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Acclaim for Eric Alterman’s What Liberal Media?

“Compelling . . . Dead-on, and ought to be heard.”

—The Washington Monthly


 



“Meticulously researched . . . Fair-minded and persuasive.”

—The Santa Fe New Mexican


 



“Makes a powerful case for how the news media have shifted dangerously to the right. . . . Eric Alterman is to be thanked for fully engaging the conservative media horde that has overrun the citadels of American communications.”

—Salon


 



“A welcome, lonely voice in our current political and media climate.”

—The Columbus Dispatch


 



“With extensive documentation and persuasive logic, [Alterman] shows that wherever you turn unabashed conservatives dominate the media. On talk radio, political opinion approaches a level of uniformity only seen in totalitarian societies.”

—Boston Herald


 



“An exhaustively documented puncturing of the conservative mantra . . . Each well-footnoted point, each unassailable statistic, resounds with the dull thwack of meat on concrete, as facts always hit harder than mere assertions.”

—The Village Voice


 



“Often humorous and acerbic . . . Well worth the read.”

—The Charlotte Observer


 



“Alterman argues persuasively that far from reflecting a liberal bias, the media are more likely guilty of being beholden to business interests and the status quo than to any political ideology.”

—The Sacramento Bee


 



“Not only a superb piece of polemical reporting—one done so well that no one surely will hereafter be able to talk about liberal bias in the news with a straight face—it’s also fun to read. . . . Alterman, who ends with an impassioned essay on the crucial importance of high-quality journalism in a democratic society, shows that much more than liberal or conservative victory is at stake.”

—South Florida Sun-Sentinel 


“Long overdue . . . [Alterman] does a masterful, painstakingly documented job.”

—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel


 



“Produces a powerful effect. . . . In this detailed and comprehensive examination of nearly every facet of the American news-commentary industry, Alterman presents an impressive refutation of the liberal-media myth.”

—The American Prospect


 



“Alterman hits the nub. . . . A sobering reminder that TV long ago abandoned serious journalism and that watchdogs and skeptics are thin on the ground in all media.”

—Kirkus Reviews

 



“Alterman delivers well-documented, well-argued research in compulsively readable form. . . . Whether readers agree with Alterman or not, his writing on the business of opinion making is eye-opening. This book will be required reading for anyone in politics or journalism, or anyone curious about their complicated nexus.”

—Publishers Weekly


 



“At a time when media ownership in the United States is more or less limited to six major conglomerates, this is an extremely important book.”

—The Tucson Citizen


 



“Alterman, a serious journalist with several political books to his name, methodically proves his case. . . . There is one chapter that alone is worth the price of the book.”

—The Hartford Courant


 



“Exhaustively researched, the book presents a mountain of evidence to debunk the myth in a convincing fashion. . . . While the notion of a Left-leaning press may be just an illusion, Alterman demonstrates that the perception is perhaps more important than the reality.”—The Providence Journal


 



“Intelligent and exhaustively researched . . . Alterman’s facts will be difficult to dispute. Hopefully, they will be just as difficult to ignore.”

—Boston Review
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To my girls,

Diana Roberta, Eve Rose, and Ruthie . . .

and to my father, Carl,

with deep love and profound gratitude.






My dear fellow, a journalist is a juggler, and he must accustom himself to the difficulties of his profession.


 


—HONORE DE BALZAC,  ILLUSIONS PERDUES, 1837-1843
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Still a man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest . . .

—PAUL SIMON, “THE BOXER”






PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

My publisher asks that I say a few words about how this book was first received and what kind of impact this had on my thesis. Lest I be accused of whining (I do, but only in private), the book’s reception was pretty terrific. Not only were reviews largely favorable and intelligent, the mail was intensely gratifying. I suppose 90 percent of life is timing, and indeed I am lucky to have timed my message to a moment when so many people were eager to hear it.

Still, the way in which a book is received tells an author a number of things. Much of the book’s early success, in my view, is attributable to the enthusiasm with which it was received not in the media per se but in the liberal blogosphere. My argument that even the genuinely “liberal” media is not nearly so liberal as the conservatives are conservative, that it is not organized as a political movement—and that indeed, much of it has been cowed into adopting conservative assumptions and arguments if only unconsciously—was more than borne out by the collective yawn with which these ideas were met by some of the media’s most liberal constituents. After all, if the media were so liberal, than the really liberal part of it likely would have embraced a book designed to prove the opposite case—the better to get on with its work of being liberal in the extreme under the radar of the unsuspecting masses. Alas, this did not take place.


What Liberal Media? went unreviewed in three genuinely liberal newspapers—the  Boston Globe, the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, and the San Francisco Chronicle—even though it made it into single digits on all three of those newspapers’ local best-seller lists. It also went unreviewed even in the liberal The New Republic. The neoliberal  Washington Monthly turned the book over to a writer whose work I strongly criticized, both in the book and elsewhere. Gene Lyons of Harper’s was less than crazy about it, while over at The Atlantic my good friend Ben Schwarz, its terrific literary editor, let it pass without a word. No word either in New York. Slate gave the book to its dyspeptic media critic, Jack Shafer, who ignored its contents, except to take a swipe at a silly debate in which I participated on National Review Online. (The latter, by the way, appeared bent on welching on the $100 plus a fleece sweatshirt I was promised  for my participation, until its editors were inundated with e-mail missives from loyal Altercation readers. Thanks guys.) The New York Observer assigned a front-page hatchet-job profile to the very writer who found himself charmed and delighted by Ann Coulter’s remark about how much fun it would have been had Timothy McVeigh blown up the New York Times. He quoted me referring to women as “chicks” when in fact I was pointing to baby chicks painted on my daughter’s wall, among a few no less egregious misrepresentations. Remember, these are actual liberals in the media, where I have actual friends. If the genuinely liberal media worked in any way remotely comparable to the conservative media as presented in the following, little of what I describe here would have been even theoretically possible.

Meanwhile, with the exception of an extremely thoughtful review in Columbia Journalism Review, the alleged alpha males of watchdog journalism also saw fit to ignore this book, for reasons about which I can only speculate. Washington Post and  CNN media reporter Howard “Conflict of Interest” Kurtz doubly ignored it. (I was a regular in Howie’s media notes column before the book was published; nevermore.)  American Journalism Review’s editors did not think it merited a review. Fox News Channel’s “fairly balanced” media program Fox Newswatch could not spare a moment of mention; neither could communist NPR’s programOn the Media. Given the (gratifying) attention that the book’s argument received on Jim Romenesko’s Media News web site as well as favorable reviews in such places as the New York Times, the Sunday New York Times Book Review, the Los Angeles Times, and The New Yorker (see front and back cover blurbs), it’s hard to argue that these failures even to address the topic were not conscious decisions.

Meanwhile, the conservative media certainly did their job. What Liberal Media?, I am proud to say, completely stinks in the opinion of Andrew Sullivan, Jonah Goldberg, Bernard Goldberg, David Horowitz, the Wall Street Journal editorial page,  Commentary, American Enterprise, the American Spectator, The Hill, all of right-wing talk radio, and most of cable TV (where I was almost always paired with an extremist conservative lest my views infect viewers if not disputed within thirty seconds). Whatever else it may have accomplished, this book was certainly a boon to the face-time media careers of the likes of William McGowan and the folks at Brent Bozell’s Media Research Center.

On broadcast television and in national newsweeklies, again, the book was unheard of. Nothing at all on any of the networks or PBS, save for an excellent forty-minute debate on the Iraq war with Christopher Hitchens on The Charlie Rose Show. This overall lack of attention might not be so remarkable were it not for the fact that Ms. Coulter is embraced by this particular constituency in spite of her frequent jokes about how funny it would be if journalists were murdered by terrorists and comparing Katie Couric—a mother and widow—to both Eva Braun and Joseph Goebbels.

All in all, indeed, I have precious little about which to complain. I remain extremely heartened and encouraged by the manner in which the book was initially received and discussed in many significant media circles. Given the ever decreasing role to which books are allotted in our tabloid culture, any serious author of course would be thrilled with the degree and quality of attention this book has received, and I am certainly no exception. Yet whatever the degree of notice—favorable or unfavorable—to blame (or thank) “liberals” for it would be more than a bit nutty; that’s all I want to say. That and, oh yeah—I hear O’Reilly wears a rug. If you don’t like it big guy, sue me.

E. R. A. 
November 2003 
New York City






PREFACE TO THE HARDCOVER EDITION AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

It’s a bit complicated psychologically to write a book that so perfectly contradicts conventional wisdom by arguing that the bias of the American media is more conservative than liberal. I suppose I am a natural for it, but still, it’s hard to do without allies. Fortunately, I was lucky in mine.

But before I start thanking people, I should mention a couple of the circumstances that helped fuel the work, since they seem relevant to the book’s genesis. First, while working on it, I was also putting the finishing touches on a nearly decade-long effort to complete my dissertation in the history department at Stanford. My topic was presidential lying. In reading and rereading my data, I continued to be struck by how little even the best and most admired journalism of the period in question—no matter what period it was—really understood about what happened behind closed doors with regard to presidential decisions, and how easily they swallowed the most transparent deceptions. This was particularly true with regard to matters of war and peace. This knowledge steeled my resolve in calling attention to what I believe is a deeply misguided consensus on the notion of “liberal media” today.

My resolve was further strengthened by the personal anomaly that, until I began work on this book, I had studied history virtually my entire life without ever reading the work of Robert Caro on either Robert Moses or Lyndon Johnson. I rectified this unforgivable omission in my education by devouring all of Caro’s books in an unbroken string. (Actually, I listened to them on tape, unabridged, for a period of about a year, something I recommend to all those who find themselves in a similar state of ignorance, but without a lot of time for reading for pleasure.) In any case, one of the many points I found continually beaten into my head during my long walks or short Stairmaster sessions was the same one that had struck me in doing my own research on past presidencies. Throughout the amazingly well-documented careers of both Moses and LBJ, the contemporary journalism of the period served mainly to confuse the reality of what actually took place, and almost always in the service of power. Read 3,850 pages of Robert Caro, dear reader, and you will find that you actually can fool  most of the people most of the time—at least for a period of a half century or so. If so many people could be so wrong so frequently about figures as important as these, it does not tax my imagination to believe the possibility that many of the people who write and speak about the media are wrong today.

Success or failure, I cannot say, but this book has many fathers (and mothers). In some ways, it is a sequel to my first book, Sound & Fury, published originally in 1992, for which many are to blame. In some ways it is a natural outgrowth of my work as a media columnist for the Nation and everything columnist/Weblogger for  MSNBC.com. Victor Navasky and Katrina vanden Heuvel may be held responsible for inviting me to undertake the former and Joan Connell and Merrill Brown, the latter. I originally began research specifically for a book on media, the role of ideas in society, and the power that money has to help shape both, at the suggestion of my good friend Bill Moyers, in his capacity as president of the Florence and John Schumann Foundation. Thanks too, to Hamilton Fish and Taya Grobow of the Nation Institute for help in facilitating the research grants, among other things. I will always be grateful for the foundations’ generosity.

