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Introduction


An Argle-bargle Business Model


Hanging over the heads, literally, of the reporters and editors in the Washington Post’s newsroom on K Street are leaderboards that show which stories are clicking the best with readers in the digital world.


And what do the most active consumers of the Post want? Even on big news days, Post readers reliably plus-up stories that follow a couple of simple narratives: either wicked right-wingers getting their just deserts or the plights of innocents suffering because of right-wingers’ behavior.


Even on the day of the fall of Kabul in August 2021, the biggest foreign policy story in a decade, two of the top-five most read Post stories according to the site’s public rankings were of these kinds. One was about a Syracuse, New York, police officer suing his department for alleged racial bias, citing comments his fellow officers made about his love of gangster rap and his Tupac Shakur tattoo. But the big mover was headlined “A conservative cardinal who criticized the vaccine caught covid. Days later, he was put on a ventilator.”1


The story about the hospitalization of seventy-three-year-old Cardinal Raymond Burke, based entirely on a press release and some old articles, was so perfect for left-wing social media that it pushed ahead of gripping stories and images from the Post’s own top-notch journalists on the ground in Afghanistan. The paper’s tweet of the cheap, taunting Burke story got thousands of likes and retweets as well as a river of repetitive memes and cruel contempt in the comments. Gross. But so what? If bored, angry people want to go on the internet and post fake Charles Darwin quotes and argle-bargle about religion and science, it doesn’t do the rest of us any harm.


Except for this: The argle-bargle is the business model.


The industry that produces the raw material out of which Americans are supposed to build political consensus is sick. The path to profitability and survival for much of the news business now relies on products that are mostly either superficial fluff or distortions that exploit and deepen our country’s worsening political alienation. The hatred people feel for their fellow Americans is not just a by-product of political coverage, but a necessary component of making much of that coverage profitable.


And it’s not like you don’t know it. Anger at or concern about the health of the news business was for decades a mostly right-wing issue. The focus was on Republican perceptions of liberal bias in the mainstream press, so Democrats mostly shrugged off the alleged problems. The claim was consistently overblown by Republicans, but even when it wasn’t, why would Democrats complain about the referees siding with the home team? But in the past twenty years—particularly since 2015 and the ascendance of right-wing populism—the worries about how the news business works have become a bipartisan obsession. As with so much today, though, partisans are talking past each other as they seek to exploit the problem for their own advantage. It is sadly fitting that the acrid, partisanship-soaked public discourse created by our dumb news media prevents needed repairs to the media itself.


My hope for this book is that we can talk about the underlying problems with the industry, not the problems as they work for or against one party or faction. This is not intended as a liberal book or a conservative book, or really a political book at all, even as it examines media and politics. I have tried in every way I can to bring a spirit of fair inquiry and impartiality to my assessments. I am sure you will find my objectivity lacking at points, but my goal here is in no way to seek partisan advantage for anyone.


As a journalist, I believe that what is wrong with my vocation and the industry in which I work is harming Americans left, right, and center. Major players in the news business are abusing their privileges and shirking their duties, and we all pay the price. There are lots of books and articles that talk about how the news media is hurting select groups: Republicans or Democrats or populists or minority groups or the family or whatever suits you. But that kind of blame casting just alienates us further, replicating the core defect of the news media that critics are attacking. There is no trophy for being more harmed by our lazy, alienating press. We’re all losers in this one.


The agenda at many outlets is to move away from even aspirational fairness and balance and toward shared anger and the powerful emotional connections it can create. I started out talking about the problem at the Washington Post not because it is an industry leader in monetizing hate, but because the paper was late to the conversion to brain-dead partisan tribalism. Once famously stodgy and mainstream, the Post embraced a new role as a combatant in the war against Donald Trump and the American right, which created a new permission structure for what qualified as news. Journalism professor Nikki Usher praised the Post’s success in 2018 at using contempt to finally generate massive readership and profits. It came after the paper’s long failure to cash in on angry-left rage traffic prior to the Trump era. She put it this way in an interview with NBC News: “the Post is optimizing for anger a little bit better.”2


The neatest part of the “optimizing for anger” trick is that editors can let the digital newsroom leaderboards do their work for them. Reporters who want to get ahead will keep churning out simplistic, low-news-value, highly clickable stories about Tupac-loving cops or stricken old right-wing clerics. Thinking about writing something unconventional? Considering puncturing popular opinion? Want to explore political questions with subtlety and nuance? Just look up and see what the tote board says. Those aren’t the kinds of stories with upward mobility.


