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For my pal Asa Baber, an honorable man and a very funny guy
who made so many of us feel like the luckiest people
on the face of the earth . . . rest in peace, my friend




“We are simply, I’m afraid, disliked by far too many— perceived by them as not only smug but arrogant and as critics of everybody but ourselves.”

—LATE CBS NEWS ANALYST ERIC SEVAREID





Introduction


So I’m sitting in a very nice conference room in the very nice Time & Life Building, high above bustling West Fiftieth Street in Manhattan, for my first meeting on this book. There are about ten big shots from Warner Books sitting around a very nice long table waiting to hear what I have in mind, which basically is to use my earlier book Bias as a jumping-off point to examine the powerful behind-the-scenes forces that have turned too many American newsrooms into bastions of political correctness; to examine those forces and see why they generate bias in the news and how they sustain it; and to tell the media elites, who are too arrogant to see for themselves, the ways they’d better change if they want to stay relevant. Because if they don’t, they’ll cease to be serious players in the national conversation and become the journalistic equivalent of the leisure suit—harmless enough but hopelessly out of date.


But as I’m sitting there I’m not thinking about any of that. To be perfectly honest, what I am thinking is, before Bias caught on with so many Americans, before it became such a hit, no one in the liberal, highbrow book business would have thrown water on me if I were on fire. None of them would have dirtied their hands on a book that would have dismayed their smart, sensitive liberal friends. Before Bias I would have been the skunk at their garden party. But now they can’t wait to hear what I think?


But about fourteen seconds in, I am brought back to earth when one of the participants informs me that a friend of his thinks the whole idea of liberal bias is bogus.


I smile the kind of insincere smile I detest in others and look at the guy, wondering if I’m also looking at his “friend.” I’m also wondering if everyone else in the room also thinks that bias in the news is just the stuff of right-wing paranoia. I am in Manhattan, after all, the belly of the beast. 


And besides, Manhattan is one of those trendy places where the new hot media chic thing is not only to dismiss the notion of liberal bias in the news, but actually to say, with a straight face, that the real problem is . . . conservative bias!


This is so jaw-droppingly bizarre you almost don’t know how to respond. It reminds me of a movie I saw way back in the sixties called A Guide for the Married Man. In one scene, Joey Bishop plays a guy caught by his wife red-handed in bed with a beautiful woman. As the wife goes nuts, demanding to know what the hell is going on, Joey and the woman get out of bed and calmly put on their clothes. He then casually straightens up the bed and quietly responds to his wife, who by now has smoke coming out of her ears, “What bed? What girl?” After the woman leaves, Joey settles in his lounge chair and reads the paper, pausing long to enough to ask his wife if she shouldn’t be in the kitchen preparing dinner!


Joey’s mantra in such situations is simple: Deny! Deny! Deny! And in this scene his denials are so matter-of-fact and so nonchalant that by the time the other woman leaves the bedroom, leaving just Joey and his wife, her head is spinning and she’s so bamboozled that she’s seriously beginning to doubt what she just saw with her own two eyes. She’s actually beginning to believe him when he says there was no other woman in the room!


Just think of Joey Bishop as the media elite and think of his wife as you—the American news-consuming public. 


You have caught them red-handed over and over again with their biases exposed, and all they do is Deny! Deny! Deny! Only now the media have become even more brazen. Simply denying isn’t good enough anymore. Now they’re not content looking you in the eye and calmly saying, “What bias?” Now they’re just as calmly turning truth on its head, saying the real problem is conservative bias.


What’s next? They look up from their paper and ask why you’re not in the kitchen preparing dinner?


Having been on the inside for as long as I have, twenty-eight years as a CBS News correspondent, I should have known it would be just a matter of time before they would stop playing defense and go on the offensive. Given their arrogance, I should have known that sooner or later they would say, “We don’t have a bias problem—and if you think we do, then that proves that you’re the one with the bias problem.” Never mind that millions of Americans scream about liberal bias in the media; all the journalists can say is “You’re the one with the bias!” The emperors of alleged objectivity have been naked for quite some time now, and sadly, they’re the only ones who haven’t noticed. Or as Andrew Sullivan, the very perceptive observer of all things American, so elegantly puts it, “Only those elite armies of condescension keep marching on, their privates swinging in the breeze.”


But to deny liberal bias, the elites not only have had to brush off their own viewers, they also have had to paint their critics as wild-eyed ideologues—and then completely misrepresent what they say. For example, on March 4, 2003, this is how Nicholas Kristoff began his column in the New York Times: “Claims that the news media form a vast liberal conspiracy strike me as utterly unconvincing.” Well, they strike me as utterly unconvincing, too. Exactly who, Nick, is making those “claims”? Got any names? Because I travel all over the country and speak about bias in the media, and I haven’t met one serious conservative—not one—who believes that a “vast liberal conspiracy” controls the news. And for what it’s worth, I write on page four of the introduction to Bias that “It is important to know, too, that there isn’t a well-orchestrated, vast left-wing conspiracy in America’s newsrooms.” What I and many others do believe, and what I think is fairly obvious, is that the majority of journalists in big newsrooms slant leftward in their personal politics, especially on issues like abortion, affirmative action, gay rights, and gun control; and so in their professional role they tend to assume those positions are reasonable and morally correct. Bias in the news stems from that—not from some straw man conspiracy concocted by liberals in the supposedly objective, mainstream media. 


Yet the idea that socially liberal reporters might actually take a liberal tack in their reporting is a proposition too many journalists on the Left refuse even to consider. Better to cast conservatives as a bunch of loonies who see conspiracies under every bed, around every corner, behind every tree, and, most important of all, in every newsroom.