I was working merrily on that earlier book on September 11, 2001, when, in the shock of what took place, I suddenly lost my excitement for it and began floundering. Todd Gitlin came to my rescue with what now seems like an obvious idea. It was so obvious, in fact, that it took Todd only nine words to make his point. His email read in its entirety: “You should write a book called What Liberal Media?” Fortunately much of my research for the former work proved relevant to this one. So thanks to Todd, I got my mojo working again and didn’t lose any time or waste much effort on the wrong book, which is something so valuable you can’t even buy it with an American Express Centurian card.

Todd did a bit more after sending the e-mail, giving me a tough-minded read on the early drafts and helping me tease out ideas that would have forever stayed buried in my subconscious. Given the fact that Todd has now done this on about every book I’ve written, I calculate my debt to him as unpayable. So I won’t try. Michael Waldman had nothing to do with the idea of the book but was just as helpful in its execution. His reading of it saved me from many errors and inspired numerous ideas and examples to be found in the text. Michael has also helped me with previous books, and, as with Todd, I am indeed fortunate to have such friends.

Much of the book was originally researched for Nation columns I’ve written over the past few years and to the degree that the facts are correct, I am indebted to editor Betsy Reed and an army of Nation fact-checkers. First among equals of these is Mica Rosenberg. Thanks people, especially to Mica. Karen Abrams did some first-rate proofreading, giving generously of her time and talents.

Given the nature of the book, it is also incumbent on me to point out that it relies rather heavily on the work of many other writers and reporters, all of whom, I hope, are duly credited in both the footnotes and the text. Of these, however, two stand out for special mention. The reporter whose work I borrow most heavily is almost certainly Eric Boehlert of Salon. I had no idea how good he is—or in fact, that anyone at all was this good—until I began to do systematic searches on the topics about which I planned to write. Almost every time, Eric got there first, and often, best. I also, to my own surprise, found myself relying quite frequently on the reporting of Howard Kurtz of CNN and the Washington Post. I mention my surprise because, as the reader will soon see, I am rather critical of Kurtz on political grounds in the text. I stand by that, of course, but he is an insanely energetic reporter and I think, in the main, a reliable one. As a media critic and historian, I am grateful for the body of work he has produced. As a writer who is also employed by two separate media organizations, I have considerable sympathy for the conflict-of-interest quandaries in which Kurtz is impossibly enmeshed. My situation is easier than his because I write only about what I choose, whereas neither the media reporter of the Washington Post nor the host of CNN’s Reliable Sources is free to ignore important issues and stories. Still I should be held accountable on these issues as I hold Kurtz accountable and I hope that the (constructive) criticism I offer my employers in this work speaks to this point. I do admit to being a bit easier on people who happen to be my friends than I might otherwise be. How could it be otherwise? It would be better if I could identify my relationship to each and every individual in this book, but it would also be impossible. Ultimately, I think I am fair (and balanced) in my judgments to both friend and foe. Readers are obviously invited to make their own judgments.

Meanwhile, I also relied on the work of a few key journalistic watchdog institutions, and I should like to salute them as well. These include the editors and writers of the Columbia Journalism Review. Thanks tremendously to whoever made the decision to put its enormously valuable archives on the Web. The work published in  American Journalism Review was quite helpful. So too was the material published and/or transmitted by the Pew Charitable Trust’s Project for Excellence in Journalism and by the Committee of Concerned Journalists. And, as a regular writer on media-related topics, I am perhaps most grateful to Jim Romenesko and the people at the Poynter Institute who support his invaluable work. Doing this book without Media News would have added years to my research. Thanks also to the German Marshall Fund for generously funding my research on European media views and to the Aspen Institutes, Italia and Berlin.

Finally, the actual book owes its reality to the support and expertise of my crack editors at Basic, Vanessa Mobley and John Donatich; no less to the work of my  Superagent, Tina Bennett, who—and I do not say this lightly—is to agents what the E Street Band is to rock and roll. Thanks also to my careful copy editor, Judy Serrin. To be honest, the book would have been completed a little bit earlier without the efforts of my family, the (equally) beautiful and talented Diana Roberta Silver, and Eve Rose Alterman to get me to do other stuff; it would also have been no fun. While I do not yet know what they are, I imagine this book contains its fair share of mistakes. I blame my parents.

ERA 
NYC, 8 November 2002
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Introduction

Bias, Slander, and BS

 



 




ONLY A LIBERAL would be dumb enough to title a book, What Liberal Media?  Listen to just about anyone and the answer is obvious: “What, are you stupid? Just pick up a newspaper or turn on your TV.” Should that fail to convince, bemusement can turn to anger, or at best, pity, as in “There are none so blind as those who will not see.” America’s argument about media bias features just two points of view. The right argues that the media is biased toward leftists. The other side responds, to quote David Broder, “dean” of the Washington press corps, “There just isn’t enough ideology in the average reporter to fill a thimble.”1 The idea that the media might, for reasons of ownership, economics, class, or outside pressure, actually be more sympathetic to conservative causes than to liberal ones is widely considered to be simply beyond the pale.

Social scientists talk about “useful myths,” stories we all know are not necessarily true, but that we choose to believe anyway because they seem to offer confirmation of what we already know (which raises the question, if we already know it, why the story?). Think of the wholly fictitious but illustrative story about little George Washington and his inability to lie about that cherry tree. For conservatives, and even more many journalists, the “liberal media” is just that: a myth, to be certain, but a useful one. If only it were true, we might have a more humane, open-minded, and ultimately effective public debate on the issues facing the nation. Alas, if pigs could fly. . . .

Republicans of all stripes have done quite well for themselves during the last five decades fulminating about the liberal cabal/progressive thought-police who spin, supplant, and sometimes suppress the news we all consume. Indeed, it’s not only conservatives who find this whipping boy to be an irresistible target. Dwight David Eisenhower received one of the biggest ovations of his life when, at the 1964 Republican convention, he derided the “sensation-seeking columnists and commentators” who sought to undermine the Republican Party’s efforts to improve the  nation.2 The most colorful example of this art form, however, is probably a toss-up between two quips penned by William Safire when he was a White House speechwriter for Vice President Spiro Agnew, who denounced both the “nattering nabobs of negativism” and the “effete corps of impudent snobs” seeking to sink the nation’s morale.3 His boss, Richard Nixon (who had been Ike’s VP), usually held his tongue in public, but complained obsessively in private to the evangelist Billy Graham of “a terrible liberal Jewish clique” that “totally dominates the media” and “erodes our confidence, our strength.”4 Just about everyone wants to get in on the fun. Even Bill Clinton whined to Rolling Stone that he did not get “one damn bit of credit from the knee-jerk liberal press.”5 The presidency’s current occupant, George W. Bush, continues this tradition, complaining that the media “are biased against conservative thought.”6 On a trip to Maine in January 2002, he quite conspicuously carried a copy of the best-selling book, Bias, by Bernard Goldberg, as if to the give the so-called “liberal media”—hereafter, SCLM—a presidential thumb in the eye.7


But while some conservatives actually believe their own grumbles, the smart ones don’t. They know mau-mauing the other side is a just a good way to get their ideas across—or perhaps to prevent the other side from getting a fair hearing for theirs. On occasion, honest conservatives admit this. Rich Bond, then the chair of the Republican Party, complained during the 1992 election, “I think we know who the media want to win this election—and I don’t think it’s George Bush.”8 The very same Rich Bond also noted during the very same election, however, “There is some strategy to it [bashing the ‘liberal’ media] . . . . If you watch any great coach, what they try to do is ‘work the refs.’ Maybe the ref will cut you a little slack on the next one.”9 Bond is hardly alone. That the SCLM were biased against the administration of Ronald Reagan is an article of faith among Republicans. Yet James Baker, perhaps the most media-savvy of them, owned up to the fact that any such complaint was decidedly misplaced. “There were days and times and events we might have had some complaints [but] on balance I don’t think we had anything to complain about,” he explained to one writer.10 Patrick Buchanan, among the most conservative pundits and presidential candidates in the republic’s history, found that he could not identify any allegedly liberal bias against him during his presidential candidacies. “I’ve gotten balanced coverage, and broad coverage—all we could have asked. For heaven sakes, we kid about the ‘liberal media,’ but every Republican on earth does that,”11 the aspiring American ayatollah cheerfully confessed during the 1996 campaign. And even William Kristol, without a doubt the most influential Republican/neoconservative publicist in America, has come clean on this issue. “I admit it,” he told a reporter. “The liberal media were never that powerful, and the whole thing was often used as an excuse by conservatives for conservative failures.”12 Nevertheless Kristol apparently feels no compunction about exploiting and reinforcing ignorant prejudices of his own constituency. In a 2001 subscription pitch to conservative potential subscribers of his  Rupert Murdoch-funded magazine, the Weekly Standard, Kristol complained, “The trouble with politics and political coverage today is that there’s too much liberal bias. . . . There’s too much tilt toward the left-wing agenda. Too much apology for liberal policy failures. Too much pandering to liberal candidates and causes.”13 (It’s a wonder he left out “Too much hypocrisy.”)

In recent times, the right has ginned up its “liberal media” propaganda machine. Books by both Ann Coulter, a blond bombshell pundette, and Bernard Goldberg, former CBS News producer, have topped the best-seller lists, stringing together such a series of charges that, well, it’s amazing neither one thought to accuse “liberals” of using the blood of conservative children for extra flavor in their soy-milk decaf lattes. While extremely popular with the media they attack, both books are so shoddily written and “researched” that they pretty much refute themselves. Their danger derives less from the authors’ respective allegations than the “where there’s smoke, there’s fire” impression they inspire. In fact, barely any of the major allegations in either book stands up to more than a moment’s scrutiny. The entire case is a lie, and, yes, in many instances, a slander. Although I abhor the methods of both authors, I do not feel they can go unanswered. Ideas, particularly bad ones, have consequences. The myth of the “liberal media” empowers conservatives to control debate in the United States to the point where liberals cannot even hope for a fair shake anymore. However immodest my goal, I aim to change that.
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I first met Ann Coulter in 1996 when we were both hired to be pundits on the new cable news station, MSNBC. Still just a right-wing congressional aide, she had been hired without even a hint of journalistic experience but with a mouth so vicious she made her fellow leggy blond pundit, Laura Ingraham, look and sound like Mary Tyler Moore in comparison. Coulter was eventually fired when she attacked a disabled Vietnam veteran on the air, screaming, “People like you caused us to lose that war.”14  But this was just one of many incidents where she had leaped over the bounds of good taste into the kind of talk that is usually reserved for bleachers or bar fights. In her columns, published in one of the most extreme of all conservative publications,  Human Events, she regularly referred to the president of the United States, Bill Clinton, as a “pervert, liar, and a felon” and “a flim-flam artist.” She termed the first lady to be “pond scum” and “white trash”15 and the late Pamela Harriman a “whore.” Coulter said these things all the while appearing on air in dresses so revealing they put one in mind of Sharon Stone in the film Basic Instinct.