The Post employs lots of top-notch reporters, some of whom are left alone to do prestige journalism, but the trend is clear: Sneering at the right and flattering the left is the house brand at the WaPo. That’s what clicks, and it would take an iron will or a serious lack of ambition to resist. And it paid off, at least in the short term. Once the Post got good at chasing rage clicks, it was on its way to serious profits after years of lagging the pack. The paper would rake in more than $100 million in digital ad revenue in 2017, plus the subscriptions of more than three million digital-only subscribers.3


The Post, like many in the mainstream, is replicating a kind of coverage that was typically more common on the right at the turn of the century. Talk radio, the conservative side of the internet, and the Fox News prime-time lineup had long ago figured out the value of performative outrage and resentment. Rush Limbaugh for hours on end could lambaste the corruption, incompetence, and deceit of Democrats and the “drive-by media” without ever having to say anything bad about a Republican, unless it was to very occasionally single out the occasional “RINO.” We are smart, they are dumb. We are good, they are bad. The one-sided, grievance-driven outrage made Limbaugh and some of his many imitators across right-wing media very rich.


Democrats tried to build their own left-wing echo chambers of anger, but it didn’t seem to work, like Air America and the Huffington Post. The process, though, was only just beginning. MSNBC’s prime-time shows may have been the junior varsity compared to Fox in ratings, but the playbook was now available for everyone to follow. Balanced, thoroughly reported news is hard to do, expensive, and often boring. Tribal outrage is easy, cheap, and entertaining.


What you’ll see in this book is how market pressures on the news media led decision makers at outlets high to low and left to right to embrace fear and rage as business models. After decades in a stable, mostly closed marketplace, the giants of the media business were unprepared for the challenges presented by a series of threats enabled by new technology: cable television, the internet, smartphones, and social media. Those threats both enhanced and were enhanced by dramatic changes in the way Americans thought about the news and the way they consumed it, or, very often, didn’t consume it at all. Like elites in almost every story of mass disruption, the rulers of the media world ignored or minimized the problem right up until the moment they freaked out. That panic led to a series of short-term decisions that would speed and intensify the coming collapse.


We watched similar cycles in lots of sectors over the past thirty years as the very same technologies and social disruptions wrought chaos. But while the news is not superior to, say, manufacturing, retail, or entertainment, it is different in one important way: The members of my vocation are supposed to discover and share information that provides the foundation for the decisions we must make together in a free society. The American system can endure without Blockbuster Video, but not without the news.


Don’t worry, I’m not about to give a lecture about the First Amendment and how ours is the only industry mentioned by name in the Bill of Rights… something, something… Democracy dies in darkness… But I am saying that there are unique consequences to failures in the news business because of the centuries-old, close connection between the press and politics. Nor am I saying the news media used to be great and have only now gotten bad. This book is partly intended as a cure for the drippy nostalgia that afflicts so much of the discussion about what’s wrong now.


As you’ll see, we have been in serious trouble with how we get our news many times before. Those experiences should not only give us hope that we can get through the current troubles, but offer some insights on how to do it. But we do have to be clear-eyed about the fact that the problem in my business has serious implications for every American. A nation that doesn’t have reliable access to impartial information is in trouble. A news business that makes its money by promoting political dysfunction and sharpening sectarian hatreds is a serious threat to our liberty, peace, and prosperity.
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How media companies make or, quite often, lose money is a driving force behind the many ills that Americans understandably complain about in journalism: shoddy reporting, sensationalism, a preference for conflict, and now, more than at any time in recent history, bias. As news outlets struggle to find profits after the great digital disruptions of the past two decades, the same social media pressures that did them in offer a pathway back to profits. Media scholar Andrey Miroshnichenko coined the phrase “post-journalism” to describe the trend.4 Unable to sell large, diverse audiences to advertisers, news outlets increasingly focus on developing highly habituated users.


But to cultivate the kind of intense readers, viewers, or listeners necessary to make the addiction model profitable, media companies need consumers to have strong feelings. Fear, resentment, and anger work wonders. It helps news outlets create deep emotional connections to users not just as users of a product, but as members of the same tribe. As Miroshnichenko put it: “to relocate the gravity of their operation from news to values.”


Rather than face opposition from the journalists actually making the content, sometimes the folks in the newsroom are pushing the same way. Reporters increasingly disdain the old virtues of fairness and balance as “bothsidesism,” reimagining the ancient vice of bias as something honorable. Opinion pages become more homogeneous. Story selections become more predictable. Most ominously, post-journalism produces stifling groupthink inside news organizations and serious consequences for journalists who dissent. When powerful market pressures for coverage steeped in negative partisanship combine with the social pressures for conformity among journalists themselves, balance seems impossible and anger-driven coverage becomes inevitable.


What we think of as “bad news” can score like gangbusters if it is scary and anger-inducing. But news that is bad for your audience’s ideological in-groups is clickbait kryptonite. In such a competitive marketplace, riling people up against the other side isn’t enough. You’ve also got to create a safe space for consumers to plop down and contentedly contemplate ads for beet-based nutrient powders, reverse mortgages, and copper underpants. If you challenge their assumptions or suggest that their avatars in the culture war are wrong or losing, they may leave for competitors who offer more complete protection from harsh realities.