In fact, right on the heels of the Kristoff column, the conspiracy thing pops up again in—surprise, surprise—the New York Times. This time in a book review: “The notion that a vast left-wing conspiracy controls America’s airwaves and newsprint [is] . . . routinely promoted as gospel on the right.”


Wrong again! But they are right about one thing: There is plenty of paranoid talk about a “vast left-wing conspiracy” in the newsroom. The problem is, the paranoids dreaming it up aren’t conservatives—they’re liberals!


And the uncomfortable truth—uncomfortable for ideologues on the Left, anyway—is that there now exists “a huge body of literature—including at least 100 books and research monographs—documenting a widespread left-wing bias in the news,” according to Ted Smith III of Virginia Commonwealth University, who has done extensive research into the subject. And much of the evidence comes not from conservatives with axes to grind but straight from the journalists themselves, who in survey after survey have identified themselves as liberal on all the big, important social issues of our time.


Despite the overwhelming evidence, despite all the examples of bias that were documented in my book and others, despite the surveys that show that large numbers of Americans consider the elite media too liberal, despite all of that, the elites remain in denial. Why? Well, for starters, as I say, a lot them truly don’t understand what the fuss is all about, since they honestly believe that their views on all sorts of divisive issues are not really controversial—or even liberal. After all, their liberal friends in Manhattan and Georgetown share those same views, which practically by definition make them moderate and mainstream. So, the thinking goes, it is all those Middle Americans who take the opposing view on, say, guns or gay marriage who are out of the mainstream, the ones who are “fringe.” Journalists don’t usually use the word—not in public anyway—but those supposedly not-too-sophisticated “fringe” Americans are smart enough to pick up on the condescension. 


But there’s another reason journalists refuse to come clean on liberal bias—one that Dr. Freud would have a field day with. To be honest with the American people and themselves, you see, would be to shake their world to its very foundations. And that, as you might imagine, is not something they’re anxious to do, introspection not being their strong suit. By and large, these are people who see themselves as incredibly decent, even noble. They’re the good guys trying to make the world a better place. That’s why many of them went into journalism in the first place—to make the world a better place. Bias is something the bad guys are guilty of. So rather than look honestly at themselves and their profession, they hang on for dear life to the ludicrous position, to the completely absurd notion, that they, among all human beings, are unique—that only they have the ability to set aside their personal feelings and their beliefs and report the news free of any biases, “because we’re professionals,” they say. 


But so are cops, and they can’t keep their biases in check is what journalists tell us all the time. If a cop is biased, sooner or later that bias is going to come out on the job, is what reporters say. And they’re probably right. It’s human nature, after all. It’s the same with judges and corporate executives with biases. No way they have the ability to set their personal feelings and beliefs completely aside—not for long anyway. And, as we all know, no white southern male over the age of five can keep his biases under control, certainly not as far as the elites are concerned. But journalists alone, the guys in the white hats, somehow can do what no other group can. Somehow, all of their life experiences can neatly be set aside as they go about bringing us the news, absent any preconceived notions and prejudices—because “we’re professionals.” 


It’s unbelievable. Literally. 


Deny! Deny! Deny! By now it’s not only their mantra, it’s practically official newsroom policy. In one way or another Dan Rather, Peter Jennings, and Tom Brokaw have all dismissed the very idea of liberal bias in the news. Rather has called it a “myth” and a “canard” and has actually said that “Most reporters don’t know whether they’re Republican or Democrat.” Jennings thinks that “It’s just essential to make the point that we are largely in the center, without particular axes to grind, without ideologies which are represented in our daily coverage.” Ditto Brokaw, Couric, Lauer, Stahl, Wallace, and Bradley. The list, as they say, goes on and on. 


But as strategies go, this new wrinkle—“There is no liberal bias in the news, but there is a conservative bias”—is far better. This is what you say if you’re a media liberal who is not only tired of playing defense but wants to put his critics on the defensive for a change. This is what you say if you’re trapped in a corner, and you don’t know what else to do and you think you’re fighting for your life. 


It was Tom Daschle, the Democratic leader in the Senate, who fired the first shot (unless you want to go back a few years to Hillary Clinton and her warning about the vast right-wing conspiracy) when he went after every liberal’s favorite punching bag, Rush Limbaugh, in November 2002. That was right after the Democrats got hammered in the midterm elections and lost control of the Senate. Daschle accused Limbaugh and other conservatives on talk radio of inciting violence against liberals like himself. How would that work? you ask. Well, apparently Senator Daschle thinks the people who listen to talk radio are a bunch of crazy, drooling, scary rednecks who—if they’re in a good mood—merely send out death threats to the liberals Rush was complaining about. If, on the other hand, Rush riles them up—and they’re in a foul mood—well, then, who the hell knows what those morons might do?


This was so pathetically lame that it would have just been a one- or two-day story, except up popped Al Gore to stir the cauldron. Gore expanded the target list from Limbaugh to an entire Conservative Axis of Evil—an unholy trinity made up of talk radio, Fox News, and the Washington Times, whom Gore said were nothing more than mouthpieces for the Republican Party. “Most of the media [have] been slow to recognize the pervasive impact of this fifth column in their ranks,” he declared, “that is, day after day, injecting the daily Republican talking points into the definition of what’s objective as stated by the news media as a whole.”


Once Al Gore spoke the gospel of conservative bias, it took only seconds for left-of-center journalists to start hopping on board the bandwagon.


“Al Gore said the obvious,” wrote the left-wing New York Times columnist Paul Krugman.


“The legend of the liberal media is finally dead,” proclaimed Joe Conason, the liberal columnist of the New York Observer.


