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PROLOGUE



The Laptop


IN MANY WAYS IT WAS the culmination of one embarrassing journalistic era and the beginning of a new, even more alarming one.


The New York Post, the oldest newspaper in America, which was founded by the suddenly-cool-again Alexander Hamilton, splashed a giant scoop on its tabloid front page on the morning of October 14, 2020: “Biden Secret Emails.” The cover promised “exclusive” details over a several-page spread.


While a New York Post cover may be one of the last vestiges of old print media relevance, the current medium of power for the modern media is digital. The New York Post’s web story was headlined “Smoking-gun email reveals how Hunter Biden introduced Ukrainian businessman to VP dad.”1


It was the first of what would eventually be several stories by the New York Post, then the Daily Mail, then other outlets, based on what is now known as “Hunter Biden’s laptop.” Entire emails were published, but the sourcing was unquestionably sketchy. The owner of a Delaware computer repair shop told the Post that a customer brought in a “water-damaged MacBook Pro for repair,” and never picked it up. Then it was turned over by the repair shop owner to the FBI in December 2019, according to the Post, and a copy of the hard drive was given to former New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani’s lawyer, Robert Costello. The Post got a copy of it after first hearing about it from Steve Bannon in September 2020, and then being provided it by Giuliani shortly before publication.


You could then perhaps understand how national media might tread lightly into this particular story, rather than rush to aggregate the Post’s reporting without verifying it themselves. A presidential election was about to take place in mere weeks, between Hunter’s dad, Joe Biden, and Donald Trump.


But treading lightly was very different from how the story was handled by the press. Instead, what took place was perhaps the most egregious and obvious example of the elite censorship collusion racket between tech companies, government forces, and the national media that we’ve ever seen. Almost instantly, Twitter, media members’ favored social platform for talking and listening—often to one another—made the link to the New York Post’s exclusive inaccessible to be shared publicly, or privately through direct messages. Twitter explained this unprecedented action as a response to its “hacked material policy”—assuming, or perhaps concluding, the material the Post published had been obtained through some sort of hack. Meanwhile Twitter locked the New York Post out of its account until it deleted its tweet linking to the report. In fact, it locked other “blue-check” journalists (verified users with a checkmark next to their Twitter account name) until they deleted their tweets linking to the article. The journalists were far more willing to comply. “I tweeted a link to the NYP story right after it dropped yesterday morning. I immediately reached out to the Biden campaign to see if they had any answer. I wish i had given the story a closer read before tweeting it,” tweeted reporter Jake Sherman, then of Politico. “my goal was not to spread informatoin. my goal was to raise questions about the story—as i did in subsequent tweets—and see how the biden campaign was going to respond. They later did respond.” He continued, “My account is clearly no longer suspended. I deleted the tweet.”2


You can see the utter panic from Sherman’s tweet with the spelling and capitalization issues. He dared to link to the New York Post—the horror!—and couldn’t tweet for a little while.


Facebook took similar extreme actions against the report. Andy Stone, a comms exec at the company who previously served on Democratic staffs, tweeted the company would be “pre-ducing” the reach of the story—reducing the spread of the story in advance of a fact check: “While I will intentionally not link to the New York Post, I want [to] be clear that this story is eligible to be fact checked by Facebook’s third-party fact checking partners. In the meantime, we are reducing its distribution on our platform.”3


That sentiment was shared by journalists too, who urged others to pretend the article simply did not exist. Kyle Griffin, a prolific tweeter who moonlights as a top producer of MSNBC TV shows, tweeted, “No one should link to or share that NY Post ‘report.’ You can discuss the obvious flaws and unanswerable questions in the report without amplifying what appears to be disinformation.”4


Ignore the story, directed Griffin. Linking to the New York Post would be “amplifying” potential “disinformation.” This was the instinctual response of a media community that had become conditioned over the past few years to suppress anything that could potentially help a figure and political movement it deemed to be unacceptable and an existential threat to democracy itself. An industry that suppressed and ultimately abandoned its own inclination toward curiosity, in the service of a mission it deemed greater and more important. We can’t let the readers themselves decide—what if they draw the wrong conclusions?!


But it was even deeper. The media wasn’t overly outraged about the egregious overreach from Twitter and other social platforms against a media outlet because it had journalistic PTSD from 2016. There were two factors at the core of the media’s relative silence on the matter: guilt and fear. The press truly believed they were partly responsible for Donald Trump’s shocking victory over Hillary Clinton four years earlier, thanks to their coverage of her emails, the early easier treatment they gave him during the primary, and more. They felt guilty—and were not going to make that same mistake again.


And then there was the fear. The social media ostracization. The attacks from their colleagues. Maggie Haberman of the New York Times previously worked at the Post, and she dared to link to the story early on the fourteenth, even though she was questioning the sourcing of it. By the afternoon she was trending on Twitter as “MAGA Haberman” for her supposed crime.


Twitter ultimately reversed itself and made the link accessible by that night. But the New York Post wasn’t “unlocked” and able to use its account for more than two weeks. In the days that followed, the media would pivot to a new storyline—that the laptop story was part of a Russian disinformation campaign. This was spun from a group of former intelligence officials, some of whom were paid contributors at the media organizations. “US authorities investigating if recently published emails are tied to Russian disinformation effort targeting Biden” was the headline of a massive, six-bylined report published by CNN two days after the Post’s story and discussed incessantly for days to come on air.5


“It seemed to me an absolutely classic case of a liberal, skewed mainstream media and social media, and tech giant empire, all conspiring to suppress a story which could have damaged Joe Biden’s chances of being president had they pursued it with the same vigor that they’re pursuing it now,” Piers Morgan, former CNN host and now a host at TalkTV and a New York Post columnist, told me, in one of more than two dozen exclusive interviews I conducted for this book.