Take it from me. Despite a successful decade as the politics editor at the Fox News Channel, I got canned after very vocal and very online viewers—including the then-president of the United States—became furious when our Decision Desk was the first to project that Joe Biden would win the former GOP stronghold of Arizona in 2020. The call was the handwriting on the wall for Trump’s chances, and it delighted Democrats almost as much as it infuriated MAGA land. Regardless of who won, we were proud to have beaten the competition yet again and defended the title network promos had given us as “the best in-class Decision Desk.” But even in the four years since the previous presidential election, Fox viewers had become even more accustomed to flattery and less willing to hear news that challenged their expectations. Me serving up green beans to viewers who had been spoon-fed ice cream sundaes for years came as a terrible shock to their systems.


That’s why I wrote this book, despite a strong personal aversion to the work of media criticism. I’m not saying that it can’t sometimes be done well or that it isn’t necessary, just that I think it’s usually not worth the effort and risks. Media criticism has become its own rancid subculture inside the already rotten media business. Very often, partisans will retreat to media criticism when the actual issues are running against them. If you’re a Democrat, it’s a lot more appealing to talk about what nutty stuff Fox News hosts said about some screwup President Biden made than it is to talk about the screwup itself. Donald Trump based much of his strategy on the idea that the right-wing media would rather complain about mainstream coverage than talk about the issues of the day.


Indeed, media criticism is a great way to keep addicted consumers from straying. The message is obvious: Aren’t you glad you’re not like them, and are here with the other smart, virtuous people? To me, most of the policing that journalists do of each other is pointless. Nobody watching Don Lemon on CNN is saying, “Yeah, but they really made a good point about his bias yesterday on Fox & Friends.” And essentially nobody watching Fox & Friends also watches Don Lemon. It’s just more us-versus-them pap.


Journalism about journalism never much appealed to me, and the idea of writing a book like this one had never crossed my mind. I would rather be writing about political history, as I did in my first book, or what the massive demographic changes in our country mean for the politics of the future. Heck, if I was writing what I really wanted to, we’d be talking about the regional cuisines of America, including, of course, the glories of the West Virginia hot dog. But my experience in my final years at Fox and the insane rage that greeted our correct call in Arizona told me that I had to slip on my hazmat suit and write about my own business.


So who am I to have a book’s worth of observations and opinions about news? I claim no special expertise as an economist or social psychologist to examine media consumption trends and the news industry. I have made many of the same mistakes and taken lots of the same sloppy shortcuts that I identify as problems. I make no pretense that I have always been on the side of the angels in this business, but I have definitely paid my dues in it.


I got my first newspaper job when I was seventeen years old, the summer before I started college. It was at my hometown newspaper, the Intelligencer in Wheeling, West Virginia. I applied not out of any burning desire to be a reporter—I probably still imagined I’d be a lawyer or a politician then—but because I needed to get a job fast. I had plans for a delightfully misspent three months, but my father had other ideas. I suppose I thought newspapering might be a good resume builder. And at any rate, it was infinitely better than my other prospect: wearing a paper hat with a dancing hot dog on it while hawking frankfurters from a cart on Chapline Street.


But from the moment I entered that newsroom nearly thirty years ago, I was a goner. The carpet was held together with electrical tape and the circa 1975 word-processing terminals, yellow lacquered by cigarette smoke, required the delicate touch of a bomb technician to operate. The people who worked there were surly about their low pay and long hours, prone to foul language and a love of pitchers of cold beer. I was, of course, immediately in love. I had found my tribe.


I started out in the sports department, and most of what I did involved scut work, like taking down scores for the adult tennis or bowling from league officials who called in. But the first time I got to write just a little blurb about an American Legion baseball game and saw it in print, I was filled with the most amazing kind of joy. Words that I picked—was it a “dinger” or a “homer”—had been printed tens of thousands of times and delivered to the doorsteps of what seemed like the whole world. I lost interest in any other career path. As my college transcripts would prove, I spent much more time in the next four years on newspapering than I did on class work at Hampden-Sydney College in Farmville, Virginia. All-nighters to put out the college paper—all hail the Hampden-Sydney Tiger!—were exhilarating. All-nighters studying for exams were not.


After school it was back to West Virginia, where I was eventually able to get on with the Charleston Daily Mail in the capital city. There I got my real education in news. I worked my way up from covering the police beat, to the courthouse, to the statehouse, to my favorite, general assignment reporting. I could cover almost anything that interested me almost anywhere in the state—from investigations to days spent hanging out with carnival workers. Along the way, I got to be part of some big scoops and major stories, including breaking the news that ended the career of a sitting governor. I learned how good it felt to hold people in positions of power accountable. I learned how scary it was when they and their supporters came after you. I got my first death threats and my first fan mail. I interviewed my first president and got named in my first libel suit. Like I said, a real education.


But wouldn’t you know it, right after I got the promotion to be the paper’s political editor, the job of my dreams, with an office door that closed and two columns a week, the Daily Mail got bought to be strip-mined for cost savings. And what could be a better savings than a cocky young political editor? The new owners ultimately shut the paper down before they too got crushed by the black hole of free online content.