The greater Coulter’s fame, the more malevolent grew her hysteria. In her 1998 book, High Crimes and Misdemeanors: The Case Against Bill Clinton, she wrote, “In this recurring nightmare of a presidency, we have a national debate about whether he ‘did it,’ even though all sentient people know he did. Otherwise there would be  debates only about whether to impeach or assassinate.”16 Such was the wisdom of the alleged “constitutional scholar” whose work George Will quoted on ABC’s This Week. (Will is not very particular about his sources. I counted exactly one work of history in Coulter’s copious footnotes. Coulter has also been accused of plagiarism by a former colleague, but denies the charge.)17


Shortly after 9/11, Coulter became famous again when she suggested, in a column published by National Review Online, after seeing anti-American demonstrators in Arab nations, that we “invade their countries, kill their leaders and convert them to Christianity.”18 Coulter’s column was dropped by the magazine, but not because the editors objected to its content. Editor Jonah Goldberg explained, “We ended the relationship because she behaved with a total lack of professionalism, friendship, and loyalty.” (Coulter had called the editors “girly boys.”)19 Coulter remained unbowed. At a meeting of the National Political Action Conference, speaking of the young American who converted to militant Islam and fought for the Taliban, Coulter advised, “We need to execute people like John Walker in order to physically intimidate liberals, by making them realize that they can be killed too. Otherwise they will turn out to be outright traitors.”20 She also joked about the proposed murder of the U.S. secretary of transportation, Norm Mineta.21


In her second book-length primal scream, published in the summer of 2002, Coulter compared Katie Couric of the Today show to Eva Braun. (She would later add Joseph Goebbels after Couric challenged her in an interview.) She termed Christie Todd Whitman, the former governor of New Jersey and then head of the Environmental Protection Agency, a “dimwit” and a “birdbrain.” Sen. Jim Jeffords is a “half-wit.” Gloria Steinem is a “termagant” and “deeply ridiculous figure,” who “had to sleep” with a rich liberal to fund Ms. magazine.22 But the errors are even more egregious than the insults, and her footnotes are, in many significant cases, a sham.23  The good folks at the American Prospect’s Web log “Tapped” went to the trouble of compiling Coulter’s errors chapter by chapter. The sheer weight of these, coupled with their audacity, demonstrates the moral and intellectual bankruptcy of a journalistic culture that allows her near a microphone, much less a printing press.24 (If you doubt this, put down this book and log on right now to www.whatliberalmedia.com, and follow the clicks to Appendix One.)25


Coulter’s view of the U.S. media can be summed up as follows: “American journalists commit mass murder without facing the ultimate penalty, I think they are retarded.” In the New York Observer, published in one of the two cities attacked on 9/11, Coulter joked about how wonderful it would have been if Timothy McVeigh had blown up the New York Times building and murdered all of its inhabitants. Apparently nothing—not even the evocation, serious or not, of the mass murder of journalists—could turn Coulter’s love affair with the SCLM sour.

For such comments, she is celebrated and rewarded. While promoting Slander, Coulter was booked on Today, Crossfire (as both a guest and guest host), Hardball,  The Big Story with John Gibson, and countless other cable and radio programs. She was lovingly profiled in Newsday, the New York Observer, and the New York Times  Sunday Styles page, while also enjoying a seat at the White House Correspondents Association Dinner as a guest of the Boston Globe. She was even invited on ABC’s  Good Morning America as an election analyst in November 2002. In the Wall Street Journal—a newspaper that had actually been destroyed by terrorists, and whose reporter, Daniel Pearl, had been murdered by them—Melik Kaylan defended her comments in Coulter-like fashion. He argued, “We have been programmed to think that such impassioned outrage, and outrageousness, are permissible only on the left from counter-culture comedians or exponents of identity politics.” He also compared Coulter’s alleged “humor” to that of Lenny Bruce, Angela Davis, and the Black Panthers. Too bad, therefore, as Charles Pierce pointed out, the conservative media darling has yet to be “arrested and jailed for what she said (Lenny Bruce), prosecuted in federal court (Angela Davis), or shot to ribbons in her bed (the Black Panthers).”26
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Bernard Goldberg’s book Bias suffers from many of the same weaknesses as Coulter’s, though he lacks her colorful flair for murderous invective. Still Bias proved a smashing success. The New York Times’s publishing columnist, Martin Arnold, termed its sales to be “the most astonishing publishing event in the last 12 months.”27 Indeed, with its publisher claiming more than 440,000 copies in print, the book’s sales figures alone are taken by many to be evidence of the truth of its argument.28 In many ways, the conservative side was hardly better served in its arguments by Goldberg than by Coulter. To those who do not already share Goldberg’s biases, his many undocumented, exaggerated assertions have the flavor of self-parody rather than reasoned argument. Among these are such statements as: “Everybody to the right of Lenin is a ‘right-winger’ as far as media elites are concerned.” Opposition to the flat tax, he claims, comes from the same “dark region that produces envy and the seemingly unquenchable liberal need to wage class warfare.”29 Roughly 72 of the 232 pages of  Bias are devoted to attacks or score-settling with Dan Rather, whom Goldberg believes to have ruined his career. “If CBS News were a prison instead of a journalistic enterprise, three-quarters of the producers and 100 percent of the vice-presidents would be Dan’s bitches,” Goldberg says.30 Much of the rest of Bias consists of blasts at unnamed liberals who are accused of exaggerating data and manipulating the truth for their own purposes. How strange, therefore, that Goldberg seeks to make his case with statements about: “America’s ten-trillion-page tax code,” tuition fees that are  “about the same as the cost of the space shuttle,” and Laurence Tribe’s “ten million”31  appearances on CBS News during the 1980s.32


Taking the conservative ideology of wealthy white male victimization to hithertounimagined heights, Goldberg employs an extended Mafia metaphor to describe his departure from CBS. He speaks of having broken his pledge of “omerta”33 by writing an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal attacking his colleagues. “So what happened?” he writes. “Well, as Tony Soprano might put it to his old pal Pussy Bompensiero in the Bada Bing! Lounge: Bernie G. opened his big mouth to the wrong people—and he got whacked.”34 You believe this heartbreaking tale until you discover that CBS had every right to fire him for violating the terms of his contract by attacking the network news program in a public forum. Instead, his superiors found him a comfortable job where he was allowed to quietly qualify for a higher pension. (On The Sopranos, and indeed, in most Mafia lore, the term “to whack” carries rather different connotations, as evidenced by Big Pussy’s undisturbed slumber with “the fishes.”)

During the course of over 220 pages of complaining, Goldberg never bothers to systematically prove the existence of liberal bias in the news, or even define what he means by the term. About as close as we get is: “I said out loud what millions of TV news viewers all over America know and have been complaining about for years: that too often, Dan and Peter and Tom and a lot of their foot soldiers don’t deliver the news straight, that they have a liberal bias, and that no matter how often the network stars deny it, it is true.”35 A few of his examples, such as those involving corporate self-censorship in the event that a certain segment might offend the audience or advertisers, or the preference for interviewees with blond hair and blue eyes over people of color, actually serve to make the opposite case. With a keen eye to his likely audience of conservative talk-show hosts and book-buyers, the author simply assumes the existence of a liberal bias in the media to be an undisputable fact.

This same undocumented assumption characterized the conservative celebration of the book. The editors of the Wall Street Journal thundered: “There are certain facts of life so long obvious they would seem beyond dispute. One of these—that there is a liberal tilt in the media. . . . ”36 U.S. News and World Report columnist John Leo added, in praise of Bias, that “the reluctance of the news business to hold seminars and conduct investigations of news bias is almost legendary.”37 Glenn Garvin, television critic of the  Miami Herald, added, “That newsrooms are mostly staffed by political liberals is pretty much beyond dispute, although a few keep trying to argue the point.” That newspaper’s executive editor, Tom Fielder, was said to be so impressed by Bias that he invited Goldberg to lunch with top members of his staff. He told Garvin, “I hate to say there’s a political correctness that guides us, but I think there is. We tend to give more credibility to groups on the liberal side of the spectrum than on the conservative side.”38


If, in an alternative universe, all of Goldberg’s claims somehow turned out to be justified, the crux of his argument would nevertheless constitute a remarkably narrow indictment. Goldberg did not set out to prove a liberal bias across the entire media,  nor even across all television news. He concerned himself only with the evening news broadcasts, and not even with politics, but with social issues. Moreover, he appears to have done little research beyond recounting his own experiences and parroting the complaints of a conservative newsletter published by Brent Bozell’s Media Research Center.39 It is hard to see what so excited conservative readers about the book. The broadcasts in question represent a declining share of viewers’ attention, and, increasingly, an old and, at least from advertisers’ standpoint, undesirable audience. It is possible that these particular news programs—if not their very format—will not survive the retirement ages of the current generation of anchors.40


Goldberg appears to consider this fact. However, he attributes the relative decline in viewership of the network nightly news to viewer unhappiness with the widespread liberal bias he claims to have uncovered. “It’s as if the Berlin Wall had come down,” he explains. “But instead of voting with their feet, Americans began voting with their remote control devices. They haven’t abandoned the news. Just the news people they no longer trust.” “How else can we account for Bill O’Reilly and The O’Reilly Factor  on The Fox News Channel? . . . As far as I’m concerned, the three people Bill owes so much of his success to are Tom Brokaw, Peter Jennings, and Dan Rather.”41


The logic of the above argument is genuinely difficult to fathom. Goldberg is correct to note that all three networks have seen a significant decline in their ratings for their news programs. But so has just about everything on network programming, due, quite obviously, to the enormous rise in viewer choice—the result of the replacement of a three-network television universe with one that features hundreds of choices on cable and satellite TV and the Internet. Viewership for all four networks—ABC, CBS, NBC, and Fox—during the ratings period September 24, 2001, to March 3, 2002, for instance, made up only 43 percent of TV watchers, compared with more than twice that percentage for just three networks two decades earlier.42 Still the network news programs’ numbers remained impressive. The combined audience of the three network news programs is well over thirty million Americans, and better than fifteen times the number tuning into Mr. O’Reilly. It is also more than ten times the combined total prime-time audience for Fox News Channel, CNN, and MSNBC.43  These ratios render Goldberg’s logic entirely nonsensical. Had he, or anyone related to the book, had enough respect for his readers to bother with even ten minutes of research, this claim would have never made it into print.

Not all of Goldberg’s arguments are quite as easy to disprove, but most are no less false or misleading. One of the claims that many critics and television interviewers have considered the strongest in the book was the one the author credited with having inspired his initial interest in the topic:
not because of my conservative views but because what I saw happening violated my liberal sense of fair play. Why, I kept wondering, do we so often identify conservatives in our stories, yet rarely identify liberals? Over the years, I began to realize  that this need to identify one side but not the other is a central component of liberal bias. There are right-wing Republicans and right-wing Christians and right-wing radio talk show hosts. The only time we journalists use the term “left-wing” is if we’re talking about a part on an airplane.





