will be restricted by his own note-taking.


Tape-recorders, undoubtedly useful in some circumstances, are not as invincibly fool-proof as is sometimes claimed. They can be compromised by two speakers simultaneously talking over one another, so that only a muddle of sound is to be heard afterwards rather than there being a watertight defence against any claim of inaccuracy.


Whether he uses shorthand or electronic means, a reporter may realize that he has missed some part of a statement, or is not sure of the accuracy of his note. What trick does he adopt in such circumstances? Perhaps he goes to ask another member of the press pack with whom he is on friendly terms if he can help. Although this can often be legitimate and useful in avoiding unnecessary errors, it can be less defensible when a press pack get together, share their notes and agree on what an important quote was.


Group-think is a trick with dangers. I once covered for The Guardian a press conference called by Scotland Yard at the height of the IRA terrorist offences in the 1970s. After the press conference, taxis were thin on the ground, so a large number of journalists, from tabloids and broadsheets, piled into the first passing taxi, which we directed towards Fleet Street. As the taxi pulled away, we started talking about what the government’s response to the statements made by the police could be: a fair enough speculation. When we were halfway to our destination, the prediction of a possibility had turned into a probability; and by the time we had reached our destination, with me increasingly silent, the probability had become an established fact.


It was well before the days of mobile phones. No one in the taxi could have had any more actual information when they left the taxi than when they boarded it. It was of course quite possible that everyone had been talking principally for effect and that later everyone checked out the ‘fact’, and either substantiated it or abandoned it. This would make the speculation posing as fact in the taxi fair enough – with one proviso. It can be a dangerous thing for a journalist to go into a story having already made up his mind, or with his news-desk having made up his mind for him, about what the facts are. He may be professional enough to abandon suppositions if they do not check out. On the other hand, he may be a reporter who regards it as ‘professional’ to give those in authority or eminence an automatic bad time – that modern view of journalistic ‘professionalism’, which transforms a journalist from being a seeker after truth into a counsel for the prosecution. It is no more a good idea than transforming him into a counsel for the defence.


Every occupation has its cowboys and chancers. It would be strange if journalism didn’t have any. Some cynics might argue that the more personally arrogant and self-important a journalist is, the more surely (at least for a time) he will climb the greasy pole to journalistic stardom.


But the greater will be the risk that he will confuse his or the news-desk’s speculations with the facts, and his own wishes with the truth, until the time comes when he brings himself disastrously to his knees – as well as the cause of truth itself. Most transgressors whose twisting of facts runs ahead of their news-desks’ or proprietors’ wishes don’t last for long.


A different professional development has had its impact on the ego rather than the truth-seeking skills of journalists, and is worth exploring.
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The Death of the Reporter





By the 1970s, the national newspaper, radio or television general reporter was an endangered species, and by the 1980s readers and viewers might have thought that he (or she) had practically ceased to exist. The results deserve analysis and, more importantly, we should continually be aware of them.


General reporters have been increasingly replaced by specialist ‘Correspondents’ and ‘Editors’ who are supposed to be, and often are, experts in their own particular fields, not mere hacks whose job it is to go around asking the real experts simple and direct questions. Any personal by-line which does not have the benefit of a tag reading ‘Northern Affairs Editor’ (actually a reporter based in the northern branch office) or ‘Home Affairs Correspondent’ (practically any reporter not operating abroad) have come to look embarrassingly self-denigratory.


Dry smiles at elaborate titles are not unknown within the industry, but they are possibly not frequent enough. On 14 June 2006, the London Evening Standard reported that management consultants at the Telegraph group’s Canary Wharf headquarters winced at the word ‘reporters’ and preferred to call such people ‘information gatherers’. The fact is that the modern journalist tends to feel that he faces his colleagues naked if he does not bear a more important job description than the one-word ‘reporter’.


Because such ‘expert’ and grandly-titled journalists spend all their time on a narrower range of stories than the general reporter has done, they do indeed inevitably acquire more knowledge of their subject. This often gives the people they are questioning a rougher ride, which can sometimes be a good thing.