“Sooner or later, I think we’re all going to have to acknowledge that the myth of liberal bias in the press is just that, it’s a myth,” according to Jack White, one of TIME magazine’s liberal columnists.


The true “new bias,” according to E. J. Dionne Jr., one of the many liberal columnists at the Washington Post, “adds up to [a] media heavily biased toward conservative politics and conservative politicians.”


Then on January 1, 2003, a weary world woke up to a page-one story in the New York Times, a story that made it all official. According to the Times, liberals are so sick of being beaten up by pro-conservative media, like talk radio and Fox News, that they are looking to create liberal outlets of their own for “balance”—everything from “progressive” radio talk shows, as the Times described it, to “a cable network with a liberal bent.”


This seems like a good place to state the obvious: Yes, Republicans do indeed have friends in some conservative places like talk radio, Fox News, and the Washington Times, whom I’m sure they use to get their talking points out. But what Al Gore and his pals in the media forget to mention is that Democrats also have friends, in some very powerful liberal places, and the Democrats use them to get their talking points out. Places like major newspapers in every big city in the country, big-circulation mainstream news magazines, television networks with their millions and millions of viewers— all very large platforms that journalists use, intentionally or not, to frame the national debate on all sorts of big important issues, in the process creating “conventional” and “mainstream” points of view.  That is what media power is really about. 


The fact is, Rush Limbaugh, Fox News, and the Washington Times might not even exist if weren’t for the routine (and the generally unconscious) liberal tilt of the mainstream media. Liberal journalists may indeed try to keep their biases in check (as they keep telling us), but—mainly because they don’t even recognize that their liberal views are liberal—they often don’t succeed. As I once told Bill O’Reilly, he should send a case of champagne to Rather, Brokaw, and Jennings with a nice little note that reads, “Thanks a lot, guys, for sending over all those viewers.”


Why do you think liberals like Mario Cuomo, who had a Saturday morning show on radio, and more recently Phil Donahue, with his nightly show on television, flat out failed as talk show hosts, along with a bunch of other liberals including Jerry Brown and Jim Hightower and a few more you probably never heard of? Why do you think there’s no current liberal talk show host in the entire United States of America who comes within light-years of Rush Limbaugh’s or Sean Hannity’s ratings? The Left, self-servingly, says it’s because conservatives (unlike civilized liberals, of course) are loud and angry and make complex political and social issues moronically simple for their moronically simple listeners, many of whom, of course, live in simple-minded Red State country. Here’s another theory: Maybe liberal talk shows keep failing because the American people don’t think they need yet one more media megaphone coming from left field. Maybe they flop because the American people are saying, “We already have plenty of those, thank you.” Or as Jay Leno put it one night: “A group of venture capitalists are in the process of developing their own liberal radio network to counter conservative shows like Rush Limbaugh. They feel the liberal viewpoint is not being heard—except on TV, in the movies, in music, by comedians, in magazines and newspapers. Other than that, it’s not getting out!” The joke got a great big laugh, which ought to tell us something, since the audience wasn’t made up of the Young Right-Wing Conservatives of America—just your regular Middle-American types. You think maybe just about everybody by now thinks it’s funny when the Left complains that, “the liberal viewpoint is not being heard”? 


But the success of conservative talk shows isn’t just about America’s disaffection with the liberal media; it’s about America’s disaffection with liberalism itself: with liberals’ abiding respect for diversity (except, of course, diversity of opinion); with their reflexive tendency to blame America first for whatever is wrong in the world; with their deep suspicion of America’s military; with their titanic hypocrisy (as in their enthusiastic support of affirmative action (as long as it doesn’t adversely affect their own kids); with their self-righteous support for “art” seemingly designed to do nothing more than offend sensible people, often sensible people of faith. Remember Piss Christ and that other masterpiece that portrayed the Virgin Mary surrounded by elephant crap? 


This is why liberal talk on television and radio has failed. And far more important, it’s also why liberalism in our culture—once such a great American treasure—has lost so much of its luster over the years. Half the time I find modern-day liberalism sad; the other half, I just find it silly. 


So, in the world of media, if Republicans have the Washington Times, a relatively small second newspaper in a two-newspaper town, the Democrats have the most influential newspaper on the planet, the New York Times, whose editorials—and recently even some of its news stories—sound an awful lot like Democratic talking points. 


And we’re supposed to fret about conservative influences on the news?


No matter. While the Left gears up to start its own national liberal radio talk show network (and maybe a liberal cable TV network, too, possibly starring Al Gore), using seed money from fat-cat Dem-ocratic Party contributors, this is the new mantra, the number one talking point for all those solid thinkers who for so long have denounced Rush Limbaugh’s ditto-heads as mindless automatons: “There is no liberal bias in the news, but there is a conservative bias.”


Yes, it seems that right-wingers these days not only control Big Oil and Big Tobacco and Big Tires and Big Business in general and the military-industrial complex and the White House and both Houses of Congress and on some days the Supreme Court of the United States . . . but now those conservative SOBs also control Big Media!


The very sound of it is comforting: “There is no liberal bias in the news, but there is a conservative bias.” Say it enough times and, who knows, maybe it will actually start to be true.


Perhaps the charge liberals have been making most often to back their claim of conservative bias is that the media have given George W. Bush a free ride on some very important issues involving foreign policy and national security. For a while you could hardly open up a liberal magazine or go to a liberal Web site without finding some bitter screed about how the press was sucking up to the president on everything from the war in Iraq to supposed civil liberties abuses at home. But the truth is, all the news media were doing was what the media always do in times of war: They were rallying ’round the flag. September 11 had a devastating impact on the national psyche. America had been attacked—not at our embassies in Africa and not even at Pearl Harbor. We had been attacked in New York City and Washington and Pennsylvania. The way the media covered the president wasn’t proof of a conservative bias so much as it was evidence of a post-September 11 pro-American bias. This may not please some on the Left, but that’s the way it’s always been. And, just for the record, this misplaced sense of patriotism, as some on the Left saw it, didn’t stop those lapdogs in the press from challenging President Bush on a million other issues, from environmental policy to the always popular “massive tax cuts for the rich.”