Goldberg illustrates his point with an example taken from the Clinton impeachment proceedings, during which, he claims, Peter Jennings identified senators as they came to sign their names in the oath book. According to Goldberg, Jennings described Mitch McConnell of Kentucky as a “very determined conservative,” Rick Santorum of Pennsylvania as “one of the younger members of the Senate, Republican, very determined conservative,” and Bob Smith of New Hampshire as “another very, very conservative Republican” but did not describe liberals accordingly. Goldberg also complained that CBS identifies the radical feminist Catharine MacKinnon as a “noted law professor” while Phyllis Schlafly is a “conservative spokeswoman.” Rush Limbaugh, says Goldberg, is the “conservative radio talk show host” but Rosie O’Donnell is not described as the liberal TV talk show host. “Robert Bork is the ‘conservative’ judge. But liberal Laurence Tribe, who must have been on  CBS Evening News ten million times in the 1980s,” is identified simply as a “Harvard law professor.”44


Well, it would be interesting if true. And many of even the sharpest SCLM critics of Goldberg’s book assumed it to be true, perhaps out of the mistaken belief that he must have done at least this much research. Both Howard Kurtz and Jeff Greenfield failed to challenge it on CNN. Jonathan Chait accepted it in his extremely critical cover story on the book in the New Republic but then went on to explain why, aside from liberal bias, it might be the case.45 And the then-dean of the Columbia School of Journalism, Tom Goldstein, writing in the Columbia Journalism Review, mocked Goldberg’s ad hominem claims but nevertheless credited Goldberg for “get[ting] down to specifics . . . [that] have the ring of truth” on this point.46


In fact, all were overly generous. Goldberg presents no testable evidence and his arguments bear little relationship to the truth. At a 2002 book-store appearance broadcast on C-Span, a political science professor asked Goldberg something almost no television interviewer had bothered to inquire: Did he have any systematic data to back up this point? The author scoffed at the very idea of evidence. “I didn’t want this to be written from a social scientist point of view,” Goldberg explained. “I have total confidence that the point here is accurate.”

Another audience member then challenged him on this point and here, Goldberg got a bit testy:
Let me say this. And I want to say this as clearly as I can. You are dead wrong. Dead wrong. Not even close about Teddy Kennedy. You have not, almost every time they  mention his name, heard “liberal.” I will say this—you have heard the word “liberal” almost never mentioned when they say his name, on the evening newscasts. They just don’t. That part—I mean you gave me an easy one, and I appreciate that. It doesn’t happen.47






Goldberg seems to think that such statements become true by emphatic repetition. In fact, they are testable and it is Bernard Goldberg who is “dead wrong.” On the small, almost insignificant point of whom Peter Jennings identified with what label on a single broadcast, Goldberg’s point is a partial, and deliberately misleading, half-truth. As the liberal Daily Howler Web site pointed out, “the incident occurred on January 7, 1999, and Jennings did not identify ‘every conservative’ as the senators signed the oath book.” He identified only three of them as such, failing to offer the label of conservative to such stalwarts as Senators Gramm, Hatch, Helms, Lott, Mack, Thurmond, Lugar, Stevens, Thompson, and Warner.48 Most of the labels had nothing to do with politics and were peppered with personal asides about a given senator’s age, interests, or personality. On the larger point regarding a liberal bias in the labeling of conservatives, but not liberals, Goldberg could hardly be more wrong, even using the very examples he proposes. For instance, Ted Kennedy does not appear on the news with much frequency, but during the first six months of 2001, when he did, it was almost always accompanied by the word “liberal.”49 As for the “million” respectful references to Laurence Tribe that appeared without the appendage “liberal,” the indefatigable Howler checked those as well. According to Lexis, Howler found, Tribe has appeared on the CBS Evening News just nine times since 1993, almost always identified with a liberal label. On one occasion, May 14, 1994, CBS News even used Tribe and Robert Bork together, described as “legal scholars from both ends of the political spectrum.”50


The above anecdotes are reinforced by some careful research on the topic by Geoffrey Nunberg of the Center for the Study of Language and Information at Stanford University and its department of linguistics. The results of these are reprinted in Appendix Two, available at www.whatliberalmedia.com, and I urge you to examine them if you believe Goldberg has even a shred of credibility remaining.
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Given the success of Fox News, the Wall Street Journal, the Washington Times, New York Post, American Spectator, Weekly Standard, New York Sun, National Review,  Commentary, and so on, no sensible person can dispute the existence of a “conservative media.” The reader might be surprised to learn that neither do I quarrel with the notion of a “liberal media.” It is tiny and profoundly underfunded compared to its conservative counterpart, but it does exist. As a columnist for the Nation and an independent Weblogger for MSNBC.com, I work in the middle of it, and so do many of  my friends. And guess what? It’s filled with right-wingers. Unlike most of the publications named above, liberals, for some reason, feel compelled to include the views of the other guy on a regular basis in just the fashion that conservatives abhor.

Take a tour from a native: New York magazine, in the heart of liberal country, chose as its sole national correspondent the right-wing talk-show host Tucker Carlson. During the 1990s, the New Yorker—the bible of sophisticated urban liberalism—chose as its Washington correspondents the Clinton/Gore hater Michael Kelly and the soft, Democratic Leadership Council neo-conservative Joe Klein. At least half of the “liberal  New Republic” is actually a rabidly neoconservative magazine (see chapter 3) and has been edited in recent years by the very same Michael Kelly, as well as the conservative liberal hater Andrew Sullivan. Its rival on the “left,” the Nation, happily published the free-floating liberal hater Christopher Hitchens until he chose to resign, and also invites Alexander Cockburn to attack liberals with morbid predictability. The Atlantic Monthly—a mainstay of Boston liberalism—even chose the apoplectic Kelly as its editor, who then proceeded to add a bunch of Weekly Standard writers plus Christopher Hitchens to Atlantic’s anti-liberal stable. What is the hysterically funny but decidedly reactionary P. J. O’Rourke doing in both the Atlantic and the liberal Rolling Stone?  Why does liberal Vanity Fair choose to publish a hagiographic Annie Leibovitz portfolio of Bush administration officials designed, apparently, to invoke notions of Greek and Roman gods? Why does the liberal New York Observer alternate National Review’s Richard Brookhiser with the Joe McCarthy-admiring columnist, Nicholas von Hoffman—both of whom appear alongside editorials that occasionally mimic the same positions taken downtown by the editors of the Wall Street Journal. The tabloid-style liberal Web site Salon gives free reign to the McCarthyite impulses of both Andrew Sullivan and David Horowitz. The neoliberal Slate also regularly publishes both Sullivan and Christopher Caldwell of the Weekly Standard and has even opened its pixels to such conservative evildoers as Charles Murray and Elliott Abrams. (The reader should know I am not objecting to the inclusion of conservatives in the genuinely liberal component of the media. In fact, I welcome them. I’d just like to see some reciprocity on the other side.)

Move over to the mainstream publications and broadcasts often labeled “liberal” and you see how ridiculous the notion of liberal dominance becomes. The liberal  New York Times op-ed page features the work of the unreconstructed Nixonite William Safire and for years accompanied him with the firebreathing-if-difficult-to-understand neocon A. M. Rosenthal. Current denizen Bill Keller also writes regularly from a soft, DLC neoconservative perspective. Why was then-editorial page editor, now executive editor, Howell Raines one of Bill Clinton’s most vocal adversaries during his entire presidency?51 Why is this alleged bastion of liberalism, on the very morning I wrote these words, offering words of praise and encouragement to George W. Bush and John Ashcroft for invoking the hated Taft-Hartley legislation on behalf of shipping companies, following a lock-out of their West Coast workers?52 (Has the  Wall Street Journal editorial page ever, in its entire history, taken the side of American workers in a labor dispute?) It would later endorse for re-election the state’s Republican/Conservative governor, George Pataki, over his capable, if unexciting, liberal Democratic African-American opponent, Carl McCall. The Washington Post editorial page, which is considered less liberal than the Times but liberal nevertheless, is just swarming with conservatives, from Mr. Kelly to George Will to Robert Novak to Charles Krauthammer, among many more. On the morning before I finally let go of the draft manuscript of this book, the paper’s lead editorial is endorsing the president’s plan for a “pre-emptive” war against Iraq.53 The op-ed page was hardly less abashed in its hawkishness. A careful study by Michael Massing published in the  Nation found, “Collectively, its editorials, columns and Op-Eds have served mainly to reinforce, amplify and promote the Administration’s case for regime change. And, as the house organ for America’s political class, the paper has helped push the debate in the Administration’s favor. . . .”54 If you wish to include CNN on your list of liberal media—I don’t, but many conservatives do—then you had better find a way to explain the near ubiquitous presence of the attack dog Robert Novak, along with those of neocon virtuecrat William Bennett, National Review’s Kate O’Beirne,  National Review’s Jonah Goldberg, the Weekly Standard’s David Brooks, and Tucker Carlson. This is to say nothing of the fact that among CNN’s most frequent guests are Ann Coulter and the anti-American telepreacher Pat Robertson. Care to include ABC News? Again, I don’t but, if you wish, how do you deal with the fact that the only ideological commentator on its Sunday interview show is the hardline conservative George Will? Or how about the fact that its only explicitly ideological reporter is the deeply journalistically challenged conservative crusader John Stossel? How to explain the entire career of Cokie Roberts, who never met a liberal to whom she could not condescend? What about Time and Newsweek? In the former, we have Mr. Krauthammer holding forth and in the latter Mr. Will.

I could go on almost indefinitely here, but the point is clear. Conservatives are extremely well represented in every facet of the media. The correlative point here is that even the genuine liberal media is not so liberal. And it is no match—either in size, ferocity, or commitment—for the massive conservative media structure that, more than ever, determines the shape and scope of our political agenda.