That drove me over to my first experience with television news, a consortium of stations around the state for which I was supposed to do investigative journalism, while also directing political coverage, while also producing and appearing on a public affairs talk show. It was not only a disaster, but endlessly disheartening. The men and women who work in local TV news have my undying respect. It is the hardest, most thankless work I have seen in this industry. Ratings-obsessed managers armed with bogus advice from overpaid consultants trying to please skinflint owners by haranguing exhausted reporters is no way to do business. Local TV news is one of the few success stories in the business today, and we will explore some signs of hope for journalism in the world of live, local, and late breaking. But when family matters dictated a move to Washington, DC, I was not sorry to say good-bye to Anchorman land.


I was, however, very worried about how the hell I was going to make a living once I got there. I had no national credentials and no journalism degree. Fortunately, the newly launched Washington Examiner was staffing up for an audacious bid to start free, daily newspapers from coast to coast. I know, I know… But it was 2007, and nobody had an iPhone yet. Print journalism had been on the schneid for a decade or so, but maybe the answer was to fight the free internet with free tabloids. It sounded a little crazy, but I had my first son on the way and I was in a highly suggestible state. The Washington paper was going to be the flagship, and I would get to be its political editor, always my favorite gig.


What I found was another fantastic education. I got to edit and be edited by great talents with decades of Washington and big-time news experience. Stephen G. Smith, Mike Hedges, Bill Sammon, Michael Barone, Julie Mason, and other serious journalists had been lured by the promise of a newspaper expansion in an era of collapse and consolidation. My three years there were better than any graduate degree could ever be.


It also put me into a different world professionally. Things I would write would sometimes show up on the Drudge Report or big political blogs. It was thrilling to find that something I had written had generated responses, even negative ones, from famous names in the business. Here I was, editing copy of writers I had admired for years and simultaneously writing pieces that generated, please forgive me, buzz. Soon after came television punditry.


Believe me when I tell you that in those days, I would have gone on local cable access in a chicken suit to get airtime. It was clear to me that TV news was the best way to generate attention for your work and to show management that you were influential in Washington. I resolved that no hit was too weird, no time slot too early or late. Except for one interview I walked out on with the still-new Russia Today network, I eliminated my gag reflex. I knew that much of what passed for debate or discussion on TV was dumb to the point of being insipid, but I also knew that I could live with it as long as I didn’t lie, say something I didn’t mean, or pick fights for the sake of controversy. I ended up on everything from The McLaughlin Group to Comedy Central, sometimes cast by producers as the bow tie–clad conservative, sometimes as the just-the-facts newsman. I just tried to make sure that I kept the same perspective whatever the graphic said I was.


One holiday weekend, Sammon, a longtime Fox contributor, needed to get out of a hit, and fobbed me off on the bookers there as a replacement. Over the next two years, I would become a regular guest on the network’s daytime shows. In those days, Fox booked lots of reporters from mainstream news outlets and made a point of trying to keep it mostly down the middle during daytime hours. The format suited me, and I found that a little humor was a great defense against getting sucked into arguments with other guests or for ducking questions when an anchor tried to push me to one side or another. When Sammon, who had left the Examiner to become managing editor at Fox, asked me to come aboard as politics editor, it was a perfect fit. I could continue to write and help coordinate political coverage, but at a much larger scale—including joining the sanctum sanctorum of the Decision Desk. All that, and I could step up my on-air contributions. What followed were some of the most enjoyable, rewarding years of my career to date.


If I had a question or wanted an interview, campaigns got right back to me. My on-air analysis made it into coverage at other outlets, and I found myself as a regular panelist on the network’s marquee political show, Special Report with Bret Baier. I was on-air with the people who were my idols as a young politics nerd. I treasure the friendship that I made with the great Charles Krauthammer and the time I spent in greenroom banter with George Will. My near-daily hits with Megyn Kelly, first on her daytime show and then when she moved into prime time, were the most fun I ever had on-air. Working with her, Baier, and Chris Wallace on presidential debates and election night coverage was a rollicking good time. After six years at the network, I came into the summer of 2016 in the pink. Our work was good, and I had found a balance between writing, shaping coverage, and yapping on-air. My hit podcast with Dana Perino, I’ll Tell You What, was the cherry on top. I was, of course, in for another education.


But this is not a book primarily about Fox News, nor about me. While I do have some observations to share about my experiences in cable news or elsewhere in the business that may illuminate our discussion, I have no interest in dirt dishing. We will certainly come back to the story of the 2020 election and my little role in it, but only as a case study. Insider accounts are usually self-serving and therefore terribly boring. Then there is the even more unbearably tedious kind of recounting from someone who took the money and notoriety they got from an institution for years, and suddenly had a road-to-Damascus moment after they got fired.


I was not blind to the harms cable news was causing the country in the years that I worked at Fox, nor many of the problems within my own company. But I was protected, comfortable, and well compensated. I worked in a bubble within the network with colleagues I adored and respected and was free to do the work I love. I easily rationalized my participation as making the product better, even as the news division kept getting steamrolled by the opinion mongers. As long as I was never asked to lie or say something I didn’t believe, I could make my peace with it. Many people called me brave for standing up for our call in 2020 against the president and his mob. I was not being brave, just abiding by the deal I made with myself to try to stay normal-ish in a highly abnormal business.