“Well, what about all those media outlets with right-wing points of view?” the guy in the conference room wants to know, repeating what his friend (who doesn’t think there’s a liberal bias in the news) told him. “There’s Bill O’Reilly; there’s talk radio; there are a bunch of conservative syndicated columnists . . .”


I’m not sure if he or anyone else in the room notices that my eyes are rolling around my head in lazy circles. I have heard this one about 40 million times. 


I find it both tiresome and disingenuous when liberals say, “Stop your whining about liberal bias; you’ve got plenty of conservatives in the media.” Of course there’s a conservative media. There’s Rush Limbaugh and Sean Hannity and George Will and Robert Novak and Cal Thomas and Fred Barnes and Bill Buckley. But let’s not forget that just about every editorial writer and columnist at the big powerful mainstream news outlets like the New York Times, Los Angeles Times, Washington Post, and Boston Globe are liberals! So conservatives have clout in the world of opinion and liberals have clout in the world of opinion. Wonderful! But, fundamentally, that’s not the point. The point is that opinion is one thing and news is another. So telling me that there are all those conservative commentators out there and that I should stop my whining doesn’t make me feel even the slightest bit better about the liberal bias of supposedly objective news reporters. News reporters are supposed to play it straight. It’s that simple!


But even beyond that, in the media world, power and influence come from numbers. So consider these: The evening newscasts on ABC, CBS, NBC, and PBS total about 35 million viewers a night compared to Special Report with Brit Hume—Fox’s evening newscast—which (right before the war in Iraq) was averaging about 1.3 million viewers. (Over an entire twenty-four-hour news cycle, Fox averaged about 1.058 million viewers; again, that’s just before the war began.) Yes, it’s true that Brit Hume brings certain conservative sensibilities to his newscast, but then Dan Rather brings certain liberal sensibilities to his. So, let’s review: 35 million for the supposedly mainstream, nonliberal, nonbiased media, and just over a million for conservative Fox News. I repeat my earlier question: And we’re supposed to fret about conservative influence on the news?


Of course, part of what really bothers so many liberals—though you can bet very few have actually thought about it this way—is that there even exists a more conservative alternative to the mainstream news outlets. Liberals, you see, had the playing field to themselves for so many years, controlling the rules of the game, that to them it had come to seem the natural order of things. It’s ironic, isn’t it, that liberals, who are always telling us that they’re for change, that they’re against the status quo, that that is what largely defines liberalism and (of course) makes liberals better, don’t really mean it when the change doesn’t quite suit them, when it means they will have a little competition—irreverent, edgy competition at that—to contend with. That’s when they embrace the status quo with everything they’ve got and pine for the good old days, the days before those annoying outsiders got into the act, when the Big Three networks had to compete only with themselves. So while many Americans are encouraged that there’s now some genuine diversity out there, many liberals regard this news as distressing—even disorienting, especially since ratings at the old news networks have been dropping for years while the upstart Fox News has been coming on strong, picking up new viewers just about every month since it went on the air in October 1996.


“Then what about the mainstream media’s treatment of Clinton? You can’t possibly think they went easy on him, can you?” is what liberals always ask.


It’s a fair question. And the answer is, no, they didn’t go easy on Clinton. The truth is, reporters will go after any politician—liberal or conservative—if the story is big enough and the politician is powerful enough. Still, all things being equal, there’s no question the media elites salivate more when they’re going after Republicans and conservatives—even the elites would admit to that, I think, after a few drinks. 


But the entire premise of the question is wrong, because party politics is not primarily what liberal bias is about. What media bias is mainly about are the fundamental assumptions and beliefs and values that are the stuff of everyday life. The reason so many Americans who are pro-life or anti-affirmative action or who support gun rights detest the mainstream media is that day after day they fail to see in the media any respect for their views. What they see is a mainstream media seeming to legitimize one side (the one media elites agree with) as valid and moral, while seeking to cast the other side as narrow, small-minded, and bigoted. Even the editor of the liberal Los Angeles Times noticed that. On May 22, 2003, John Carroll wrote a scathing memo to his staff about political bias in the paper, singling out what he considered a liberally biased page-one story on abortion. “I’m concerned about the perception,” he wrote, “and the occasional reality that the Times is a liberal, ‘politically correct’ newspaper. Generally speaking, this is an inaccurate view, but occasionally we prove our critics right. . . . The reason I’m sending this note to all section editors is that I want everyone to understand how serious I am about purging all political bias from our coverage. We may happen to live in a political atmosphere that is suffused with liberal values (and is unreflective of the nation as a whole), but we are not going to push a liberal agenda in the news pages of the Times.”


Three cheers for John Carroll of the Los Angeles Times! The only part I’d take issue with is where he says, “generally speaking, [it] is an inaccurate view” to think the Los Angeles Times is a “liberal, ‘politically correct’ newspaper.” No, generally speaking, it’s quite an accurate view to believe the Times “is a liberal, ‘politically correct’ newspaper.” And then there’s the only “occasionally we prove our critics right.” I don’t think so. But I don’t want to quibble. And besides, I understand he’s got to live with these people.