A Tom Tomorrow cartoon makes this point more cogently that I can in just four panels simply by (implicitly) asking readers to undergo a thought experiment. What if there really were a “liberal media”? Imagine, “an expansive network of left-wing think thanks which are of course bankrolled by secretive left-wing financiers seeking to advance their radical agenda.” Now imagine “blatantly left-wing cable news networks and op-ed pages that then promote (left-wing) ideas relentlessly.” Had enough? What about “angry liberals” debating these left-wing proposals with weak, mealy-mouthed conservatives on the Sunday talk shows? Want more? How about an entire universe of left-wing talk radio hosts spending endless hours devoting themselves to  hammering these left-wing notions into the heads of tens of millions of listeners across the land? Why, poor President Bush and Vice President Cheney wouldn’t have a chance.55


But to divide the media into their conservative, liberal, or centrist aspects misses a larger point and can do more to obscure than illuminate. The media make up a vast and unruly herd of independent beasts. Given their number and variety, it can be difficult for anyone to speak accurately about all of them simultaneously. Can one usefully compare Thomas Friedman to Larry Flynt? What about Garry Wills and Matt Drudge? Charlie Rose and Jerry Springer? Bill Moyers and Bill O’Reilly? Does  Foreign Affairs share a single subscriber with the National Enquirer? Indeed, even the  New York Times and the New York Post are not really in the same business. They have differing audiences, differing mandates, and differing professional standards, thank goodness. Marshall McLuhan was wrong, or at least woefully inexact: The medium is only the message if you’re not paying close attention.a


Perhaps the most frequently made argument in defense of the SCLM thesis is the populist one. In a letter to the New Republic, for instance, Bernard Goldberg wrote, “Let’s assume I’m dead wrong in my book, that there is no liberal bias in the big-time media. Then I can be easily dismissed. But what about the millions and millions of Americans—including many liberals—who think I’m right . . . Are they all stupid? Or delusional? Are they under some kind of mass hypnosis, doing the dirty work of right-wing nuts who are pulling the strings? These strike me as important questions.”56


According to a September 2002 Gallup poll, 47 percent of Americans questioned believe the media are “too liberal.”57 This is an even smaller percentage of Americans than voted for George W. Bush. But even so, it hardly constitutes any form of normative proof or evidence. (Thirteen percent believe the media are biased toward conservatives.) Moreover the “millions and millions of people believe” is not a terribly convincing argument no matter what. Millions also believe in ghosts, extra-terrestrial visitations, and Osama bin Laden’s promise of seventy-two virgins. That “millions and millions” of people think Goldberg is right about the media is likely an indication that much of what the public sees and reads confirms their belief that liberal bias does exist. Or it could mean that most media reporters believe that a great percentage of Americans share this view and so don’t wish to confuse them. Conservatives, lest we forget, are much more energetic and better-funded complainers about media bias   than are liberals. They are extremely vocal and well-organized in their pressure tactics, and they’ve done an impressive job over the years in convincing many people that any view that does not comport with a conservative ideological viewpoint is by definition “liberal.” In a careful 1999 study published in the academic journal Communications Research, four scholars examined the use of the “liberal media” argument and discovered a four-fold increase in the number of Americans telling pollsters that they discerned a liberal bias in their news. But the evidence, collected and coded over a twelve-year period, offered no corroboration whatever for this view. The obvious conclusion: News consumers were responding to “increasing news coverage of liberal bias media claims, which have been increasingly emanating from Republican Party candidates and officials.”58


The right is working the refs. And it’s working. Much of the public believes a useful, but unsupportable, myth about the SCLM and the media itself have been cowed by conservatives into repeating their nonsensical nostrums virtually nonstop. As the economist/pundit Paul Krugman observes of Republican efforts to bully the media into accepting the party’s Orwellian arguments about Social Security privatization: “The next time the administration insists that chocolate is vanilla, much of the media—fearing accusations of liberal bias, trying to create the appearance of “balance”—won’t report that the stuff is actually brown; at best they’ll report that some Democrats claim that it’s brown.”59


No single work can compensate for the enormous advantage conservatives enjoy in their fight with liberals to control the fate of American politics. But if people are willing to examine the question of media bias in an open-minded fashion, perhaps we can even up the sides a bit.
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 You’re Only As Liberal As the Man Who Owns You


“REPEAT SOMETHING often enough and people will believe it” goes the adage, and this is nowhere truer than in American political journalism. As four scholars writing in the Journal of Communication observed in a study of the past three elections, “claiming the media are liberally biased perhaps has become a core rhetorical strategy by conservative elites in recent years.” As a result, these unsupported claims have become a “necessary mechanism for moving (or keeping) analytical coverage in line with their interests.”1 Another way of saying this is that conservatives have successfully cowed journalists into repeating their baseless accusations of liberal bias by virtue of their willingness to repeat them . . . endlessly.

The psychological effects of conservatives’ persistent attacks on the SCLM are significant. In seeking to explain why, well before 9/11, President Bush’s life was “more pleasant than Clinton’s ever was, even at the start of his presidency,” Washington Post  White House reporter John Harris pointed to “one big reason for Bush’s easy ride: There is no well-coordinated corps of aggrieved and methodical people who start each day looking for ways to expose and undermine a new president.” Harris expanded on the difference:
There was just such a gang ready for Clinton in 1993. Conservative interest groups, commentators and congressional investigators waged a remorseless campaign that they hoped would make life miserable for Clinton and vault themselves to power. They succeeded in many ways. One of the most important was their ability to take all manner of presidential miscues, misjudgments or controversial decisions and exploit them for maximum effect. Stories like the travel office firings flamed for weeks instead of receding into yesterday’s news. And they colored the prism through which many Americans, not just conservative ideologues, viewed Clinton. It is Bush’s good fortune that the liberal equivalent of this conservative coterie does not exist.2







It does not matter that the evidence for liberal bias often disintegrates upon careful scrutiny. It works anyway. To be fair, it is enormously difficult to design an intellectually respectable study that tells us much of significance about journalistic bias because no one can control for events. George W. Bush earned enormously more generous coverage in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks than he had in nine previous months of his presidency. But the composition of the press corps was obviously unchanged. Did reporters turn less liberal overnight—in which case, the entire argument about the SCLM is now consigned to history’s proverbial dustbin? Or did the composition of the relevant issues change? And in an atmosphere of constantly changing issues, how is it possible to measure, scientifically, the treatment the issues receive in the media?

Another problem with accusations of liberal bias in the media is definitional. Just what constitutes a “liberal” bias anyway? The folks at Fox News Channel stake the network’s identity on the claim that its programs are “fair and balanced,” rather than “conservative.” Whenever a reporter inquires about this, Fox’s chairman and CEO, Roger Ailes, dismisses the question as itself evidence of liberal bias and says something like: “Fox is not a conservative network! I absolutely, totally deny it.” According to Ailes, Fox’s mission is no more controversial than “to provide a little more balance to the news” and “to go cover some stories that the mainstream media won’t cover.” 3 No one believes this; in fact, it’s hard to believe that even Ailes does, which helps explain why he felt free to send memos to Karl Rove offering post-9/11 political advice to George W. Bush. But the tendency to insist that reality is whatever happens to comport with one’s own ideological bias is not restricted to conservatives. The British reporter Robert Fisk is perhaps the most anti-American correspondent employed by a major English-language newspaper. His reports in the London-based Independent  are no less biased than the average FNC broadcast, albeit in the opposite direction. But Fisk sees the problem with the other side as simply “the cowardly, idle, spineless way in which American journalists are lobotomizing their stories.” Like his opposite numbers at Fox, Fisk seems to believe that the problem of truth is no more complex than the fact that he gets it and the other guys don’t. “Why do we journalists try so hard to avoid the truth?” he asks. “All we have to do is tell the truth.”4


But no content study can measure truth. Philosophers cannot even define it. Most, therefore, do not even try. Content studies, therefore, are rarely “scientific” in the generally understood connotation of the term. Many are merely pseudoscience, ideology masquerading as objectivity. When, in the spring of 2002, an independent Web site ran some numbers and pronounced the New York Times’s Paul Krugman—also an economist at Stanford, Princeton, and MIT—to be the most partisan of newspaper pundits by virtue of the mathematical ratio of the number of remarks critical of the Bush Administration per word published, Krugman made the following argument in response: 
Suppose, just for the sake of argument, that the Bush administration was, in a fundamental way, being dishonest about its economic plans. Suppose that the numbers used to justify the tax cut were clearly bogus, and that the plan was in fact obviously a budget-buster. Suppose that the Social Security reform plan simply ignored the system’s existing obligations, and thus purported to offer something for nothing. Suppose that the Cheney energy report deliberately misstated the nature of the country’s actual energy problems, and used that misstatement to justify subsidies to the energy industry. Suppose also that I found myself writing an economics column as these plans were being sold—and that I was a highly competent economist, if I say so myself. Suppose that as an economist able to do my own analysis, not obliged to rely on conflicting quotes from the usual suspects, I was in a position to spot right away that some of the stuff being peddled made no sense—and clued in enough to get hold of experts who could tell me what was wrong with the other stuff. Suppose that I had been repeatedly proved right in my critiques of the Bush administration’s assertions, even in cases where nobody else in the media was willing to take my criticisms seriously—for example, suppose that, because I understand microeconomics a lot better than your average columnist, I realized that economists who said that California’s electricity crisis had a lot to do with market manipulation were probably right, more than a year before conventional wisdom was willing to contemplate the possibility. In this hypothetical situation, what sort of columns should I have been writing? Does the ideal of “nonpartisanship” mean that I should have mixed my critiques of Bush policies with praise, or with attacks on the hapless, ineffectual Democrats, just for the sake of perceived balance? Given what I knew to be the truth, would that even have been ethical?5






Because these kinds of objections are well known, some researchers seeking to demonstrate the liberal bias of the elite press corps have turned to other means to try to prove that reporters are liberals who vote Democratic and look down their noses at people who don’t. The right’s Rosetta Stone in this regard is the now famous poll of “Washington bureau chiefs and congressional correspondents” released in 1996 by the Freedom Forum. “Ever since a now-legendary poll from the Media Studies Center showed that 89 percent of Washington journalists voted for Clinton in 1992, it has been hard to deny that the press is ‘liberal,’” wrote Christopher Caldwell, a Weekly Standard writer, in the Atlantic Monthly, in one typical rendering. Caldwell’s rendering could stand for thousands more such assertions.6


The conservative pundit James Glassman employed these results to declare in the  Washington Post: “The people who report the stories are liberal Democrats. This is the shameful open secret of American journalism. That the press itself . . . chooses to gloss over it is conclusive evidence of how pernicious the bias is.”7 Here Glassman  makes a common tautological claim, insisting that the denial of crime is evidence of guilt. In addition he equates Clinton voters with “liberal Democrats,” again positing no evidence. Such carelessness ought to be intellectually indefensible to anyone who takes a moment to consider it. Bill Clinton ran in 1992 quite self-consciously as a “New Democrat,” heavily supported by the centrist Democratic Leadership Council. He hailed from a conservative Southern state. He supported the death penalty, “free trade,” and “an end to welfare as we know it.” In foreign policy, his hawkish views won him the support of right-wingers like William Safire and many hard-line neoconservatives. The only way to conclude that a Clinton voter is de facto a “liberal Democrat” is by refusing to make any distinctions between the words “liberal” and “Democrat”—a distinction that keeps the Democrats in office in much of the southern and western parts of the nation.