I told you the short story of my work life from 1993 to 2021 not because it is important, but so you will understand the perspective I brought to this book. Those are my bona fides. By accident of the date of my birth and career choice, I got to see the newspaper business at the end of its fat and sassy days before the internet swallowed it whole. I got to watch as my employers tried and mostly failed to master the digital age. I have seen and experienced the pressures to shift “from news to values.” I have worked in markets of every size, and from the most micro-local coverage to events with tens of millions of viewers. As they would say in Mingo County, I have been to the fair and I have seen the elephant.


But I do not hold myself out as an exemplar. As I say, I have many times failed to live up to the standards to which I aspire. My criticisms of individual journalists or outlets do not come as lightning bolts cast down from Olympus, but from the perspective of one who has been in their shoes. I believe my experience helped me understand the problem of our broken news business in a way that outsiders and academics do not. I have tried to use scholarly work and empirical data as the basis of my conclusions wherever possible, but this is mostly just my best guesses based on my experience and bolstered with research.


A couple of dull disclosures while we’re doing mea culpas: I work as a scholar at the American Enterprise Institute, which is a wonderful place that provides me the freedom and resources to follow my passions where they lead me. It is a conservative institution in the best sense of that word. I am also a contributing editor at The Dispatch, which comes up in our discussion about ideas for how to turn things around in the business. I promise I would be plumping for El Dispatcho even if I didn’t work there. I am also occasionally asked to appear on or write pieces for a wide array of news outlets. I don’t know if those requests will dry up after this book describing the evils of mainstream news comes out, but I am generally pleased to go anywhere that’s pretty much on the level, regardless of the ideology of their audience. I am for more conversation, not less.
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The year 1942 was a dark one for Western civilization. Liberty, human dignity, and self-determination, which had been mostly advancing for centuries, were in retreat. America and Britain had been unable to stop the powers bent on replacing the gifts of the Enlightenment with a return to tyranny. Those powers may have been modern in their methods but they were as ancient in their aims as humankind itself. And it was a matter of more faith than hope that the forces of civilization could rally to save itself.


It was in that atmosphere that George Orwell reflected on the Spanish Civil War in a now-famous essay. Orwell had fought the fascists in Spain five years earlier and wanted to put the conflict in the context of the darkness that had followed. How had the free world been so willfully ignorant of the threat from modern, mechanized tyranny? He meditated on how the news media anesthetized decision makers and the public—particularly the ways in which popular demand for biased coverage prevented well-intentioned people of different points of view from reasoning together. That popular bias, Orwell said, would harden into recorded history and ultimately rob our civilization of the ability to see itself at all.


“I know it is the fashion to say that most of recorded history is lies anyway. I am willing to believe that history is for the most part inaccurate and biased, but what is peculiar to our own age is the abandonment of the idea that history could be truthfully written. In the past, people deliberately lied, or they unconsciously colored what they wrote, or they struggled after the truth, well knowing that they must make many mistakes; but in each case they believed that ‘the facts’ existed and were more or less discoverable….


“The implied objective of this line of thought is a nightmare world in which the Leader, or some ruling clique, controls not only the future but the past. If the Leader says of such and such an event, ‘It never happened’—well, it never happened. If he says that two and two are five—well two and two are five. This prospect frightens me much more than bombs—and after our experiences of the last few years that is not such a frivolous statement.”5


This is intended to be a practical book, most of all. And I do not mean to say that it’s 1942 all over again, and the light of the world is about to go out. Indeed, I am encouraged by the fact that so many Americans of different points of view understand the problem of division and addiction as a media profit model. My goal is to help journalists and the public they serve see the problems more clearly and become better producers and consumers of news so we can be better stewards of our freedom. In our closing chapters, we will look at some very down-to-earth things that could make my industry better, improve the national discussion, and make you better informed. But I do want us to proceed bearing in mind the warning Orwell provides us. There are real consequences to screwing up our informational ecosystem.


You really do have a say in this, too. These companies don’t reward bad journalism because of political bias itself, but because it is easy and profitable. Their owners enjoy the clout that comes from the news business, but Jeff Bezos would still be selling you bubble-wrapped Chinese spatulas on Amazon if you didn’t read the Post. Rupert Murdoch just as happily takes ad money for showing Spanish-language soccer matches as he does from airing Fox News opinionators warning of the immigrant menace. It’s just that all the empty partisan engagement in that turbocharged geyser of feculence is too valuable for them to pass up.


There’s large and growing dissatisfaction among American news consumers with the shallow, slanted coverage that drives political division and rewards outrageous conduct. But we also have to remember that this is a demand-side problem, too. For hundreds of years, journalists worked under the assumption that what the public wanted was more information, faster and better. But once we reached the point where communication was instantaneous and the volume of information was unlimited, it turned out a lot of people just wanted superficial junk. It would be like installing a new ten-thousand-dollar range in your kitchen and your family asking for mac and cheese out of the box every night. As with our track record with lots of other areas of hyperabundance—addiction, obesity, etc.—we humans are struggling badly with unlimited information access.