Bias in the media isn’t just about what they cover; it’s also about what they don’t cover. Sherlock Holmes once solved a particularly thorny crime using as his key piece of evidence the dog that didn’t bark. It’s the same with the news media. What they don’t make noise about also tells us a lot about their preconceived notions and their biases.


We get lots of stories, for example, on racial discrimination. And we should. It’s a valid and important subject. It also fits certain liberal assumptions about America—that bigotry is not just alive and well here and there, but that it’s everywhere. Yet we don’t get the kind of equally valid, legitimate, and important stories about race that make liberals feel uneasy. We hear almost nothing, for instance, about the powerful link between family dysfunction—especially children growing up without fathers—and violent crime. This isn’t some partisan issue—far from it—this is the kind of thing that should concern all Americans. As a matter of fact, it wasn’t a conservative at all but William Galston, an assistant to Bill Clinton, who said that in order to avoid poverty, just do three things: finish high school, marry before having a child, and don’t have that child until you’re at least twenty years old. Only 8 percent of people who do all three of those things wind up poor, but a staggering 79 percent of those who fail to do them wind up in poverty. 


The fact is, poverty shouldn’t be a racial issue, either, since it and its social consequences cut across racial lines. But since a high percentage of those below the poverty line are black, liberal reporters do treat poverty as a racial issue, with the result being that it is rarely dealt with honestly.


It seems to me that the undeniable connection between poverty and the three key behaviors Galston cites would make a great story for the networks, the kind of story that might actually save lives. But we need more than just a story on the subject; the link between poverty and behavior should be part of the subtext of almost every story reporters do about poverty, about how the poor are always suposedly getting screwed by the system—or by overt racism. Do that kind of honest reporting enough times and we would start to really understand the nature and causes of poverty in America. That, for crying out loud, would be a much-needed public service for our country! But these are inconvenient stories that politically correct journalists pretty much stay clear of. It’s sad but true that stories about personal responsibility and behavior—especially when poor people are involved—don’t fit neatly into liberal journalists’ preconceived notions about poverty and race and discrimination. Which is to say, the very absence of such news in the mainstream press is itself evidence of bias. It’s the dog that doesn’t bark.


So, that’s what bias in the news is really about: what they report, how they report it, and what they choose not to report. The problem is groupthink. Outside the newsroom, the elites hang out with too many people who think just the way they do about the big issues of the day. Inside the newsroom, they surround themselves with still more like-minded people. They need a few pains in the ass around, a few newsroom renegades to keep them on their toes. But nervous news executives don’t like people like that, so they wind up with orthodoxy. It’s worse than a conspiracy. 


Which is precisely why it’s so hard to fix. 


And I’m thinking as I sit in that conference room high above West Fiftieth Street in Manhattan that the only people who at this late date still don’t know there’s a bias problem are the naked emperors of alleged objectivity and those poor saps determined to defend them at any cost. And if you listen closely, you can hear all of them, calmly chanting their mantra in perfect unison: “What bed? What girl?” Sorry. “There is no liberal bias in the news, but there is a conservative bias. There is no liberal bias in the news, but there is . . .”


Still, as I’m sitting there in the conference room, I realize all of this is helpful. The elite media are once again making things easy for me. They have made my point—that they will do anything to avoid facing up to this problem. Anything!


Even the good guys give you reason to despair. In early 2003, David Shaw of the Los Angeles Times, who is one of the top media writers in the country, came up with an earth-shaking theory. There is no significant liberal bias in the news, he told us, but there is another kind of bias, one that is far more dangerous. “We’re biased in favor of bad news, rather than good news. We’re biased in favor of conflict rather than harmony. Increasingly we’re biased in favor of sensationalism, scandal, celebrities and violence as opposed to serious, insightful coverage of important issues of the day.”


There’s a scoop, huh? Anyone who has tuned into 48 Hours, 20/20, or Dateline for two or three seconds knows all of that. But now we’re being told that just because there’s a bias toward crap in the news—which there most certainly is—we need to worry far more about that than “about any ideological infiltration” in the news, as David Shaw puts it. Sorry, David, I can walk and chew gum at the same time. And I can worry about two kinds of bias at the same time, too, because, despite what you seem to think, both exist.


But I don’t want to make this point, or any of the others, simply to people who already know it. Which is why one of the things I’m hoping this book will do is reach beyond the traditional conservative “ghetto” to reasonable and well-intentioned people across the political spectrum—to people with an open mind, no matter what their politics. To be sure, in today’s highly polarized world, that will not be easy. Too often we talk right past each other in our culture—and no one, liberal or conservative, has clean hands on this one. Still, it seems to me that liberals—the very people who take such pride in seeing themselves as civil and open-minded—have, in a sad kind of way, become precisely what they accuse conservatives of: being close-minded and nasty. Many liberals these days—and ironically, especially the elites who think of themselves as worldly and sophisticated—are even narrower and more provincial than they imagine the rest of America to be. How can this be? It’s easy when you live in a bubble, surrounded by others who think the same way about almost everything. 


Yes, it’s true that many conservatives also spend too much time in their own bubble, surrounded by like-minded souls who are always agreeing with one another. But here’s the difference: Liberal culture in America is pervasive. You get it in movies and you hear it in music and you read it in magazines and you watch it on TV, in sitcoms and dramas as well as on the news. In America, unless you live in a cave, it’s nearly impossible not to be exposed to liberal attitudes and assumptions on all sorts of issues ranging from guns to gay rights. Liberals, on the other hand, if they avoid just a couple of spots on the radio and TV dial—and especially if they live in liberal ghettoes like Beverly Hills or the Upper West Side of Manhattan—can pretty much stay clear of conservative attitudes and assumptions and even conservative people, secure in the knowledge that they’re not really missing anything worth knowing. 