Taken outside of the singular context of U.S. politics, moreover, the insistence that “Democrat” equals “liberal” grows even more problematic. The entire context of American politics exists on a spectrum that is itself well to the right of that in most industrialized democracies. During the 1990s, Bill Clinton was probably further to the right than most ruling West European conservatives, such as Germany’s Helmut Kohl and France’s Jacques Chirac. Indeed, virtually the entire axis of political conversation in the United States takes place on ideological ground that would be considered conservative in just about every nation in democratic Western Europe.8


In late October 2002, I took a trip to five cities in France, Spain, Italy, and Germany to meet with dozens of influential writers, editors, and cultural voices, both individually and in groups, in these four countries. Everywhere people voiced considerable admiration and affection for “America” in the abstract and a deep, if sometimes baffling, attraction to American culture, both popular and literary. The once-reflexive anti-Americanism inspired by the Vietnam War and the Cold War romance with communism among these elites had been entirely dispelled. Almost all expressed solidarity with America vis-à-vis the 9/11 attacks. Alessandro Portelli, editor of an Italian literary magazine, voiced the hope that America’s recognition of its own vulnerability might help the nation develop some empathy for the vulnerable elsewhere in the world, who lack the ability to act on the world stage with impunity. Yet the primary response, as Portelli saw it, as voiced in the media and among well-known American intellectuals, has “a rhetoric of the exceptionalism of American sorrow,” with a ready-made accusation of “anti-Americanism” employed to silence anyone who questions the views of the current administration.9 Similarly, in Paris, Jacques Rupnik of the Centre d’Etudes et de Recherches Internationales—a close friend and adviser to both ex-Prime Minister Lionel Jospin as well as the powerfully pro-American Czech President Vaclav Havel—endorsed the U.S. military response in both Afghanistan and the Balkans, expressing sincere gratitude. But, as with virtually everyone to  whom I spoke, he took profound offense at “the extraordinary, almost staggering moral self-righteousness of this administration” toward the good opinion of the rest of the democratic world.10


Virtually no one in high European media and cultural circles appeared willing to support or even defend the manner in which the Bush administration chose, unilaterally and without any prior consultation, to withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol on global warming. Nor was anyone to be found who thought it wise for the United States to refuse to accept the jurisdiction of the nascent International Criminal Court. Without questioning Israel’s right to live freely and securely within internationally recognized boundaries, nobody at all in these nations had a good word for the administration’s unstinting support for the campaign of Israel’s Ariel Sharon to expand Israeli settlements beyond the “Green Line,” isolate Yasir Arafat, destroy the Palestinian Authority, and re-occupy Palestinian lands. Nor could I find anyone among the many dozens of people I met who thought it wise or prudent for the United States to engage in a pre-emptive war in Iraq, though Saddam Hussein and his brutal regime inspired neither excuses nor illusions. The very idea of the administration’s campaign to legitimate its declared right of “pre-emption” filled most of my fellow discussants with horror and dread. Europeans were also virtually unanimous in their disapproval of Bush’s enthusiasm, while governor of Texas, for the death penalty, and shocked in particular at what they deemed to be the moral callousness of his comments regarding the frequency with which he was willing to employ it.

In the U.S. media, such views are routinely dismissed as the products of old-fashioned European anti-Americanism at best, anti-Semitism at worst, or frequently, both. But these views were repeated to me across the political spectrum by conservatives as well as liberals, by “pro-American” writers and thinkers as well as those who had traditionally been aligned with resistance to American power; they were spoken in nations whose leadership had agreed to support the administration in its efforts to organize the global community for war in Iraq as well as in those that opposed it, by Jews and gentiles alike. Whether one shares these views or not, the conclusion is inescapable: in autumn 2002, a consensus had formed across the Atlantic on virtually every significant issue facing the U.S.-Atlantic community that located itself well to the left of the mainstream views that dominated debate in America’s SCLM. The neoconservative domination of the U.S. media’s foreign policy debate is hardly atypical. Suffice to say that the domestic fault line within European media and intellectual circles is far enough to the left to be considered off the map in our own SCLM.

Fundamental European assumptions across the political spectrum regarding the value of social welfare programs, cultural Puritanism, labor rights, gun control, public financing of elections, public goods for all, and the need to invest in public education might place most editors closer to the center of gravity of a Nation magazine editorial board meeting than “responsible” opinion in respectable SCLM circles.  Indeed, the right’s ideological offensive of the past few decades has succeeded so thoroughly that the very idea of a genuinely philosophically “liberal” politics has come to mean something quite alien to American politics.

Contemporary intellectual definitions of liberalism derive by common accord from the work of the political theorist John Rawls. The key concept upon which Rawls bases his definition is what he terms the “veil of ignorance”; the kind of social compact based on a structure that would be drawn up by a person who has no idea where he or she fits into it. In other words, such a structure would be equally fair if judged by the person at the bottom as well as the top; the CEO as well as the guy who cleans the toilets.11 In real-world American politics, this proposition would be considered so utopian as to be laughable. In 2001, the average CEO of a major company received $15.5 million in total compensation, or 245 times, on average, what they paid their employees.12 The steps that would need to be taken to reach a Rawlsian state in such a situation are politically unthinkable, beginning (and ending) with a steeply progressive income tax, to say nothing of making universally available, high-quality health care, education, housing, public parks, beaches, and last but not least, political power. The ethical philosopher Peter Singer notes, moreover, in his study of the morals of globalization that even Rawls’ demanding standards do not take into account our responsibilities as citizens to those who live beyond our borders, in places where starvation, disease, and child mortality are rampant. These too are fundamental liberal causes, almost entirely unmentionable in a society that offers the world’s poor barely one-tenth of one percent of its gross domestic product in development aid.13 Judged by this standard, even to begin to argue on behalf of a genuinely liberal political program is to invite amused condescension . . . at best.

But if we put the question of ideology aside for a moment, it is not hard to see that in 1992 journalists had strong self-interested reasons to prefer Bill Clinton to George Bush. A second Bush administration, peopled with many of the same figures who had served in the three administrations that preceded it, would have meant a full sixteen years without a break during which journalists would be forced to cover the same old guys saying the same old things about the same old issues. What could possibly be the fun in that? More than enough careers had already been made during the Reagan/Bush years, and it was time now to give a new bunch of people a chance to show their stuff.

I would not deny that I sensed a great deal of excitement among the press corps in Little Rock on Election Day 1992, but it had little to do with ideology. Part of the thrill was generational. Bush was part of Reagan’s generation; Clinton was, like most reporters, a baby boomer. Part of the exhilaration was substantive. Clinton was king of the political policy wonks, armed and ready with blueprints for a decade’s worth of ambitious programs. He and his advisers would make politics fun again in a way that Republican, button-down CEOs could not. Moreover, Democrats generally admit to liking journalists and enjoy both leaking to, and socializing with, them.  They are also not terribly good about disciplining themselves when they disagree with one another—which is most of the time—and hence, prove to be talkative sources. In addition, lest we forget, Clinton’s reputation as the world’s biggest horndog was by this time well known to all of us. Careers could be made in scandal reporting—just look at David Brock. Paul Gigot, the fiercely conservative columnist, now editor of the Wall Street Journal’s editorial page, has quipped, “Clinton was a gold mine. I often joke that if I had known back in 1992 what he would do for my career, I probably would have voted for him.”14


Even with all of these caveats, the case is not closed on the Freedom Forum poll. The study itself turns out to be based on only 139 respondents out of 323 questionnaires mailed, a response rate so low that most social scientists would reject it as inadequately representative. What’s more, the responders were not the right 139. Independent investigative journalist Robert Parry contacted the Roper Center in Connecticut, where the results were tabulated, and was given a list of the company affiliations of the original recipients. This too proved problematic. Fewer than 20 percent of the questionnaires were sent to the major elite media outlets such as the New York Times, Washington Post, CBS, NBC, ABC, Time, and Newsweek. The bulk went to middle-sized-market papers such as the Modesto Bee, the Denver Post, and the Dallas Morning News. Roughly a quarter went to small-circulation newspapers where the job “bureau chief” actually means “entire bureau.” These included the 58,000-circulation  Green Bay (Wis.) Press-Gazette, the 27,000-circulation Sheboygan (Wis.) Press, the  Mississippi Press, Fort Collins Coloradoan, Grand Junction (Colo.) Daily Sentinel, and the  Thibodaux (La.) Daily Comet. The same was true, Parry found, regarding the magazines included. Time and Newsweek were statistically overshadowed by publications like Indian Country Today, Hill Rag, El Pregonero, Senior Advocate, Small Newspaper Group, Washington Citizen, Washington Blade, and Government Standard. Interestingly, Parry noted, “What was most dramatically missing from the list were many of the principal conservative journals.” This is due, he reasoned, to the fact that many conservative journals are organized as nonprofit corporations in order to be able to solicit tax-deductible donations. While many writers for conservative journals are extremely influential in the national media, they often cannot secure credentials from the congressional press gallery.15 The net result was that this particular survey, with its tiny numbers and somewhat randomly created data base, could easily have underestimated the conservatives’ presence. It certainly overemphasized the influence of people without much influence in the national debate.

Then again, let’s not kid ourselves. The percentage of elite journalists who voted for Bill Clinton in 1992 was probably consistent with the percentage he received among all well-educated urban elites, which was pretty high. Most people who fit this profile do indeed hold socially “liberal” views on issues like gun control, abortion, and school prayer, and I have no doubts that most journalists do too. The journalists  whose alleged biases concern conservatives, live, according to the current parlance, in “blue” states and, when it comes to social issues, carry with them typical “blue state” values. The vast majority are pro-choice, pro-gun control, pro-separation of church and state, pro-feminism, pro-affirmative action, and supportive of gay rights.

Most journalists, as the sociologist Herbert Gans explained, are also congenitally “reformist.” They believe in the possibility of improving things or they would not have chosen the profession in the first place.16 But both reformist sympathy and the “elite” association can cut more than one way, in political terms. Beginning with the 1980 election of Ronald Reagan and accelerating with the “Gingrich Revolution” of 1994, conservatives began to capture the language of reformism, in opposition to what Gingrich termed “reactionary liberalism.” Much of the media bought into this etymological transformation and hence, a bias toward “reform” gives little clue about a person’s ideology anymore. Journalists were naturally in sympathy with liberal (and in the case of John McCain, conservative) efforts to reform our campaign finance laws. But they also appeared quite well-disposed to conservative efforts to “reform” the nation’s Social Security system so as to introduce private stock market accounts—at least before the Nasdaq crashed.

Also, lest we forget, journalists are not entirely immune to the seductions of affluence. While they are not nearly as well paid as the nation’s corporate, legal, or medical elite, high-level Washington and New York journalists do make considerably more money than most Americans. They have spouses who do too, and hence, live pretty well. According to a study conducted by the sociologist David Croteau, 95 percent of elite journalists’ households earned more than $50,000 a year, and 31 percent earned more than $150,000. He points out, “High levels of income tend to be associated with conservative views on economic issues such as tax policy and federal spending.”17 And journalists are no different. The journalists’ views on economic matters are generally consistent with their privileged position on the socioeconomic ladder, and, hence, well to the right of most Americans. They are more sympathetic to corporations, less sympathetic to government-mandated social programs, and far more ideologically committed to free trade than to the protection of jobs than are their fellow citizens.18 Polls, of course, are always of limited value, and comparing ones taken at different moments in history, based on differently worded questions, invites rhetorical abuse. I would not take any of these individual statistics to the bank. Nevertheless the overall pattern is undeniably consistent, and it is not “liberal.”