“I think there’s a really, really worrying tendency on the left and the mainstream media and the Democratic Party to censor anything undesirable as if that would make it go away,” Shawn McCreesh, who worked at the New York Times at the time the Post published its first Hunter Biden story in October 2020, and now works for New York magazine, told me. “… The media writ large, and certainly the New York Times, was so scarred and filled with regret by the way it covered Hillary’s emails. So when Hunter’s laptop came along, they were just so weary of it. But instead of either burying the story inside the paper, or just touching it lightly, the way they tried to wiggle out of covering it was by insinuating that it might not have even been real, which was a huge mistake, because of course everybody knew it was real. It was knowable. It was so obviously real.”


But McCreesh sees another reason for the lack of coverage: Trump himself. “As usual, Trump is so ham-fisted and moronic about the way he goes about stuff. To have Rudy [Giuliani] out there, frothing at the mouth, was so disgusting that nobody wanted to cover it because it just felt so plainly like you’d be doing their bidding if you did. Yes, damaging stories and campaigns are often the result of reporters accepting oppo, but Trump World was so vile in the way that they pushed it that nobody wanted to touch it. Except of course the Post, which should not have been censored by Twitter. I think that should have alarmed more liberals, and it mystifies me as to why it has not.”


What would have happened if the roles were reversed? Maybe if it was some emails obtained through dubious means by the Biden campaign about, say, Donald Trump Jr.? And what if Twitter applied that same “hacked material policy” and locked that juicy scoop down? “Flip the political polarity of the story and see what would have happened,” Bob Ley, longtime ESPN anchor, told me. “It would have been a five-alarm fire.”


The lack of journalistic outrage was most notable to Salena Zito, a former New York Post reporter. “If you ignore something that’s happening in your profession, because it’s happening to someone you’re competing with that maybe doesn’t share your ideological views… Because it’s happening to one and it’s not happening to you, [it] doesn’t mean they’re not going to come for you eventually,” she told me. “That’s the first thing that as a journalist, you should be concerned [about] is your profession, not as the team you work on, but your profession as a whole.”


Fox News host Tucker Carlson told me he knew instantly the laptop was real, because emails between him and Hunter Biden were on it. “The second those emails started circulating among reporters, someone sent me one from me, because I had known him,” he told me. “He had quit drinking. I had quit drinking. I was talking about sobriety. He was struggling with it, you know, and I still feel sorry for him actually. I always liked him, for the record, until he went off the deep end and started doing a ton of blow; his life fell apart.”


Carlson was one of the few in the media who took it seriously at the time—and took heat for giving this potential “disinformation” a platform. “To see that suppressed and then dismissed by these intel community figures told you… the censorship regime is total,” Carlson told me. “Like, we don’t live in a free country, if you can’t read that in the weeks before a presidential election. I mean, highly relevant information, then is that a free and fair election? The answer is no, it’s not a free and fair election.”


Will Cain of Fox News agrees it “swayed” the 2020 election. “Hunter Biden’s story should send shivers up the spine of every American because it was the canary in the coal mine,” he told me.


John Roberts is a longtime Fox News reporter and host, but spent even longer at CNN and CBS News before that. He wasn’t shocked by the way the story unfolded. “It was no surprise to me that most of the elements of the so-called mainstream media didn’t want to touch it with a ten-foot pole,” he told me. “But what bothered me as a journalist is the fact that there was evidence out there, and the evidence was real. I saw it… The evidence that I saw looked like it was credible and legitimate, and so many people in the mainstream media just dismissed it out of hand and went with the talking point from the Biden campaign that this was all Russian disinformation, because it was something that was easy for the left to digest.”


“I think it’s a really dangerous proposition,” former New York Times reporter Amy Chozick told me. Chozick has covered many presidential campaigns and wrote a book on her time covering Hillary Clinton. “We’re dismissing things that could be damaging toward the people we perceive as the ‘good guys’ or the ‘bad guys.’ However you feel about Trump or Biden, I do think it further diminishes, further erodes, the trust in the media, when it looks like you’re hammering Russia, Russia, Russia, Russia. Russia, on the Trump side, and then there’s one little hint of impropriety on the Biden side, and it’s like, ‘we can’t even talk about that. We can’t even acknowledge that, God forbid, because the other side is so bad.’ I think it’s dangerous.”


Ben Smith, formerly the lead media columnist at the New York Times and longtime editor of BuzzFeed, told me the Hunter Biden story stands out because it’s something of an isolated incident. “It is the iconic story about the tech industry suppressing a piece of journalism that favored conservatives and you’re still talking about it two years later, because I’ve not seen a series of other examples of it,” he told me. But, he said, “People thought it was some kind of Russian intelligence operation, which was an overreaction, which there wasn’t evidence for, which I never really bought.”


Rich McHugh, a longtime investigative journalist previously at NBC News and other outlets, sees the tech suppression as a huge problem. “It’s shameful. It shouldn’t be happening with Big Tech,” he told me. “… It’s this curious time where these major corporations are dictating what news we get. And I think there’s inherent problems in that. It shouldn’t be that way.”


The Hunter Biden laptop story would ultimately be verified as authentic and not “Russian disinformation” by outlets like the New York Times and Washington Post—close to eighteen months later. But the damage was done. The moment exposed the truth about the decline of the media, and the reality of its erosion of principles. It was in many ways the end of the Trump Era of journalism, and the beginning of an even more corrosive era of censorship that was to come.
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INTRODUCTION



AT SOME POINT, THE AMERICAN media shifted from reality to reality show. There are without a doubt myriad reasons this could be the case, but the fact remains that it’s no longer really about reporting the truth, and instead it’s about—well, a lot of other factors.


This book will attempt to figure out what those are, how we got here, and how we can get ourselves back on track.