Examples of this are not hard to come by, but some, like the following, are just amazingly telling. On February 6, 2003, while America was deeply divided on whether we should go to war with Iraq, veteran Washington Post columnist Mary McGrory wrote these remarkable words: “Among people I know, nobody was for the war.” Imagine that. What a single-minded little world she must live in where, among all the people she knows, nobody—absolutely nobody—thought that invading Iraq was a good idea. 


They live in a world, these bubble people, that is reassuringly uncomplicated and blissfully unchallenged by new ideas. As far as many liberals are concerned, all that’s necessary to know is that different ideas can be dangerous ideas, embraced by the narrow-minded and intolerant, a threat to everything that good and decent people (like themselves) believe in. 


In fact, the only reason so many smart liberals are convinced there is no liberal bias in the news in the first place is that this is what they keep hearing from the mainstream media they rely on for so much of their information. Since almost no one in these liberal circles ever risks exposure to another point of view, they truly don’t understand why so many Middle Americans are so upset with Big Media. Yet what I have often found is that when liberals, for whatever reason, actually do come face-to-face with some of these scary ideas, they surprise themselves by how much they agree with them.


So, for all my frustration that so many intelligent people on the Left still don’t get it, I also see this chat with the bigwigs in the big conference room as an opportunity. Among the hundreds of letters that showed up in my mailbox after Bias came out, there was the one from Stephen DeBock of Bayville, New Jersey, who said, “Your book reminds me of Ralph Nader’s Unsafe at Any Speed, not so much in content as in the industry’s reaction. When Unsafe blasted GM’s coffin-on-wheels Corvair, the company responded not by fixing the product but by hiring a private investigator to ferret out whatever information it could use to discredit Nader. The tactic failed. In like manner, CBS and its stablemates have responded to Bias not by fixing the problem but by trying to discredit you. I wish them the same success General Motors had.”


It’s funny, because as I started to outline this book, I had also been thinking about Nader’s classic work. What Ralph Nader understood was that the first order of business was to expose the industry’s ingrained culture of denial, because until that happens there will be no meaningful change. 


That, my friends, is a very tall order, and I make no claim that this book will have the influence that Nader’s did. Still, as I told the executives in that conference room, I also intend to expose an industry’s culture of denial. I intend to deal with the internal pressures that silence in-house dissent. Why is it so difficult for good and honest journalists who know there is a problem to stand up and be counted? I intend to deal with the increasingly powerful pressure groups inside the newsroom that enforce political correctness, or “authoritarian liberalism, sometimes referred to, though inadequately, as ‘political correctness,’” as former federal judge Robert Bork has put it; with how liberal ideology permeates not only the networks and top newspapers but the journalism schools churning out the next generation of elite reporters; with the whole damn system that refuses to look honestly at itself.


But I also told them that I would lay out a blueprint for change. In the end, this is as important as anything in the book—because while everyone knows that you can’t have a free country without a free press, what isn’t said nearly enough is that you can’t have it without a fair press, either. Not in the long run anyway. The networks, as we’ve mentioned, have been bleeding viewers at an alarming rate. Powerful as they still are, they are far less powerful than they used to be. And less powerful than they will be next year and the year after that. That’s not entirely because of bias, but a lot of it sure is. Once upon a time Walter Cronkite was “the most trusted man in America.” Who today would describe any of the network anchors that way?


The reason some of us got involved with this issue in the first place is not that we’re mindless right-wing media bashers, but that we care deeply about this issue of fairness—the very thing liberals always insist they, also, want. The mainstream media have a fundamental role in our democratic process, one that it is essential to the health of the Republic, not to put too fine a point on it. So it is in everyone’s interest that they not only survive, but that they also be widely respected. 


The fact is, I’m rooting for them to turn things around and regain the trust of the American people. Too many Americans these days say they get their “news” from talk radio. This isn’t good for anybody. Rush Limbaugh is smart and knowledgeable, but he’s not in the straight news business and he’d be the first one to tell you that. Besides, there aren’t too many of his caliber on the air. But the elites will never be able to get things right with the American people if all they do when the subject of bias comes up is deny, deny, deny. As the Wall Street Journal put it: “In an era of talk radio, the Internet and ever more media outlets, denial is not a winning strategy.” 


And as I told the people in the conference room, that is why this book is not about proving the existence of liberal bias in the media, much less about the phony issue of conservative bias. Ultimately it is about making things better. The naked emperors can continue to deny and dissemble on the bias question, proudly marching on with their privates dangling in the breeze, but while they’ve been marching, the ship has already sailed. The train has left the station. The ballgame is over. And the fat lady stopped singing a long time ago. 


They need to be saved—from themselves.





A (Very) Few Minutes with Andy Rooney


There are some journalists out there, of course, who refuse to pretend that liberal bias is a myth, a canard concocted by right-wing ideologues. And they would never try to convince anybody—let alone themselves—that the real problem these days is somehow tied to the fashionable but silly notion of conservative bias in the news. They’re way too honest for any of that.


The problem is, they’re not quite honest enough—or more to the point, they’re not quite principled enough—to stir things up, to make a real issue out of it, to force the guilty parties to confront their biases and then do something about them. 


Which, I’m afraid, brings me to my old colleague Andy Rooney. 


In the summer of 2002, about eight months after Bias was published, I had a couple of odd and curiously unsatisfying conversations with Andy. Have you ever noticed how sometimes you call someone and they seem just a little too eager to get off the phone? How they make a point of telling you how busy they are? Well, it was kind of like that. Only a lot more complicated. Have you ever noticed how disheartening it is when people you like and respect just plain let you down? 