But if top Washington journalists are personally social liberals and economic conservatives, one must still ask what it means insofar as identifying a bias in coverage. The answer to that question has to be, “it is not entirely clear.”

When it comes to news content, the journalists are often the low people on the totem pole. They are “labor,” or if they are lucky, “talent.” They are not “management.”  They do not get to decide by themselves how a story should be cast. As  Washington Post columnist Gene Weingarten put it in a column he wrote about an editorial disagreement with his bosses:
My company is a large, liberal-minded institution that thrives on convivial collegial consensus among persons who—as human people professionally partnered in common goal-oriented pursuits—are complete coequals right up to the time an actual disagreement occurs. At this point, the rules of the game change slightly. We go from Candy Land to rock-paper-scissors. Editors are rock. Writers are those gaily colored wussy plastic paper clips. In short, I was given a choice: I could see the lucent wisdom of my editors’ point of view and alter the column as directed, or I could elect to write a different column altogether, or (in an organization this large and diverse, there are always a multitude of options) I could be escorted to the front door by Security.19






Weingarten is a much-beloved columnist and so is given quite a bit of freedom. Moreover, he does not cover politics—this column was published in the Style section, which affords him even more latitude. But even so, print journalists have editors who have editors above them who have publishers above them who, in most cases, have corporate executives above them. Television journalists have producers and executive producers and network executives who worry primarily about ratings, advertising profits, and the sensibilities of their audience, their advertisers, and their corporate owners. When it comes to content, it is these folks who matter, perhaps more than anyone.

Examine, for a moment, the corporate structure of the industry for which the average top-level journalist labors. Ben Bagdikian, former dean of the journalism school at the University of California at Berkeley, has been chronicling the concentration of media ownership in five separate editions of his book, The Media Monopoly, which was first published in 1983 when the number of companies that controlled the information flow to the rest of us—the potential employment pool for journalists—was fifty. Today we are down to six.20


Consider the following: When AOL took over TimeWarner, it also took over: Warner Brothers Pictures, Morgan Creek, New Regency, Warner Brothers Animation, a partial stake in Savoy Pictures, Little Brown & Co., Bullfinch, Back Bay, Time-Life Books, Oxmoor House, Sunset Books, Warner Books, the Book-of-the-Month Club, Warner/Chappell Music, Atlantic Records, Warner Audio Books, Elektra, Warner Brothers Records, Time-Life Music, Columbia House, a 40 percent stake in Seattle’s Sub-Pop records, Time magazine, Fortune, Life, Sports Illustrated, Vibe, People,  Entertainment Weekly, Money, In Style, Martha Stewart Living, Sunset, Asia Week,  Parenting, Weight Watchers, Cooking Light, DC Comics, 49 percent of the Six Flags theme parks, Movie World and Warner Brothers parks, HBO, Cinemax, Warner  Brothers Television, partial ownership of Comedy Central, E!, Black Entertainment Television, Court TV, the Sega channel, the Home Shopping Network, Turner Broadcasting, the Atlanta Braves and Atlanta Hawks, World Championship Wrestling, Hanna-Barbera Cartoons, New Line Cinema, Fine Line Cinema, Turner Classic Movies, Turner Pictures, Castle Rock productions, CNN, CNN Headline News, CNN International, CNN/SI, CNN Airport Network, CNNfi, CNN radio, TNT, WTBS, and the Cartoon Network. The situation is not substantially different at Disney, Viacom, General Electric, the News Corporation, or Bertelsmann.21


The point of the above is to illustrate the degree of potential conflict of interest for a journalist who seeks to tell the truth, according to the old New York Times slogan, “without fear or favor,” about not only any one of the companies its parent corporation may own, but also those with whom one of the companies may compete, or perhaps a public official or regulatory body that one of them may lobby, or even an employee at one of them with whom one of his superiors may be sleeping, or divorcing, or remarrying, or one of their competitors, or competitors’ lovers, ex-lovers, and so on. While the consumer is generally unaware of these conflicts, the possibilities are almost endless—unless one is going to restrict one’s journalism to nothing but preachy pabulum and celebrity gossip. The natural fear for journalists in this context is direct censorship on behalf of the parent’s corporate interests. The number of incidents of even remotely documented corporate censorship is actually pretty rare. But focusing on examples of direct censorship in the U.S. media misses the point. Rarely does some story that is likely to arouse concern ever go far enough to actually need to be censored at the corporate level. The reporter, the editor, the producer, and the executive producer all understand implicitly that their jobs depend in part on keeping their corporate parents happy.

Television viewers received a rare education on the corporate attitude toward even the slightest hint of criticism of the big cheese when, on the morning after Disney took over ABC, Good Morning America host Charles Gibson interviewed Thomas S. Murphy, chairman of Capital Cities/ABC, and Disney’s Michael D. Eisner. “Where’s the little guy in the business anymore?” Gibson asked. “Is this just a giant that forces everybody else out?” Murphy, now Gibson’s boss, replied, “Charlie, let me ask you a question. Wouldn’t you be proud to be associated with Disney? . . . I’m quite serious about this.”22


While some editors and producers profess to be able to offer the same scrutiny to properties associated with their own companies that they offer to the rest of the world, in most cases, it taxes one’s credulity to believe them. Journalists, myself included, are usually inclined to give their friends a break. If you work for a company that owns a lot of other companies, then you automatically have many such friends in journalism, in business, and in government. Michael Kinsley, the founding editor of Slate.com, which is funded entirely by the Microsoft Corporation, did the world a favor when he admitted, “Slate will never give Microsoft the skeptical scrutiny it  requires as a powerful institution in American society—any more than Time will sufficiently scrutinize Time Warner. No institution can reasonably be expected to audit itself. . . . The standard to insist on is that the sins be of omission, not distortion. There will be no major investigations of Microsoft in Slate.”23 Eisner said much the same thing, perhaps inadvertently, when he admitted (or one might say, “instructed”), “I would prefer ABC not to cover Disney. . . . I think it’s inappropriate.”24


Media magnates have always sought to reign in their reporters, albeit with mixed success. In 1905, Standard Oil baron John D. Rockefeller predicted of the New York  World, in 1905, “The owner of the World is also a large owner of property, and I presume that, in common with other newspaper owners who are possessed of wealth, his eyes are beginning to be opened to the fact that he is like Samson, taking the initiative to pull the building down upon his head.”25 Similarly, advertisers have always attempted to exert pressure on the news and occasionally succeeded. What has changed is the scale of these pressures, given the size and the scope of the new media conglomerates, and the willingness of news executives to interfere with the news-gathering process up and down the line. One-third of the local TV news directors surveyed by the Pew Project for Excellence in Journalism in 2000 indicated that they had been pressured to avoid negative stories about advertisers, or to do positive ones.26  Again, by the time you get to actual pressure on an editor or writer, a great many steps have already been taken. A 2000 Pew Research Center study found that more than 40 percent of journalists felt a need to self-censor their work, either by avoiding certain stories or softening the ones they wrote, to benefit the interests of the organizations for which they work.27 As the editors of the Columbia Journalism Review put it: “The truth about self-censorship is that it is widespread, as common in newsrooms as deadline pressure, a virus that eats away at the journalistic mission.”28 And it doesn’t leave much room for liberalism.

Conservative critics of the SCLM often neglect not only the power of owners and advertisers, but also the profit motive to determine the content of the news. Any remotely attentive consumer of news has noticed, in recent years, a turn away from what journalists like to term “spinach,” or the kind of news that citizens require to carry out their duties as intelligent, informed members of a political democracy, toward pudding—the sweet, nutritionally vacant fare that is the stock in trade of news outlets. The sense of a news division acting as a “public trust,” the characterization of the major networks throughout the Cold War—has given way to one that views them strictly as profit centers, which must carry the weight of shareholder demands the same way a TV sitcom or children’s theme park must.

The net result has been the viral growth of a form of “news” that owes more to sitcoms and theme parks than to old-fashioned ideas of public and civic life. Instead of John Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev as the iconic images of the world of “news,” we are presented the comings and goings of Madonna, O. J. Simpson, Princess  Diana, Gary Condit, and Chandra Levy. Again, this tabloid contagion, which afflicts almost all commercial news programs and newspapers, has many unhappy implications, but one obvious one is that the less actual “news” one covers, the less opportunity alleged liberals have to slant it.

Moreover, the deeply intensified demand for profit places renewed pressure on almost all media outlets to appeal to the wealthiest possible consumer base, which pretty much rules out the poor and the oppressed as the topic of investigative entrepreneurship. As New York’s Michael Wolff observed of the creation of two new “leisure” sections in the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal, “They don’t want to be old-fashioned newspapers at all, but information brands, sensibility vehicles, targeted upscale-consumer media outlets. . . . The battle that has been joined is for the hearts and minds of the 2 million or 3 million wealthiest and best-educated people in the nation.” In the not-so-distant past, Wolff notes, this kind of market-driven, consumerist definition of news would have inspired journalistic purists into principled opposition. But, “There’s very little of that now: Any journalist with any career prospects is also a marketer, and packager, and all-around design- and demographic-conscious media professional. Every journalist is also a worried journalist, united with the business side in concerns about ‘being viable.’”29 Even in a tough year like 2001, media companies were demanding—and receiving—profit margins in the 20 percent range.30 There is not much room for an overriding liberal bias on the great issues of the day between that particular rock and hard place, I’m afraid, even with the best (or worst) of intentions. Reporters could be the most liberal people on earth. But for all the reasons discussed above, it would hardly matter. They simply do not “make” the news.

The intensified emphasis on profits of recent years has resulted in a few high-profile scandals in the business. The Los Angeles Times sold its soul to the Staples Center in exchange for a pittance in paid advertising, offering to share advertising revenue in a phony magazine supplement designed to look like a genuine news report. Meanwhile, ABC News almost gave Ted Koppel, its most distinguished journalist, his walking papers for a comedy program with lower ratings but higher advertising profits.  San Jose Mercury-News publisher Jay Harris resigned in a loud and eloquent protest against Knight Ridder’s adherence to the “tyranny of the markets” that he said was destroying his newspaper.31 But no less important than the scandals are the non-scandals, the ones that are perhaps even more egregious in terms of the news values but, for whatever reason, are never brought before the public.