Eventually we will probably figure out how to be better producers and consumers of news, as we did with changes like the ones that followed radio and television. But why risk it? We can all be better citizens and neighbors to each other if we pay attention to our own media diets. Understanding different points of view means having an honest understanding of the other perspective, not a fun-house mirror version from a clickbait engineer working in a newsroom under a digital leaderboard. And it’s not very interesting or fun, either. I hope this book will help you be a better news consumer not just for the sake of the republic, but so that you can be a better, happier, more optimistic, more interesting person.
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1.



OUT OF IDEAS


How News Lost a Race to the Bottom with Itself




It is not necessary to conceal anything from a public insensible to contradiction and narcotized by technological diversions.


—NEIL POSTMAN, AMUSING OURSELVES TO DEATH, 1987




Real literacy is not the ability to read and write. Literacy is codebreaking.


All of us readers are deciphering: looking at abstract symbols on a screen or a page that can put a thought, an image, an idea, a feeling, even a smell, right into our heads.


*pop*


Doing that requires more than just understanding what different combinations of letters mean phonetically. You need context, culture, history, science, and philosophy to really be literate, because the code that is embedded into American English, or any language, is far more than the squiggles and sounds it represents.


If you read Robert Frost describe “easy wind and downy flake” in a snowy wood that is “lovely, dark and deep,” and you know about New England and farm life, you are not only taken to that place and those sensations, but to an idea about what obligations are like: “But I have promises to keep, and miles to go before I sleep.”1


You hear the little wind puffing through the bare branches, you see the big snowflakes melting on the sleeve of your coat, you smell the horse dander, you think about how the tension between pleasure and duty can be satisfying.


If you don’t know the context, though, then who cares about some creepy guy in the woods? He doesn’t even have a car. The letters, words, their sounds and their definitions, are not enough. But if you have the right furnishings in your mind, Frost’s 108-word poem is packed with sensations, emotions, and a big concept. He has sent you a feeling and an idea from ninety-nine years ago, and you have decoded it. But your version of it. Yours is different from Frost’s and from mine, because we have seen different woods and known different horses.


What about a painting of a farmer and his horse in a snowy wood? Still somewhat the same idea: The artist is using shared experiences and knowledge to pull feelings and sensations out of you. But there is a little less of you in it. The painter, even an impressionistic one, has had to make some decisions for you that Frost did not. Something else is lost, too. The idea about obligations may still be there, but much fainter, much more subjective. The emotional response may be even stronger with a painting, but the concept of the traveler’s sense of duty becomes weaker.


What about a photograph, though? Or a video?


Photography and videography can do the things that writing does with emotion and sense memory. A photo or a video can be taken and edited in such a way to draw out a particular response. A photographer can stage or script the subjects to convey a feeling far more potently than words alone can describe. But something is lost. Now it is this farmer and that wood. Where they were still a little abstract from the painter, here they are concrete. The horse isn’t the roan you had in your mind, but a dobbin gray. The trees are aspens instead of black walnuts. You are not decoding and constructing, you are absorbing.


And the idea is obliterated. We can know with great accuracy about the physical setting—see the cold in the horse’s breath, hear the wind and the harness bells—but only guess at the thoughts of the man stopping by the woods on a snowy evening. We now have a totally objective depiction but a totally subjective idea.


To say video and television are “passive media” means that they are doing most of the assembly for you, and often you do not need to bring anything but your attention. Yes, you might enjoy Bugs Bunny more in “The Rabbit of Seville” if you are familiar with Gioachino Rossini’s original work, or opera in general, as Warner Bros. could more safely assume in 1950 when they put it out. But you don’t need to know a libretto from a leitmotif to know that it’s funny when Bugs gives Elmer Fudd a scalp massage with his toes and then turns the hunter’s bald dome into a fruit salad to the bouncy, antic music Rossini wrote nearly two hundred years ago.


“Cultural literacy” is the term coined by the educator E. D. Hirsch in the 1980s to talk about the erosion in literacy already evident then from the sharp decline in SAT verbal scores among middle-class white students.2 Even controlling for the concentrated disadvantages in some minority groups by focusing on white children of adequate means, real literacy was badly in decline forty years ago. Today it’s worse. In 2020, more than half of Americans between the ages of sixteen and seventy-four read below the equivalent of a sixth-grade level.3 Almost any fifth grader can enjoy Rossini for a rabbit, but not many can decode an abstract idea and apply it to concrete situations.


Written language is unsurpassed for the broad transmission of ideas, concepts, and philosophies. The words remain fixed and can, like the New Testament or the United States Constitution, remain in practical use for hundreds or even thousands of years. Because readers are decoding the messages for themselves, the fixity of the words is reduced as an obstacle to individual understanding. Your idea of a more perfect union. Your idea of the kingdom of God.


But it won’t work if people lack the real literacy to reveal the deeper coding in the words. You could not give the Bill of Rights or the letters of the Apostle Paul to a person who knew the language phonetically and the definitions of all the words but who did not know about the ideas of the Enlightenment or the story of Jesus and expect them to understand the concepts.