The reason I was calling Andy had to do with something he had recently said on the Larry King show. Andy usually ruminates on such weighty matters as how he likes peanut butter and how he likes jelly but how he can’t stand peanut butter and jelly, but what he told Larry on June 5, 2002, was actually important.


“There is just no question,” Andy said when asked about liberal bias in the news, that “I, among others, have a liberal bias. I mean I’m consistently liberal in my opinions.”


Frankly, I don’t care about Andy’s politics. He’s a commentator, not a reporter. He can be as liberal as he wants as far as I’m concerned. But what did he mean when he said, “I, among others, have a liberal bias”? Who were these “others”? 


We were about to find out, and it was a bombshell.


“I think Dan is transparently liberal. Now he may not like to hear me say that. I always agree with him, too. But I think he should be more careful.”


Had I heard right? Did Andy Rooney—the same one who’s on 60 Minutes every week—just go where no newsman had gone before? Did he really say that Dan Rather was “transparently liberal”?


Now, I understand that Dan Rather’s liberalism will certainly come as no big surprise to a lot of people. Dan has strong views on all kinds of things, and sometimes he lets those views just plain slip out. 


But I also understand that Dan doesn’t see it that way—at all! He’s been consistently adamant in his denials and has long maintained that liberal bias is a myth, pretty much right-wing bunk. “You got a better chance hearin’ Mother Goose singin’ opera on a pogo stick at Carnegie Hall than you got a chance of hearin’ liberal bias come out of my mouth on the news show,” is how Dan might put it when he’s doing his Texas thing.


But here was the beloved Andy Rooney, one of the elder statesmen of network news, admitting on national television—no, make that worldwide television—that Dan Rather is not just liberal but transparently liberal. This was extraordinary! It was huge. Even I never said anything that inflammatory. 


This was more than a crack in the dam; the whole damn thing was about to burst. Andy Rooney had just acknowledged that conservatives had been right all these years, after all. 


The next day papers all over the country ran big headlines, screaming that “Rooney Admits Liberal Bias at the Networks, Says Dan Rather Guilty Too.” It was on Meet the Press and all the other Sunday morning news shows. Dan Rather was forced to issue a response.


Not really. 


Exactly one newspaper picked up Andy’s observations about liberal bias in television news. And that was the Washington Times, a conservative paper, which ran it as the “Quote of the Week.” The New York Times didn’t say a word about Andy Rooney’s admission. Neither did the Los Angeles Times. Neither did Peter Johnson, the USA Today columnist who writes about all sorts of things that go on in the world of television. Neither did smart reporters like Howard Kurtz of the Washington Post, who writes about serious issues that affect the media and the American people. Nor did any of the many reporters who had written so passionately about really important journalistic topics like Dan Rather’s haircut, Katie Couric’s contract, or, for that matter, the stuff that came out of Andy Rooney’s babbling brook of a mouth just a few months later about how, in his view, “those damn women” TV sideline football reporters were pretty much useless. Now, that was big news as far as the media was concerned; that made headlines all over the country! 


Apparently, it was one thing to go after an old white guy who doesn’t like getting his sideline football reports from damn women, and quite another to report on the same guy (in his role as a prominent media heavy hitter) admitting that he and other key members of the media elite are unabashedly liberal. Obvious as that already is to many people, it might do the one thing the media elites don’t ever want to do for fear the whole house of cards might come tumbling down: give serious credence to the charge of liberal bias.


So before you could say, “Did you ever notice how hypocritical and shallow journalists can be?” Andy Rooney’s bombshell went out, not with a bang, but with a whimper. 


But before Andy himself went out, he had one more little piece of wisdom for Larry King (who had asked him specifically about my book, Bias). Who knows? Maybe he said it just to make sure his bosses at CBS News knew whose side he really was on. Bernie Goldberg, he said, “just has a great knack for being a jerk.”


Hardly an original thought. I’ve been called a lot worse. So that, as they say, would have been that—because at this point, I certainly had no intention of giving Andy a call. But Andy Rooney doesn’t know when to put a lid on it. So, a few weeks after he did the Larry King show, Andy devoted his syndicated column to a subject of universal interest—lying. He began by writing that “Lies are part of life.” He wrote about the value of lying to your wife when she asks you how she looks in her new dress. “‘It’s okay’ is not enough,” he told us. 


Then he got around to lying and his appearance on the Larry King show.


“As a guest on the Larry King show a few weeks ago, I said some things, in answer to his questions, that I would have been better off lying about or avoiding. It was not that the people who objected to what I said necessarily thought I was wrong. They thought I shouldn’t have said it. In my own defense, I told a boss of mine that I thought if all the truth were known by everyone, it would be a better world. He scoffed. I think ‘scoff’ is what he did. I know he rejected the idea.”


Let’s see if I understood this: Andy Rooney thinks that when it comes to liberal bias in the news, dishonesty is the best policy? And this most respected and admired veteran of CBS News, whose credibility is his most valuable asset, quietly sat there while his boss—presumably that would be either Don Hewitt, the executive producer of 60 Minutes, or Andrew Heyward, the president of CBS News—told him that even though what he’d told Larry King was not necessarily wrong, when it comes to liberal bias in the news, the best policy is to take the Fifth?


And here’s the capper: After mulling it over for a while, Andy concludes right there in the column that his boss was right. “I’ve thought about it,” Andy writes, “and in retrospect decided he was right in dismissing what I had to say. Our lives could not survive all the truth about everything.” 