Because make no mistake—things are off track. According to the most recent Gallup poll in October 2021, trust in “mass media” is at its second lowest point ever, with just 36 percent of Americans saying they have either a “great deal” or even a “fair amount” of trust in the media.1


Gallup has been tracking this number for decades. Back in the 1970s, somewhere between 68 and 72 percent of Americans trusted the media. In 2003, that number was down to a much lower but still respectable 54 percent. But since then it hasn’t cracked 50 percent, dipping to 32 percent at its lowest point in 2016. Unsurprisingly, there’s a split along party lines. 68 percent of Democrats trusted the media in 2021, while only 11 percent of Republicans did. But perhaps most concerning in the latest poll is the independents line. That growing group of independents in America have reached a near-record low of just 31 percent trusting the media—that’s down eleven points from 2018.


That poll is not an outlier, it’s the norm. The PR giant Edelman puts out an annual “trust barometer” across various industries, and they found in 2021 that trust in traditional media hit record lows (same for trust in social media).2 In a recent USA Today/Suffolk poll, independents were asked which media outlets they trusted the most, and the number one response, with 38 percent of the vote, was “none.”3


Uncovered will lay out five overarching problems with the media, from a form of bias that’s more alarming than political, to a broken incentive structure leading to self-inflicted wounds, to coziness with the powerful elite the industry is supposed to cover from a distance. Following each of the five chapters on the problems, I’ll show various examples of how each of these problems play out in practice. In between, I’ll introduce some case studies, talk through some concepts that help illustrate the current state of the media, and dive into specifics. At the end we’ll see if we can fix this thing. Okay—that’s a little ambitious, but I’ll try to lay out some tangible ways the media can improve.


Along the way I’ll bring you perspectives from more than two dozen current and former members of the media, all bringing their own real-world experience to the discussion. Unlike other books, there will be no “on background” quotes in here—where I give someone the anonymity of a “TV insider” to dish some dirt or to hide behind the curtain. That’s a bad behavior of the press, and it’s part of the reason the public trusts the media less. So I’m not going to contribute to that.


Instead, these individuals will share their unvarnished opinions and bring you the truth—at least the truth as they see it. And I’ll do the same. I’ve been in and around the media world for more than a dozen years—with stops at CNN, TheBlaze, NBC, Fox News, and as a media reporter for Mediaite and TVNewser. I’m outside the media apparatus now, living in Dallas, but working as the executive producer of The Megyn Kelly Show. I love the media—I want it to be better. But it’s not going to get better unless it gets serious about what’s wrong in the first place.


Before we get too far down the road of talking about “the media,” let’s define what we’re talking about.


Concept: Acela Media


Sometime around 2014 I thought I invented a term called the “Acela Media.” After a Twitter search, I saw I wasn’t the first one to use it. But I’ve adopted it as the most precise explanation of a certain kind of “media” I’m largely talking about. The Acela is the high-speed Amtrak train that flies down the Acela Corridor—starting at Boston in the north and going down to Washington, DC, in the south.


Sorry, Boston, but my version of the Acela Corridor is New York City to Washington—NYC to DC. It’s a trip that many in the media make with great regularity. So much of the media apparatus operates between the two cities, and the Acela is the easiest way to hop between the two metropolises. I took the Acela from NYC to DC and back many times working at CNN, especially during the 2012 election season (although I also flew down to Atlanta about twenty times, back when that was the hub of the network).


So the Acela Media is basically the media that’s situated in NYC and DC—which are all your major TV networks, most of your major newspapers, most major digital outlets. But the Acela Media also represents something else. There are lots of towns and neighborhoods between NYC and DC on the Acela that are not part of the “elite” media environment. They aren’t getting invited to the fancy parties. They aren’t even riding the Acela. The Acela speeds right past these towns. It’s not interested in the local stops. It has places to go—fast. And so the Acela Media brings with it a level of egotism and self-absorption.


There are other terms you might see that describe the media. There’s the “establishment media,” largely represented by older outlets both in TV and print. There’s the “legacy media,” which is encapsulated by the broadcast networks in particular. There’s the “corporate media,” which includes a broader range of media outlets that are particularly beholden to either shareholders or investors, and therefore editorial decisions must on some level be financially motivated. There’s the “mainstream media,” which is similar to the Acela Media, but is more boring.


I also want to tell you where I come from—my philosophy and mission. I started the Fourth Watch newsletter in December 2019, covering the media, which was the precursor to this book. “Fourth Watch” refers to the Fourth Estate, or fourth power. The “Fourth Estate” refers to the press, or news media. In America, the Fourth Estate is often referred to in contrast to the three branches of government. But I prefer the European definition. The Fourth Estate was a separate entity from the nobility, the clergy, and the commoners. There were two ends of the spectrum when it came to the elite, and then there was the people—and the press was the conduit in between, the distiller.


Fourth Watch launched with four key pillars: intellectual honesty, intellectual consistency, intellectual curiosity, and intellectual discomfort. Honesty and consistency—independence from either political party, independence from any established belief. And curiosity and discomfort—a never-ending desire to be challenged, to interrogate our own beliefs. Disagreement strongly welcomed.


In that spirit, I’ll try to live up to that philosophy here. Nuance over nonsense.


One of the first pieces of business to wrestle with is whether any of this matters at all. Is the media important, or is it frivolous? I have mixed feelings. On one hand, journalists are not saving the world. Most are not doing work that makes a difference, like a firefighter or a social worker or a doctor. The media, by and large, takes itself too seriously. There are countless examples, but one that sticks out is MSNBC’s Katy Tur, appearing on a late night show shortly after Trump was inaugurated in 2017, saying “like firefighters who run into a fire, journalists run towards a story.”4


But at the same time, when working properly, the press can serve a valuable function in society. The public relies on the media to tell them the truth—to inform them. People are busy, now more than ever. They have families, and lives, and jobs. If they want to know “the news,” they should be able to get it—and get it from a place that they trust, and that deserves their trust. It is a responsibility in that sense. And the public relies on the press to hold power to account.