These priorities were never more evident than in the winter of 2002 during the long, drawn-out debate over campaign finance reform. The dramatic events in question dominated domestic coverage for weeks, if not months—a fact that many conservatives attributed to liberal media bias, since Americans, while supportive of reform, did not appear to be passionately interested in the story. But even within this  avalanche of coverage, virtually no one in the media thought it worthwhile to mention that media industry lobbyists had managed to murder a key provision of the bill that would have forced the networks to offer candidates their least expensive advertising rates.32 True, it was a hard story for which to create snappy visuals; “Dead behind the eyes” in Dan Rather’s parlance.33 But why is that not viewed as a challenge rather than a cause for capitulation? Political campaigns have become a get-rich-quick scheme for local television station owners, whose profit margins reflect the high rates they charge for political advertisements. This is no small factor in the mad pursuit of money that characterizes virtually every U.S. political campaign and makes a mockery of our claims to be a “one-person, one-vote” democracy.

Estimates of the income derived from these advertisements are up to $750 million per election cycle and continue to rise.34 The provision in question, originally passed by the Senate by a 69 to 31 margin, died in the House of Representatives following a furious lobbying campaign by the National Association of Broadcasters and the cable television industry. After the House vote, Broadcasting & Cable magazine reported, “Back in their headquarters, the National Association of Broadcasters popped the champagne, deeply appreciative of the strong bipartisan vote stripping the [advertising provision].” The broadcasters’ victory left the United States alone among 146 countries, according to one study, in refusing to provide free television time to political candidates.35


The silent treatment given the advertising amendment was, in many ways, a repeat of the non-coverage of an even more significant story: The 1996 Telecommunications Act. When the Republicans took over Congress in 1994, the party leadership invited telecommunications corporate heads to Washington, sat down with them, and asked, “What do you want?”36 The result, after many millions of dollars worth of lobbying bills, was a milestone of deregulation that vastly increased the ability of the big media conglomerates to increase (and combine) their market share in almost every medium. This expansion came, virtually without exception, at the expense of the smaller voices in those markets. The net result turned out to be a significant diminution in the opportunities for citizens to experience, and participate in, democratic debate.37 Based on a quick perusal of TV listings for 1995, apparently not one of the major TV news magazines of Westinghouse/CBS (48 Hours, 60 Minutes), Disney/Cap Cities/ABC (Primetime Live, 20/20), or General Electric/NBC (Dateline NBC) devoted even a minute of their 300 or so hours of airtime to the bill or the issues that lay beneath it.38 Where, one might ask, were the SCLM when their corporate owners were rewriting the rules of democratic debate to increase their own profits?

Ultimately, as Tom Johnson, former publisher of the LA Times and later president of CNN, would observe, 
It is not reporters or editors, but the owners of the media who decide the quality of the news . . . produced by or televised by their news departments. It is they who most often select, hire, fire, and promote the editors and publishers, top general managers, news directors, and managing editors—the journalists—who run the newsrooms. . . . Owners determine newsroom budgets, and the tiny amount of time and space allotted to news versus advertising. They set the standard of quality by the quality of the people they choose and the news policy they embrace. Owners decide how much profit should be produced from their media properties. Owners decide what quality levels they are willing to support by how well or how poorly they pay their journalists.39






To ignore the power of the money at stake to determine the content of news in the decisions of these executives—given the role money seems to play in every other aspect of our society—is indefensibly childish and naive. The two heads of AOL Time Warner, Gerald Levin and Steve Case, took home a combined $241 million in 2001. Michael Eisner of Disney pulled down nearly $73 million.40 Leave aside the fact that stocks of each of these companies performed miserably in the same years, something you will probably not find discussed much in the myriad media properties they control. Ask yourself if the men and women who earn numbers like these are really sending forth aggressive investigators of financial and political malfeasance, charged, as the saying goes, to “afflict the comfortable and comfort the afflicted”? As longtime editor Harold Evans pointed out, in a situation like the current one, “The problem that many media organizations face is not to stay in business, but to stay in journalism.”  41
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YOU CAN ARGUE ON VARIOUS FRONTS, with different degrees of nuance, that in some instances, bias skews liberal and in others, conservative. But the punditocracy is another matter. This group of commentators who, together with the White House, define the shape and scope of public debate in the elite media is dominated by two qualities: ignorant belligerence and sitcom-like silliness. The pundits are the conservatives’ shock troops. Even the ones who constantly complain about alleged liberal control of the media cannot ignore the vast advantage their side enjoys when it comes to airing their views on television, in the opinion pages, on the radio, and on the Internet.

Take a look at the Sunday talk-shows, the cable chat fests, the op-ed pages and opinion magazines, and the radio talk shows. It can be painful, I know, but try it. How many liberals do you see compared with conservatives? With the exception of Bill Moyers, who appears only on PBS, the most liberal commentator on the broadcast network news for the past half decade has been George Stephanopoulos. When he was appointed to succeed Sam Donaldson and Cokie Roberts on ABC’s This Week, Dick Morris, a Fox News analyst (and Stephanopoulos’s former rival as a Clinton Administration adviser), complained that the appointment “represents the final enshrinement of the liberal establishment media at ABC. Discarding even the pretense of nonpartisanship, the network hires a liberal politician, not even journalist, as its new anchor.”1 But as Paul Glastris, editor of the neoliberal Washington Monthly, observed, before Stephanopoulos was appointed anchor, “Stephanopoulos is supposed to be the liberal counterweight to George Will on ABC’s This Week. He performs the role well when he chooses to, often puncturing Will’s sophisms with the sharp edge of a well-chosen fact. Just as often, however, Stephanopoulos’s palpable desire to be accepted as a journalist leads him to value-neutral how-the-game-is-played analysis, or to gestures of unreciprocated fair-mindedness (‘You know, I have to agree with George Will on this one’).”2 Just before he was elevated to be the host of ABC’s Sunday program, Stephanopoulos received the praise of the Wall Street  Journal’s far-right editorial page. Its television columnist, Tunku Varadarahan, termed him “a good egg” and a “a figure of loathing in Clintonite circles.”3 Yet even this “liberal” voice appears to have been eliminated by ABC by virtue of Stephanopoulos’s ascension to the host’s chair.

On the debut program of ABC’s This Week with George Stephanopoulos, the program contained the extremely conservative George F. Will, but no liberals at all. Condoleezza Rice, the Bush administration’s national security adviser, was respectfully questioned, as was Democratic Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle, though the latter was asked to respond to an extremely critical editorial about the Democrats’ position on Iraq from the hard-line neoconservative editors of the New Republic. During the program’s round table, conservatives were represented by Will and Newsweek’s Fareed Zakaria. The nonpartisan ABC News reporter Michel Martin—another regular—joined as well. Stephanopoulos moderated from a disinterested political perspective. Not a single liberal syllable was spoken during the entire program. And while President Bush’s desire to engage Iraq in a war had been opposed for months by top former members of his father’s administration, numerous retired top military officers, and extremely influential members of the Republican Party in Congress—to say nothing of virtually every world leader save Israel and England—not a single guest or regular panelist spoke up on behalf of these objections.4


The same circumstances held a week later when the guest panelist was Peter Beinart, editor of the Iraq-obsessed New Republic. Zakaria returned for week three and was soon signed up as a permanent member. The Wall Street Journal political editor, John Harwood, was invited to drop by for week four. Meanwhile, viewers hoping to hear a single panelist take issue with George Bush’s (or George Will’s) constant drumbeat for war were still waiting in vain. While a lineup of just hawkish conservatives and straight reporters is, in punditocracy terms, unremarkable, its opposite—one of just liberals and reporters, is barely imaginable. While media cops like Howard Kurtz examined the program for evidence of “lean[ing] toward the Democrats”—forever in the grip of the SCLM myth—no one in the media even mentioned the absence of a liberal or dovish voice.5 And why should they? It’s the norm.

Across virtually the entire television punditocracy, unabashed conservatives dominate, leaving lone liberals to offer themselves up to be beaten up by gangs of marauding right-wingers, most of whom voice views much further toward their end of the spectrum than does any regularly televised liberal. Grover Norquist, the right’s brilliant political organizer, explains his team’s advantage by virtue of the mindset of modern conservatism. “The conservative press is self-consciously conservative and self-consciously part of the team,” he noted. “The liberal press is much larger, but at the same time it sees itself as the establishment press. So it’s conflicted. Sometimes it thinks it needs to be critical of both sides.” Indeed, Glastris observes, “liberal pundits . . . seem far more at ease on journalistic neutral ground, analyzing the strengths and weaknesses  of both sides, rather than in vigorously defending Democrats.”6 Think about it. Who among the liberals can be counted upon to be as ideological, as relentless, and as nakedly partisan as George Will, Bob Novak, Pat Buchanan, Bay Buchanan, William Bennett, William Kristol, Fred Barnes, John McLaughlin, Charles Krauthammer, Paul Gigot, Ben Wattenberg, Oliver North, Kate O’Beirne, Tony Blankley, Ann Coulter, Sean Hannity, Tony Snow, Laura Ingraham, Jonah Goldberg, William F. Buckley Jr., Bill O’Reilly, Alan Keyes, Tucker Carlson, Brit Hume, CNBC’s roundtable of the self-described “wild men” of the Wall Street Journal editorial page, and on and on? In fact, it’s hard to come up with a single journalist/pundit appearing on television who is even remotely as far to the left of the mainstream spectrum as most of these conservatives are to the right. These people, as Glastris noted, “are ideological warriors who attempt with every utterance to advance their cause.”7 To find the same combination of conviction, partisanship, and ideological extremism on the far left, a network would need to convene a “roundtable” featuring Noam Chomsky, Alexander Cockburn, Vanessa Redgrave, and Fidel Castro. Meanwhile, Novak—who has enjoyed at least three shows at a time for decades and sometimes seems to show up at least twenty times a week, and who earned a reputation as the most ideological half of a duo nicknamed “Errors and No-Facts”—insists with a straight face that ABC’s consideration of Stephanopoulos to head the Sunday show in the spring of 2002 “prove[d] that the liberals control the media.”8


It is perhaps indicative of how few liberal pundit/journalists have been given the opportunity to develop their television talents that, when CNN decided to revitalize  Crossfire in the spring of 2002, the network chose two political operatives, Paul Begala and James Carville, to oppose the right-wing journalists Novak and Tucker Carlson. (The liberals were replacing another political operative, Bill Press, who replaced the brilliant, but not-so-liberal, journalist, Mike Kinsley. Before Kinsley, the job was held by Tom Braden, an aging, ex-CIA agent.) Shortly after the arrival of Begala and Carville, Novak lamented that previously, he could “do [the show] in my sleep,” and now worried it would “take a few years to get used to” the new situation.9 Also significantly, as soon as Begala and Carville joined up, Republicans tried to start a boycott of the program, so shocked were they by the experience of actually being asked tough questions. The coda to this story is that MSNBC followed up CNN’s move by hiring Press and Buchanan to host their own two-hour show together. Once again the “respectable” continuum of views on television was displayed for all to see: a likable, establishment Washington-based liberal, and a likable, radical right-wing populist with a soft spot for Nazis.10 All was well in the land of the punditocracy.
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