Andy Rooney is a formidable figure, and has been since long before he joined 60 Minutes. In his day he was a truly great reporter. He was the first American to cover a bombing raid over Germany, and he also reported on the invasion of Normandy; he was there with the troops for the liberation of Paris and later wrote a deeply moving book about that experience. Before anyone but his friends and family knew his face or his voice, back when CBS was still the industry standard of integrity and excellence, he wrote some of the network’s great documentaries, as well as pieces for such legendary series as The Twentieth Century.


Yet here he was, not only being accused by management of disloyalty for talking honestly about a subject of great importance to millions of viewers, but working his way around to the conclusion that he agrees with his boss. 


Andy Rooney has had many fine hours in journalism, but this was not one of them. 


After my head stopped spinning, I picked up the phone to call Andy. I needed to hear one-on-one whether he could possibly have meant this the way it sounded. 


Right off the bat, Andy told me he was doing his newspaper column, so we had to keep it short. Okay, I got right to the point. First of all, I asked him which boss told him that liberal bias and Dan Rather are out of bounds.


“I really don’t want to answer that,” he said.


Well, I said, can you tell me this: “What exactly did this boss say to you?”


“That it was disloyal for me to say what I said. I don’t know whether they believe there is a bias or not; they just thought it was disloyal for me to say what I did.”


That at least confirmed the identity of the boss. I’d heard that lecture myself when I first wrote about bias in the news. There’s only one guy who talks about loyalty and disloyalty that way. Hint: It’s not Don Hewitt.


I replied, “Look, Andy, it’s one thing to lie about your wife’s dress. But do you really think it’s okay to lie about bias in the news?”


“I wouldn’t have lied about the subject,” he said. “I just would have avoided the subject.” 


Whatever. 


Moving on, keenly aware of how mad Dan Rather gets when he’s accused of liberal bias, I then asked Andy if Dan had confronted him about the “transparently liberal” comment.


“I wouldn’t want to lie to you about that.” 


I laughed. Andy didn’t. 


Just a moment later, Andy repeated that he was under the gun, and the conversation was over. It had lasted only a few minutes.


But it stayed with me—because of all that had gone unsaid.


Fair-minded guy that he is, it’s impossible to believe Andy doesn’t know as well as I do just how crucial this issue of bias is. It’s hard to believe that over the years he hasn’t received as many letters on the subject as I have. Crusty and plainspoken as he is, Andy has that kind of credibility with viewers.


But there’s another reason I’d expect Andy Rooney to bring some passion to this issue. He knows how important it is that the media encourage free and open conversation on controversial issues, rather than suppress it. And he knows—far better than most—that there’s been way too much suppression in recent years of ideas that fail to pass the liberal litmus test.


He knows that, because he himself has been one of PC’s most public victims. During a CBS special at the end of 1989—a wrap-up of that year’s events—Andy observed that “homosexual unions” had been among the main “self-induced” causes of deaths among Americans, along with smoking and alcohol abuse. In the midst of an AIDS epidemic spiraling out of control, it was an unfortunate choice of words, seeming to indicate a callousness that anyone who knows Andy Rooney cannot believe he really felt. But it also happened to be the sort of thing a great many men of his generation—the Greatest Generation—might have said on the subject. More to the point, notwithstanding the way he expressed it, what he said was not all that far from the truth. By then even AIDS advocates were raising the alarm about “unsafe sex” within the gay community; and though most of the media was dutifully echoing the line that AIDS “was everyone’s disease,” to this day it has remained, at least in this country, confined almost exclusively to the high-risk groups (gay men, drug abusers and their female sex partners).


No matter. Andy Rooney was attacked as viciously insensitive and was quickly suspended by CBS News, joining the long, sorry list of so many others, from university professors to corporate officers, who have paid the price for offending PC sensibilities. At the time, I wrote Andy a letter, telling him I thought CBS News had treated him very badly, that commentators shouldn’t be punished for saying unpopular things. I told him I was on his side. 


I’m sure I wasn’t the only journalist who felt that way. Still, a lot of the news establishment, far from resisting the suppression of speech and thought, quietly has been one of its chief proponents and enforcers.


Since this was one of the things I was writing about in this book, I decided to give Andy another shot at it. Unfortunately, our second conversation was, if anything, even more awkward than the first. 


When I asked him about the trouble he got into when he was suspended for saying the wrong thing, he quickly moved to safer ground, saying there are all kinds of things people don’t want talked about. “Religion is the best example of that. People don’t want to talk about religion if it’s negative.”


I said, wasn’t liberal bias one of those topics, as far as the press is concerned?


Andy basically repeated what he’d said earlier: that his boss’s complaint was not that he’d talked about the media’s slanting the news, but that he’d been disloyal to Dan, as if that were the issue of paramount concern. “I think you’re overblowing it,” he said.


“Well, didn’t they tell you not to talk about bias?”


“They did not tell me not to talk about it,” he replied, as we continued round and round; “they told me I was disloyal to talk about a colleague.”


“Don’t you think a discussion on these subjects with the biggest possible audience would be a good thing?” I asked, meaning not just the bias question but also all the other issues deemed off limits by the PC police.


In his response, it was impossible not to hear a world-weariness. Clearly, he just wanted to be done with me, and with these questions. “Look, Bernie,” he told me, “why don’t you just move on? You’ve had an effect. Don’t make this your life. Just move on.” He paused. “I’m going now; I’m late with a book manuscript.”


I feel for Andy. I really do. There are things about the guy I like and admire immensely. And I know what he’s gone through personally with the suspension and all. 


Still, it’s pretty ironic, isn’t it? Journalists are always accusing government or Big Business or some other powerful institution of creating the notorious “chilling effect,” which supposedly makes even the boldest in their newsrooms go mute. Yet, that’s exactly what CBS News had imposed on one of its most celebrated own: a “chilling effect.” 
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