And then, on some level, the media of today has a job to do when it comes to entertaining the public. I know we don’t want to talk about that, but what happens in the news has become more a part of our culture than ever before. The media should know that sometimes people sit in front of the TV to watch twenty minutes of cable news because they think it’s fun, or funny, and hey, if they find out a little information, even better.


I also think there’s an inherent privilege in being able to think about these issues, and talk about them, and write about them—for a living. I feel very lucky to be able to do this, and I don’t take this opportunity lightly. It’s not easy, but it’s also what I love, and not many people get to make a living doing what they love.


I don’t have all the answers—and I’m not going to try to come to some overriding conclusions when they aren’t there. I’ll try to live by example and approach this with humility and introspection, and let the mess and nuance happen naturally, rather than try to pretend everything is neat and tidy. Nothing is black-and-white—the world is full of gray areas. Doesn’t that make it more fun?


So here we go. I’m excited to begin this conversation with you, and I hope you’re open to the journey too.
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CHAPTER 1



The Way It Was, and How It Got Weird


WHATEVER YOU THINK OF WHEN you recall the story of Ferguson, it’s very likely wrong. On August 9, 2014, an eighteen-year-old Black man in Ferguson, Missouri, Michael Brown, was shot and killed by a white police officer, Darren Wilson. This was after Trayvon Martin, but before much of what would come with the social justice movement. And notably, this was before Donald Trump took an escalator ride down and announced he was running for president.


But this was the moment I believe the media changed—or at least began the metamorphosis into what it would become during the Trump Era.


Perhaps what you remember of Ferguson was the phrase “hands up, don’t shoot.” It became a rallying cry for the early social justice protests. It was what Michael Brown was reported to have said to Officer Wilson before Wilson shot and killed him. An iconic segment on CNN in December 2014 featured three white pundits holding up their hands in the same solidarity gesture as others around the country.1


The next month a CNN journalist would write that “‘Hands up, don’t shoot’ has become shorthand for police mistreatment of minorities, one that’s spreading beyond traditional protest scenes,” under the headline “Why ‘Hands Up, Don’t Shoot’ Resonates, Regardless of Evidence.”2


In March 2015, the Obama justice department would issue their report on the incident, and the Ferguson police department generally. They cleared Wilson of wrongdoing, concluding Wilson’s version of the events was accurate: Brown punched him, tried to grab his gun, started running away, then turned and charged at him. And most notably, there was no evidence that “hands up, don’t shoot” was ever uttered.3


In fact, the Washington Post would describe the “hands up, don’t shoot” storyline as one of the biggest Pinocchios of 2015—or biggest lies of the year.4 In a powerful Post column, Jonathan Capehart concluded, “We must never allow ourselves to march under the banner of a false narrative on behalf of someone who would otherwise offend our sense of right and wrong. And when we discover that we have, we must acknowledge it, admit our error and keep on marching. That’s what I’ve done here.”5


How many people who saw all the media coverage in 2014 and early 2015 still believe Michael Brown said “hands up, don’t shoot”?


But that’s not the end of the story either. Because while the DOJ investigation into the Ferguson police department cleared Wilson in the shooting of Brown, and also found no evidence of Wilson’s racial animus, it found countless examples of racism and poor policing in the department as a whole. Racist emails were sent between police and other city officials. Arrest warrants were seemingly used as threats for payments. Over a two-year period, every single person arrested for “resisting arrest” was Black.6


The DOJ concluded that the disparities in arrests, tickets, and use of force existed because of an “unlawful bias” in the department.7 If anything, the one officer accused of being a racist was apparently one of the few in the city who wasn’t. The media made Wilson out to be a racist—a bad apple. But in the end, it turns out the story was more complicated and nuanced—and implicated the entire department.


Separately, the Ferguson story revealed the crackdown on journalism by those in power—like the cops. Washington Post reporter Wesley Lowery was arrested while covering the protests, as was Huffington Post’s Ryan Reilly.8 Trey Yingst, a journalist for News2Share, who went on to work at Fox News, was arrested too.9 In fact, outrageously, nearly a dozen journalists were arrested or detained during the post-shooting protests.10 It’s an example for why we need a reliable, trustworthy press—when the system works, the public can rely on journalists to go and get the story, despite the risks to their own safety.


The cases against Lowery and Reilly continued after 2014 too, with them being charged in 2015 and ultimately having the charges dropped in 2016.11


That sort of criminalization of journalism should outrage all Americans. And it’s important for the press to cover these stories. But to what degree? I later interviewed Lowery while the George Floyd protests were sweeping the country, and he described how the media coverage—especially the TV coverage—could drift into “riot porn” territory.12 One journalist who has been on the ground for many of these social justice protests, and the tangential riot offshoots, is MSNBC’s Ali Velshi, who was there in Ferguson and later in the summer of 2020 protests.


“You cannot hold people to account if you do not expose yourself to the bearing of witness. Sometimes you just gotta show it, and it may take days or weeks or months or years to determine what ‘it’ that you showed the viewer is—what’s actually happening there,” Ali Velshi told me. “When we say the shooting of Michael Brown wasn’t racially motivated—I think there’s a distinction in my mind between someone who’s a racist who does something or something that happens because of structures in our society that are unfair. So I think the second applies in that case. And I think that’s what we’ve learned—that there’s a lot of nuance about this. Something can be borne out of a system that’s unfair, that may not make every participant in it a racist or culpable of racism… I do think the only contribution I can have to this is constantly bearing witness, and then allowing for that conversation on an ongoing basis.”


Few stories are uncomplicated. Nothing is easy. And the media doesn’t serve us well to treat complicated stories with nuance-free coverage.