Video makes far fewer demands, but can never do the same work for a society.


You can’t take a picture of “liberty.” You can take a picture that evokes a feeling of freedom, but not of the nature of the idea itself. You can record a video of a person acting selflessly, but not of “unconditional love.”


Recordings of visual images and sounds may not be able to transmit ideas with the depth and permanence of writing, but they do offer the promise of something else useful for a society: accuracy. The recorded image can be hard evidence of what happened, not what a writer described. When Mathew Brady took his camera to the First Battle of Bull Run and showed Americans the first objective images of war, including its dead, he pointed to the power of the new medium to tell dispassionate truths. He pointed to news as we wish it could be: accurate in its record, undiminished by the biases of an observer, and delivered directly to the consumer. Like the name of the first great television newsmagazine: See It Now.


The gap, though, will not go away. Images today can show far more than the human eye can see, but they will never be able to carry the depth of code needed to maintain a civilization of ideas. As we know, literacy requires the codebook of a common culture and the ability to assemble abstract ideas in one’s own mind. Video asks only that you keep your eyes on the screen. It will do almost everything else. You are a spectator, not a participant.


A citizenry in which more than half of American adults aren’t literate at a level adequate to life in a free society will not be free for long. We are losing the common points of reference that allow us to discuss the abstract ideas to which our nation was built to aspire: equality, natural rights, human dignity, liberty, and self-determination. The American Creed requires written words and a common culture in which to understand them.


The news business once provided those things, albeit imperfectly. But after a struggle of more than a century to combine the accuracy of the recorded image with the deeper understanding of the written word, we find both increasingly out of reach. In their place we see subjective, politicized, emotionally manipulative coverage. We see that much of our news does not aim to make ideas understood, but to generate powerful feelings—often fear, anger, and resentment.


Those feelings do not connect the consumer to the goals of the republic or the civic life around them. Instead, the feelings become self-sufficing, forming emotional feedback loops. Looking at the news at first eases the fear of the unknown, especially the anxiety about what “the other side” is doing. But that relief quickly dissipates as the consumer is told of yet more danger and yet more wicked acts of their enemies. These draw the consumer deeper in, gorging themselves on news that affirms their negative thoughts or reinforces their feelings of superiority over members of the opposing group. There is a connection being made, but it is to the consumer’s own identity group: strangers who tend to feel, look, and act as they do and who share a common enemy. And at the center of that group is the outlet itself, spinning the emotional Tilt-A-Whirl.
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April 14, 1935 is still remembered as Black Sunday to some Americans who live on the Southern Plains.


For five years, an oppressive drought had gripped the land where the panhandles of Oklahoma and Texas meet the corners of Kansas, Colorado, and New Mexico, a region of 100 million acres, 500 miles by 300 miles.4 By Palm Sunday of 1935, the hope for rain had turned to deep desperation. It was a killing kind of drought.


Settlers had flooded the region after the Homestead Act of 1862, and then Congress passed two new programs for free farmland in 1904 and 1909 that drew huge numbers of inexperienced farmers into the area.5 That part of the country is not like the Great Plains to its northeast. The Southern Plains are rimmed by mountains, the Rockies to the west and the Ozarks and Ouachitas to the east and south. When air from the Pacific is pushed over the Rockies, it cools down and expands, releasing the moisture it had absorbed over the ocean, and then blows dry across the flat land to the east.


You can see the effects of the “rain shadow” on a topographic map in a line that falls from the eastern side of Montana and Wyoming before it slashes south, cutting Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas in half. On the west side of the line is not the deep black soil and steady rains of the Missouri and Mississippi River valleys, but a thin land and a semiarid climate.


The new arrivals’ timing was good, however. Not only was the rain unusually steady, but the outbreak of the First World War created massive demand for American wheat. Eager to get in on the bonanza and without proper understanding of the weather and soil, farmers plowed up millions of acres of grassland to put in wheat.6 Good times and rain persisted through the 1920s, so when depression and drought arrived together in 1930, the men and women of the region were unprepared for either.


The next year brought not relief, but a new menace. All of that parched land without the prairie grass to hold it down started blowing up in dust storms. As the drought persisted, the storms got worse. The drought of 1934 is said by scientists studying evidence in tree rings to have been the worst in North America in a thousand years.7 The dust that came with it was monstrous. Mothers committed suicide, driven mad by the air that choked their children.8 Families left behind all they had built for decades to escape the relentless, blasting grit.


Caroline Henderson and her husband had been farming in the Oklahoma Panhandle for almost thirty years when the storms began. They eventually sent their children and what remained of their livestock away, and hunkered down to try to save their farm.9


“In the dust-covered desolation of our No Man’s Land here, wearing our shade hats, with handkerchiefs tied over our faces and vaseline in our nostrils, we have been trying to rescue our home from the wind-blown dust which penetrates wherever air can go,” she wrote to a friend back in Maryland. “It is almost a hopeless task, for there is rarely a day when at some time the dust clouds do not roll over. ‘Visibility’ approaches zero and everything is covered again with a silt-like deposit which may vary in depth from a film to actual ripples on the kitchen floor.”