But some of the psychological effects, as played out on the page and screen, are not. The change sometimes leads to the supposition by the specialist ‘Correspondents’ or ‘Editors’ that they are in fact better than mere journalists and as clever as, or even cleverer than, the people they are questioning – and that they are duty bound to demonstrate this supposed superiority to the public by creating and winning a battle not for truth but for supremacy. Instead of diligence and occasional self-mockery, they are expected to have what in other contexts is called Attitude.


The results are often visible. Especially in the political field, interviews sometimes become battles for supremacy between two almost equally self-important professionals, one the politician, the other the journalist, as we have seen. The public is ill-served when this happens, and should make sure it recognizes it when it does. It is too much to expect politicians to give up their self-importance – they are vain by temperament and have been elected by the public – but journalists tend to lose their hold on their public, as distinct from rival colleagues, when they acquire it.


Fortunately, it is not difficult to detect journalistic tricks that are designed, consciously or unconsciously, to inflate the reputation of the journalist rather than to serve the public. The most transparent trick is the one where the specialist Correspondent or Editor concentrates on a miniscule point of fact where the politician may be on shaky ground, and uses this as if it were an indication of the politician’s overall political position or character.


The pseudo-school-examination question is a good example. It is a question on which the politician is likely to stumble, even though such an outcome has in fact little or no bearing on his competence in doing his job.


If politician A has just been made Education Secretary, he may be asked how many teachers there are in the country. The journalist, who may have been an Education Correspondent or even an Education Editor for years, and is himself aware of this statistic, has no need to ask the question, and the public will not gain much by its being asked. It is being asked purely to show the Correspondent or Editor in a good light and the politician in a bad one. If the politician hedges, he will appear shifty, and if he answers and is out by a few thousand, then the not so latent suggestion is that he is uninformed and unfit for his new job.


Or the specialist journalist may put a question in a joshing manner which is supposed to prevent the man being interviewed from taking offence, but which nevertheless hides a trap that cannot easily be side-stepped. A good example would be when the new Education Secretary is asked in the broadcasting studio to perform a feat of mental arithmetic that a large number of school pupils have been criticized for failing. Being in a new job, in a broadcasting studio, in a press conference and possibly in a funk, the minister is quite likely to give a wrong answer or else no answer.


What in fact has happened here? The byline-enobled journalist has reinforced his own self-importance at the expense of the politician’s in a private battle for supremacy. The public has been told nothing worth knowing, and the politician is encouraged to go on a media-training course that will make him a more weasly and, in effect, more dishonest operator than he need have been. And such questions are more likely to be asked by a Political Editor or a Political Correspondent, or even a Political Reporter, than by a mere general reporter.


As far as print journalism is concerned, there may be a mischievous case for arguing that there is room for only one ‘editor’ on a newspaper, the rest of the out-of-the-office operatives knowing themselves as reporters. Labour reporters, legal reporters, political reporters, arts reporters, environment reporters, perhaps – but always reporters.


The reference in the last paragraph, it should be noted, was to one ‘editor’, not to one ‘Editor’. Until journalists abandon the belittling trick, which is worth looking at in more detail, of terming politicians on the printed page the prime minister, the foreign secretary or the home secretary rather than the Prime Minister, the Foreign Secretary or the Home Secretary, some members of the public may think it would be more honest and less tricksy if journalists applied fewer capital letters and fancy titles to themselves. Rather than being the reporter’s fault, the practice may have been inspired by the top brass of the newspaper, and passed on by the sub-editors handling a reporter’s copy. But all are journalists, or should be.


If a publication refers to a nation’s political chief as the prime minister, but calls its own editorial chief the Editor, its more cynical readers might consider that the same practice, if it came from some public figure, would be denounced by it as hypocritical.


There is a strong case for saying that the best journalism is strong on facts and reasonable interpretation, and less strong on self-importance. More rarely than in the past do you see middle-aged reporters who have done the job all their professional lives and regard it as a badge of achievement. At the present time, many national reporters appear to be young toffs doing a task that is regarded as menial on their way to doing something better. Does this situation tempt them to lend themselves, as mere reporters without a capital letter, to self-serving sensational practices?


It is also worth examining further the tricks that can be played with capital letters and the lack of them: what in print journalism is known as upper-case letters and lower-case letters.
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