A few months before Ferguson, an eye-opening article in National Journal and CBS News from Major Garrett exposed a side of the media-government relationship like few other stories do. With the headline “The Pen, the Phone, and Stray Voltage,” Garrett went on to peel back the curtain of a political strategy spearheaded by one of President Obama’s top aides, David Plouffe, known as the “stray voltage” theory. “The theory goes like this: Controversy sparks attention, attention provokes conversation, and conversation embeds previously unknown or marginalized ideas in the public consciousness,” wrote Garrett. “This happens, Plouffe theorizes, even when—and sometimes especially when—the White House appears defensive, besieged, or off-guard.”13


At the time he wrote about it, Garrett was describing a “gender pay gap” controversy that the White House was dealing with. Or, put in the new “stray voltage” context, it was a controversy that the Obama White House was actively courting, and creating. At its core, the strategy was put into place to manipulate both the media and the public—and it was extremely effective. By introducing an idea into the information ecosystem designed to elicit a controversy or a distraction, it presented the Obama White House an opportunity. The diversion was planted, and the subservient press was happy to participate—consciously or subconsciously.


In truth, the Obama White House treated the Acela Media very poorly, and the masochistic press ate it up while continuing to deify the commander-in-chief. The Obama administration used the Espionage Act to target reporters and sources for doing the job of journalism more than all other administrations combined—including the Trump administration.14 The Department of Justice under Obama secretly obtained the phone records of AP reporters.15 They spied on Fox News reporter James Rosen.16


Another reporter, New York Times’s James Risen, was pressured to reveal his confidential sources by the DOJ and Eric Holder. He concluded that the Obama administration was “the greatest enemy of press freedom in a generation,”17 and later, before Trump took office, wrote a column in the Times on why “If Donald Trump Targets Journalists, Thank Obama.”18


In a New York Times Magazine profile of Obama’s top aide Ben Rhodes, Rhodes bragged about how “we created an echo chamber” in the media by building personal relationships with journalists and pundits. “They were saying things that validated what we had given them to say,” said Rhodes.19


I go through these examples to illustrate a few points. First, it’s good to remember that the stories we see in the press, and about the press, are nuanced—nothing is black-and-white. Also, while the Trump administration did not treat the press well, and the media was outraged by the relationship (in some cases, members went a little crazy because of it), the poor treatment of the press didn’t begin with Trump either. And most importantly, the issues in the media that were exacerbated during the Trump Era didn’t begin with the election of Trump. They existed to some extent already.


But ultimately they are just examples—they are symptoms. We need to address the underlying problems at the root of what’s ailing our American press.


20




















CHAPTER 2



Geographic Bias


ONE OF THE MOST COMMON misconceptions that exists about the media is the idea that politics, or a political bias in favor of the left over the right, is what informs media mistakes, or drives media malpractice. “Politics” is too easy an out for the press—and it only scratches the surface of what’s at the core of the matter.


There’s no denying that much of the media leans left. The mainstream, establishment press is made up of liberals who often vote for Democrats.1 But there are deeper issues at play, and allowing politics to envelop what ails the industry ignores so many other factors.


As I’ll detail later in the book, how can a political bias explain what happened with Bernie Sanders when he ran for president in 2016 or 2020? How can it explain the stories the media gets wrong or ignores that have absolutely nothing to do with politics at all?


There’s an overriding bias that is far more pervasive in the corporate media today, and it is one of geography. A geographic bias brings with it a level of blind spots and ignorance. And while the corporate media today holds tremendous power, it is powerful in a very specific and isolated way. It’s why it’s the first major problem with the modern media.


The entertainment power center in America, and perhaps the world, exists almost exclusively in Los Angeles. The tech power center in America is largely based in and around San Francisco and Silicon Valley. Similarly, the media power centers are almost exclusively based in New York City and Washington, DC.


While DC provides a powerful outlet for media to liaise and engage with government officials, New York City is the home to the corporate headquarters of almost every major media outlet outside of the ones specifically based in DC, like the Washington Post. And for those who are unfamiliar with New York City, I want to walk you through just how isolated it actually is. Let’s say you wanted to visit the offices where the top media executives in America worked. You could start your journey at CNN, currently located on 33rd Street and Eleventh Avenue. Then hop north and east a bit to the New York Times, on 41st Street and Eighth Avenue. Go north and east a bit farther, and you’ll hit NBC News and MSNBC on 48th Street and Sixth Avenue, and then for good measure go literally across the street to Fox News and the Wall Street Journal. Then take a brisk walk north to ABC News, on 66th Street and Columbus Avenue (roughly Ninth Avenue). And finally go west and south a bit to CBS News, on 57th and Tenth Avenue.


If you’re efficient, you could hit each of these locations in the span of approximately ninety minutes. And now you’ve visited the offices where a large portion of the top decision-makers in the media work each day. These buildings in New York City, like so many in NYC, are full of transplants from all over the country and all over the world. But they have arrived at a single geographic destination, and are far away from the bulk of the population that consumes their content.


When so much of our media is geographically isolated in one city, in a short thirty-block stretch of a small but densely packed island on the far east coast of America, bias is inevitably going to creep in. Perhaps it does so subconsciously. But it can be very noticeable to those who consume the media, and it manifests in several damaging ways.


The audience often doesn’t have much choice in the matter but to consume a geographically biased national press. Salena Zito has spent the past few years traversing America and covering politics and policy by actually embedding in the communities themselves. She was one of the few who correctly saw the Trump phenomenon coming, and she wrote about it in her excellent 2018 book, The Great Revolt.


“We have massive newsroom deserts across the country,” Zito told me. “Local news is evaporating. When local news evaporates, you go to a larger entity to get your news. And the more that [happened,] people sort of gravitated towards the national news… What they didn’t understand is that people in the newsrooms that were their local news reporters, the reason why you didn’t hear like fake news or bias or whatever, was because those people were geographically rooted to where they worked. Not only did they work in the newsroom, they lived in the community. They coached their kids’ softball, they were an usher at your church, you know, they were in the Rotary Club. They were invested in that community. It doesn’t matter if they were left or right. They were rooted.”