By the spring of 1935, surviving these storms and enduring the drought was the sole focus of life. Even so, what happened on that Palm Sunday was beyond their imaginings. An unusual blast of cold air came ripping down from Canada. This was not the warm, gusty wind of typical dust storms, but a “norther” with high, sustained winds.10 Residents felt the temperature drop forty degrees before the clouds of dirt came upon them. Churning black walls rising eight thousand feet in the air and hundreds of feet wide produced so much static electricity that they made their own thunder and lightning.


“Severe dust storm hit at 4:20 p.m., turning afternoon brightness immediately into midnight darkness, and absolutely zero visibility,” recorded Ralph H. Guy, an observer for the National Weather Service in Kenton, Oklahoma. “It was totally dark and impossible to see without searchlight, for at least 15 minutes… the storm came from the north and northeast and traveled at a very great speed.”11


That was the storm that overtook Associated Press reporter Robert Geiger and photographer Harry Eisenhard just north of Boise City, thirty-five miles away. Geiger recalled racing in front of the storm at 60 miles per hour before it finally overtook their car. It took them two hours to cover the remaining six miles, driving with the door open so they could see the edge of the highway. As word spread of Black Sunday’s devastation, Geiger’s account ricocheted across the country, including this line: “Three little words achingly familiar on a Western farmer’s tongue, rule life in the dust bowl of the continent—if it rains.”12


Geiger’s term, “dust bowl,” coupled with Eisenhard’s harrowing images of black clouds as big as mountains rising over helpless towns, allowed millions of Americans to finally grasp the torture their countrymen had been enduring. The photos gave evidence of the apocalyptic scene and Geiger’s words, crafted as cleanly as a Robert Frost poem, summoned the idea of this hellish cauldron. It became the center of gravity for a year and an era when much of life as people knew it ceased to be. The earth itself seemed to be turning against the American project.
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Geiger’s words could have raced around the world even if they had been written seventy years before. After reliable transatlantic cable telegraph communication between the United States and Europe was established in 1866, the world had gotten a lot smaller for the written word.13 Domestically, sending news by telegraph had been old hat for almost a century.


When Samuel Morse sent the first-ever news dispatch by telegraph from Washington to Baltimore in 1844 about a bill stalling (obviously) in Congress, one magazine declared “space is… annihilated.”14 It still took three weeks to get to California by train, so maybe “annihilated” was strong, but space was squeezed down enough that Morse could start selling the Baltimore American congressional updates for a penny a word.15 By the time Geiger was working out of the Denver office of the Associated Press and giving the Dust Bowl its name, Americans were well accustomed to lightning-fast news updates and hard-charging newsmen like him. “When I started out, I was going to write the great American novel,” he recalled late in life, “but I got too caught up in the action.”16


But space had only quite recently been annihilated in Eisenhard’s world. Newspapers had experimented with running reproductions of photographs fifty years earlier, but for the next twenty years only used them with great rarity. It had only been fifteen years before Black Sunday that technology had advanced enough to make newspaper photographs a regular feature.17 But you still had to have the film and the printing press in the same place to do it. News photography had bloomed in the 1920s, but it still couldn’t ride lightning like words could.


There had been disappointing experiments with transmitting photos on telephone lines before, but on New Year’s Day 1935 the Associated Press inaugurated its Wirephoto service with a batch of pictures from the Tournament of Roses Parade in Pasadena, California.18 It would have taken days to get the pictures in Midwest and East Coast newspapers before; now it was in the January 2 morning papers. It required expensive, specialized equipment to code and decode the image into electrical impulses, but it took just eight minutes to send a detailed picture across the continent.19 That meant that a few months later, Eisenhard’s photos and Geiger’s words could be seen together by Americans everywhere the next day.


If you wanted to pick a moment when the truly national news media was born, you could argue that it was in the first half of 1935, when, for the first time, Americans in every major city could read the same stories and see the same photographs simultaneously. It certainly pointed to the national news cycle as we still know it. Seventy years earlier, it had taken more than two days for news of Abraham Lincoln’s death to reach even some well-settled towns in California.20 Connectivity continued to improve after the telephone’s popularity exploded in the 1880s, but there still wasn’t a daily national news cycle. The first transcontinental telephone call had taken place just twenty years before AP was using phone lines to send Eisenhard’s ominous images from the Oklahoma Panhandle to every corner of the nation.21


With the telegraph, the telephone, the Associated Press, and other national wire services well in place by the 1910s, the old regional networks that had passed news items from one part of the country to another in a fashion not so different from Ben Franklin’s day had finally been wiped out.22 But not until America could have the same ideas in the written word with the same objective record transmitted in pictures everywhere at the same time could we have a true national media. The propulsive news cycle that we still feel today goes at least as far back as a couple of journalists driving through a dust storm with the doors open trying to make it to Boise City to file their report.
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