Some of the geographic bias is created by decisions made at the executive level, based on the business model of the industry. Joel Cheatwood was a longtime executive at CNN, Fox News, and throughout local news. While the national media may hope on some level to cover the full country, the incentives are not necessarily there. “The national media, the legacy media, is sticking true to that formula,” he told me. “It’s been around forever, which is the ratings come from New York, LA, Chicago, and Houston and Dallas, and that’s basically where we’re going to put our focus.”


When Cheatwood was at CNN, he recalls pitching a plan to develop a show for Anderson Cooper that would put Cooper on a bus going throughout the country, avoiding the power centers like New York, DC, and LA. “It was all for the purpose of getting out of that ivory tower syndrome of ‘we have to be in the major markets because that’s where the ratings were,’” he said. “And they just didn’t quite get it. You know, it’d be like, ‘yeah, but we have to do well in New York, we have to do well in Washington.’ And I don’t think they’re by any stretch of the imagination out of that mindset, because that’s still how the financial metric is situated.”


It’s worth noting that during Cheatwood’s time at CNN, the network’s headquarters was actually based outside the Acela Media, in Atlanta. But the shift away from Atlanta as the network’s hub began during my time at the network—so while primary election nights in 2012 were held in Atlanta, the general election coverage was held in DC, and trips to Atlanta became fewer and fewer. By the time I left CNN the next year, nearly every hour of programming originated from New York or DC.


Ali Velshi has traveled around the country as a host on CNN and then MSNBC. He says there’s an appetite for a sort of dialogue that we don’t normally see modeled in our corporate media. “It’s going to be a series of little conversations,” he told me. “We in the media have to model them for the public. And when the public starts to do that, politicians will say you know what? My answer lies in modeling discourse, dialogue and debate, not in modeling extremist views. I’m gonna shed the extremists on either side of the spectrum in favor of the broad middle, who really is curious and wants a discussion… I think the road is there.”


Of course, being isolated by geography will inevitably lead to biases beyond just geography. “Where are your major networks headquartered? New York and California, and then they have big bureaus in DC,” said John Roberts. “Those are all three very Democratic places. If you had a news network that was headquartered in Orlando, you probably would have a really interesting mix of political backgrounds. Because Orlando is a very purple area of the country. The I-4 corridor is one of the biggest swing districts in America. And so you get a lot of Republicans, you get a lot of Democrats, and you get a tremendous number of independents. And those political ideologies would fit into the mix of whatever that news organization was doing. But when you have a news network, it’s headquartered in New York, and then its biggest bureau is in DC and then Los Angeles, three Democratic strongholds, you can probably surmise that the majority of people’s political leanings are going to be Democratic.”


At the core of geographic bias is a lack of trust that the elite Acela Media has toward its own audience. That lack of trust stems from ignorance, and ignorance plus arrogance can be a deadly combination.


We’re going to spend a lot of time on the COVID-19 pandemic later this chapter and throughout the book, which both served as a media story on its own and became a slate to graft so many problems that already existed in the media onto one of the most serious stories of our lifetime. But shortly before the pandemic kicked off in earnest in America, a viral tweet told a story that’s important to spend some time on. On February 28, 2020, CNN tweeted to its tens of millions of followers the following results of a poll: “38 percent of Americans wouldn’t buy Corona beer ‘under any circumstances’ because of the coronavirus, according to a recent survey. Just to be abundantly clear: There is no link between the virus and the beer.”2 This has been retweeted more than 40,000 times and liked more than 60,000 times. The most liked reply to the tweet has hundreds of retweets and another 10,000 likes, and concludes: “38 percent of Americans like trump. Think there’s a connection?”3


The problem with this tweet and the corresponding article is it’s absolutely false. First of all, the poll is not scientific in any way. A PR company put out a press release saying they surveyed 700 or so “beer drinkers,” and found that the coronavirus pandemic could be bad for the brand Corona.4 But the 38 percent figure actually refers to the percentage of “beer-drinking Americans” who would not buy Corona—not those who would not buy it, as the CNN tweet says, “because of the coronavirus.” That number is actually represented in the survey, though—of those who actually drink Corona, a measly 4 percent said they would now stop drinking Corona because of coronavirus.


Yes, this is a stupid poll and a stupid story. But it’s representative of the sort of elite disdain media outlets have for the population at large. Did not a single person pause to think that perhaps 40 percent of “beer-drinkers” aren’t as dense as the tweet and article ultimately imply? No, because they don’t trust their audience. Because they spend their time isolated from large swaths of their own consumers.


But trust goes both ways.


Concept: The Temperature Test


Imagine you’re in a foreign location—somewhere very unlike where you live and where you’re comfortable. This location has an unfamiliar climate and terrain, and you feel very much out of your element. Now for the sake of this hypothetical, you step outside of a house in this location where you are staying. You survey the landscape, and then you re-enter the house and turn on the TV, which happens to be playing a news broadcast. In this news broadcast, you watch as the weather report comes on. In a strange twist of fate, the weather report happens to be giving the temperature for the exact location where you currently are staying.


Having just been outside, you make a guess what the forecaster will say the temperature is. Let’s say you think it’s 74 degrees Fahrenheit. If the meteorologist says the temperature is 71 degrees, or 77 degrees, it wouldn’t give you much pause at all. We all have a general feeling about temperature, but no one can perfectly determine the exact temperature.


What if he relayed a further deviation, though? What if the meteorologist said it was, say, 67 degrees, or 81 degrees? Could you get to 62 degrees, or 86 degrees, and still believe him? That’s a bit more off than you would think, but you could easily give him the benefit of the doubt still. You’re in a foreign location. Perhaps the climate is messing with you a bit. It’s unfamiliar to you, and after all, the guy on TV is the expert.


Now imagine you’re watching this broadcast, making a guess that it’s 74 degrees, and instead the forecaster says it’s 38 degrees. You double check. Is he talking about Fahrenheit? Yes. 38 degrees Fahrenheit.


It would be logical at this point that you’d simply think it was a mistake. That sort of discrepancy would make no sense. Sure, it’s a place you’ve never been before, but you know what 38 degrees feels like, and this is not that.


Suddenly your whole philosophy changes. This meteorologist is wrong. He surely must not be an expert after all. In fact, it’s also easy to see how suddenly you’re even more confident in your original projection of 74 degrees. Suddenly, the flexibility you once had to believe in the deviation outside your perceived temperature is evaporating. No, it’s 74 degrees. Not 77. Not 75. 74.


You dig your heels in. And you certainly lose confidence in the man on TV.


This is what I call “The Temperature Test,” and it’s a good corollary for the cause and effect in a corporate media that exhibits traits of geographic bias (among other problems). Audiences are willing to have some flexibility, and deference, when it comes to their media outlets. The press are the experts, and audiences don’t have the time or resources to study up on every issue. They rely on the experts in the media to distill for them what matters, and, most importantly, what’s accurate.


And so, yes, perhaps the media will give them an impression about an issue, or about an entire country, that feels unfamiliar. An audience may begin to be skeptical but will go along cautiously to a point. But that can only go so far.


At some point, a media that insists on telling a story in a way that is entirely unfamiliar to the audience will lead to a backlash. This certainly is the case with Donald Trump, which we’ll dive into much more in later chapters. But it’s also more broadly the case with the Trump Era, and the divisiveness displayed on cable news panels or through op-eds tailor-made for a Twitter audience over-indexing in NYC and DC.


And the reason this is so deleterious to the corporate press is because when it loses the trust of the audience, it makes the audience skeptical of everything—even when the press is telling the story straight. Suddenly an audience of Americans outside this Acela Media bubble will dig their heels in and dispute whatever storyline they’re being fed. And then in instances where the press is actually more accurate than an audience is giving it credit for, the audience’s distrust of the “expert” leads them to believe their own feel for the temperature of the moment.


The Temperature Test can be applied to every story. Does it feel right? And at what temperature will a willing audience suddenly turn against the man on the TV?
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So how does this geographic bias get solved? It’s not just about hiring a bunch of journalists from places outside the Acela corridor and flying them into the same newsrooms. “I do think it’s entirely too New York City, Washington DC, Los Angeles–centric, and it’s not that they only hire people from those areas,” said Will Cain, who is from outside of Dallas, Texas. “But the people that leave Middle America and join this industry are often people that hate where they came from.”


Salena Zito points out the way to balance these national newsrooms is through culture, not politics. Cultural diversity can be a big differentiator. “They didn’t go to a community college. They don’t own a gun, they don’t know how to operate a gun. They would never consider being pro-life,” she said of the general crop of legacy media journalists in national newsrooms. “And yet that’s what the people are that are covering them, even if they are a Democrat or Republican. They have no cultural tissue, no connection to them. There’s a geographic bias because they don’t know anybody like them. When they cover something they don’t know, it tends to be an oddity, tends to be a freak, because they didn’t grow up with anyone like that, that they live in these sort of super zip codes that are oftentimes the center of wealth and power, like Washington, DC, New York, and Silicon Valley. Everyone went to the same kinds of schools. Everyone goes to the same kinds of place to eat or drink and the people that they hang out with share their worldview. And they’re covering people who do not share their worldview and they’re looked at as odd.”


Amy Chozick of the New York Times, who grew up in Texas, has seen this sort of cultural dissonance within newsrooms in the Acela Media firsthand. “It’s about finding journalists who have family in the military, who go to church every Sunday or are religious Jews,” she said of the need for certain kinds of cultural diversity in national newsrooms. “Journalists who have different experiences, journalists who have shot a gun. I mean, it was small things, but just being from Texas, I have a cousin in the Air Force, I’ve shot a gun. Like all of these things, you didn’t meet anyone else in the newsroom, or very rarely did you meet anyone with those experiences in the newsroom. This predates the Times. When I was just starting at the Wall Street Journal, I was going home to Texas and the business editor was like, ‘Oh, that’s so interesting. You should check out a Walmart while you’re there.’ I was like, ‘Where do you think we shopped?’… But I think it’s very important. And it’s hard. Like it’s easy to hire people who went to Dalton and Harvard and worked at the New York Times, it’s very hard to find a really cool reporter at the Detroit Free Press, or the columnist in St. Louis.”


When you have a geographic bias and are tasked with covering a country that’s unfamiliar to you, journalism becomes more like anthropology. You’re on a mission to explore new cultures and report back about the strange locals you’re encountering. We get helicopter journalism—touching down in a community, hitting a diner or two to grab some local colorful quotes, and jetting back to the NYC newsroom to file the report. The story doesn’t delve beyond the surface or, worse, misses the story entirely.


We saw a lot of problems with COVID reporting, but the hypocrisy that came from geographically biased COVID coverage was some of the most glaring of the past several years.


Case Study: COVID Hypocrisy


It’s always important to read beyond a headline. Headlines in mainstream media are largely not the work of the author of the piece (a point that will lead to a major issue a few chapters from now). But headlines are powerful—they can stick with you, in ways a really juicy passage of a lengthy, nuanced article can’t. I’ll always remember a headline from The Atlantic in April of 2020, a few weeks after the COVID pandemic really began: “Georgia’s Experiment in Human Sacrifice.”5


The article was a reference to some slight pandemic restrictions being eased by the southern state. People were scared in the early days of the pandemic—I get it. But the ominous prediction from The Atlantic’s Amanda Mull never came to be. Sure, cases, and hospitalizations and deaths, in Georgia and throughout the country—in every single state—eventually did rise. But the “experiment” described in the headline proved the media’s hypothesis entirely wrong. In a rare case of media accountability, NBC News looked at the experiment a month later and found there was “no major spike in cases” due to the slight easing of restrictions.6


The Georgia story early in the pandemic was a precursor to the type of coverage we were about to get from the geographically isolated media—even more isolated than ever before thanks to the COVID lockdown. Suddenly the New York–based media was dealing with a state health crisis that was very real. Hospitals were filling up, and New York was finding it challenging to get the pandemic under control. That extended to the whole tri-state area, New Jersey and Connecticut, north to New England and south to Washington, DC. The northeast was hit hard at a time when we didn’t have any real treatment options available.


At the same time, the Acela Media began adapting to the pandemic new normal by working from home and broadcasting remotely. If they barely ventured out of the Acela corridor before, 2020 and 2021 only exacerbated that. And so it’s in this context of ignorance we got the sort of hypocritical coverage we saw about the rest of the country. It started with Georgia, but it extended to a few very select states. Florida and Texas were the most favored targets of the media—largely thanks to their high-profile Republican governors, Ron DeSantis and Greg Abbott respectively.


This geographic bias played out in a lot of different ways, but here are two specifics. First, we saw it in coverage of outdoor cases. Now, mind you, early on in the pandemic we learned that in fact outdoor spread was very rare. By May 2020 we had a study out of China that found that out of more than 7,000 cases, only a single case could be traced to outdoor transmission.7


But that didn’t stop the Acela Media from COVID-shaming anyone who dared step outside unmasked. And they didn’t spend their focus on beaches in their backyards—in New York or New Jersey. No, they hopped over to their favorite targets instead. CNN covered the first Memorial Day weekend of the pandemic like it was a mass criminal event. “As death toll nears 100,000, some Americans break from social distancing during holiday weekend,” blared one headline.8


On TV there was practically wall-to-wall coverage, with the lower-third chyron on the screen noting Americans in these often red states were “flocking” to the beaches—largely unmasked (while pictures and videos did not show a particularly high amount of “flocking”). CNN’s Gary Tuchman got nearly nine minutes on Anderson Cooper 360° for his report from Alabama, highlighting an outdoor bar that was, apparently, dangerously “jammed.” The segment was full of southern accents and finger-wagging reporting from the east coast–based Tuchman.9


You would think that a year of the pandemic would be enough time for the mainstream media to learn from some of the mistakes they made, like about the actual lack of danger of outdoor transmission, but by the next year, the same tone was continuing. In March 2021, NBC News headed down to Florida for a report on “spring break superspreaders.”10


Another issue with the COVID hypocrisy related to a favored, almost religious, symbol of the left and the media, the mask. Let’s put aside for the moment the actual effectiveness of masks when it comes to stopping the spread of COVID—a particularly nuanced discussion that has evolved greatly during the length of the pandemic (although we can’t ignore that some of the biggest mask advocates audiences saw in the press have changed their specific recommendations, like Dr. Leana Wen, who would say at the end of 2021 that cloth masks are “little more than facial decorations”11).


The geographic bias kicks in with masks when it comes to what the media believes red state citizens are actually doing. And perhaps it most stems from an intentional or unintentional misunderstanding about what “mask mandates” actually mean. In March 2021, Texas relaxed its mask mandate and allowed businesses to make their own decisions about whether patrons had to be masked. CNN began one report looking at the state by declaring, “Texas has been mask-free since the beginning of March.”12


Do these reporters believe Texas actually had eliminated masks from existence? No—in fact they quote quite favorably throughout the article a diner owner who is still requiring masks. But this casual, shorthand misinformation is prevalent throughout when talking about states outside the bubble.


It’s the same for schools too. On NBC’s Meet the Press in August 2021, a graphic showed the states where masks in schools were “banned,” including in Texas, Florida, and Arizona.13 Masks, of course, were never banned in schools—any parent who chose to have their student wear a mask could continue to do so. Instead, mask mandates were banned, and masks were not required.


Dr. Marty Makary is a professor at Johns Hopkins and health expert who later became a medical contributor to Fox News during the pandemic. I spoke with Makary about the way the media misrepresented so many of the core elements of the pandemic to its audience, and some of the root causes behind this problem. We also talked about the hypocrisy of the coverage—specifically honing in on the way the media covered large gatherings of a political nature. The media condemned Trump rallies, even outdoor rallies, as potential superspreader events, while the social justice protests that came after the killing of George Floyd were deemed acceptable because of the subject matter. Said Makary:




People want nonpolitical doctors because they want to know that their doctor is being scientifically objective. And when the medical and public health community beclowns themselves by saying that a Trump rally is a significant public health concern, but a BLM close gathering is important because of its overall benefits to health, these were mixed messages that, separate from whether or not it was good medical advice, it exposes the sort of politicization of medical recommendations. And the reality is, these questions could have been answered in a brief period of time with good definitive studies. We have a culture in the medical establishment that what really matters is laboratory medicine. Give us a drug, go to the bench lab, and have the real scientists give us a solution to our problems. And that’s a broader problem in healthcare. It’s a pill-popping culture where “give us a drug to fix our problems. Don’t tell us about exercise and food, to manage obesity, give us an obesity drug.” So when COVID hit us, it was the same thing. “Go to the lab, and give us a drug, have the scientists produce something that we can take,” and that’s important. It’s always an important endeavor. And it was with COVID vaccines. But also the basic clinical questions went unfunded, and one of those was where does it spread, and how does it spread. So I believe patients want to see an objective physician. And when I look at the community of physicians that I respect the most and have bonded the most with nationally and internationally on COVID, they come from a broad range of political ends of the spectrum—liberal, conservative—the reason I respect them is I believe they have retained their scientific objectivity, in front of any political perspectives they might have.
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