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			Introduction: 
A “Higher Loyalty”

			By Michael Walsh

			In the first chapter of his magnum opus, Public Opinion (1922), the journalist and public intellectual Walter Lippmann makes this statement about the role of a free and independent press in the United States of America:

			I argue that representative government, either in what is ordinarily called politics, or in industry, cannot be worked successfully, no matter what the basis of election, unless there is an independent, expert organization for making the unseen facts intelligible to those who have to make the decisions…

			The newspapers are regarded by democrats as a panacea for their own defects, whereas analysis of the nature of news and of the economic basis of journalism seems to show that the newspapers necessarily and inevitably reflect, and therefore, in greater or lesser measure, intensify, the defective organization of public opinion. My conclusion is that public opinions must be organized for the press if they are to be sound, not by the press as is the case today.

			Given the time and place of publication, Lippmann’s sentiments were hardly extraordinary. His book appeared the same year as Sinclair Lewis’s resentful excoriation of middle-class America, Babbitt, in the direct aftermath of World War I and, more important, of the presidency of Woodrow Wilson, who was greatly influenced by Lippmann; indeed, the journalist briefly held a position in the Wilson administration in 1917, as an assistant to the Secretary of War Newton D. Baker. Lippmann’s real calling, however, was as a member of the press: He was one of the founders of The New Republic magazine; a lead writer for and later editor of the partisan-Democratic New York World; and, in 1931, the editor of the moderate-Republican New York Herald-Tribune and a syndicated columnist, a column which he wrote until 1967. He died in 1974 at the age of 85. Throughout his long life, he moved from socialism to big-government, save-the-world Republicanism—which, given the signal events of his lifetime, his Reform Jewish upbringing on Manhattan’s toney Upper East Side, and his Harvard education, is hardly surprising.

			Today, after more than a century of argument and disputation, it appears that Lippmann’s argument has won out. His posthumous victory, however, is recent. Throughout most of the twentieth century, his premise that public opinion should be shaped by a committee of Wise Men may have been accepted by Madison Avenue and the public-relations spawn of Edward Bernays (Freud’s nephew, who wrote Crystallizing Public Opinion a year later, in 1923), but it was, in fact, roundly rejected by actual journalists; having the opinions of what evolved into the modern media subject to external influence and control was anathema to a trade that prized its working-class roots. Instead, the primacy of independent objectivity was upheld—or at last paid lip service to—by the press and, later, by the national television networks. No matter what the individual reporter’s or editor’s opinion was, the thinking went, it should be kept out of a news story to the greatest extent possible. Just the facts, ma’am.

			No longer. The fracturing of the Republic into red and blue states, into pro- and anti-American/anti-Western constituencies has cast “objectivity” in a repressive light. Like most other traditions of vanishing America, it is increasingly seen as a tool of the “patriarchy.” When I began my career in journalism at the Rochester Democrat & Chronicle in February 1972, there were still two (or more) sides to every story, and the conscientious reporter—we didn’t call ourselves “journalists” back then—made sure he or she got all of them, or at least made the effort. Despite the partisan origins of most of the newspapers at that time—often reflected in their very names—the postwar consensus was to strive for fairness and even-handedness.

			That year coincided with the heyday of the “Women’s Lib” movement and the concomitant wave of women entering the American work force, and so a concerted effort was made (Gannett, which owned the D&C, was one of the leaders) to get more female reporters into the field, and more female bylines into the paper. In reaction to the racial unrest that had broken out across the country from Harlem and Rochester in 1964, through Watts the following year, to the widespread turmoil of 1967–1978 in Newark, Detroit, Washington, D.C., and elsewhere, there had been a similar drive to get more black voices into the local and national media.

			Still, “objectivity” largely remained the journalist’s goal. With the arrival of Donald Trump on the American political scene, however, that consensus shattered along ideological lines. The New York Times signaled the new standard in an August 7, 2016, piece by Jim Rutenberg:

			If you’re a working journalist and you believe that Donald J. Trump is a demagogue playing to the nation’s worst racist and nationalistic tendencies, that he cozies up to anti-American dictators and that he would be dangerous with control of the United States nuclear codes, how the heck are you supposed to cover him? Journalism shouldn’t measure itself against any one campaign’s definition of fairness. It is journalism’s job to be true to the readers and viewers, and true to the facts, in a way that will stand up to history’s judgment. To do anything less would be untenable.

			Call it a “higher loyalty.” Today’s journalists now openly celebrate the death of objectivity, arguing that reporters have biases like everybody else, so why pretend that they don’t? In clear violation of their own—and now very much outmoded—Society of Professional Journalists’ Code of Ethics, they happily ignore such tenets as:

			*Identify sources clearly.

			*Consider sources’ motives before promising anonymity.

			*Avoid conflicts of interest, real or perceived.

			*Expose unethical conduct in journalism, including within their organizations.

			Thus, after nearly a century’s consensus about journalistic best practices, we have come full circle to the days of naked partisanship that marked the earliest American newspapers. Gossip has become news, journalistic crusades are fabricated out of whole cloth and attributed to anonymous sources as justification. It’s noteworthy that the word “objectivity” nowhere appears in the current SPJ code, which was revised in 2014. Why would it? Objectivity has become the mortal enemy of the current vogue for “explanatory” or “advocacy” journalism—otherwise generally known as propaganda.

			The transformation of journalism from rank advocacy to lukewarm “objectivity” and back to even ranker political propaganda (nearly all news stories today are couched in political terms, including those about pop music and sports) is one of the principal subjects of this book. Accordingly we have assembled a corps of forty-two journalists—some grizzled veterans, some newcomers, some of whose primary occupations lie in the wider fields of book publishing, fiction, non-fiction, television, and even Hollywood—to analyze the startling changes that have come over the profession in our lifetimes.

			Even greater than the abandonment of “objectivity” as a pernicious influence on journalism is the internet, the great destroyer of printed periodicals, which has laid waste to the newspaper and magazine industry and has fallen under the control of the social-media giants, such as X (formerly Twitter) and Facebook, and is now subject to favoritism and even censorship by near-monopolies like Google, a search engine that also now controls visual media via its ownership of YouTube. Whether the patrician Lippmann would have admired his wishful handiwork now that it is a reality is open to question, but surely he would celebrate the intrusion of the American federal government, along with governments around the world, into both de facto and de jure informational control of cyberspace. In many countries around the world, the press and attendant broadcast media are now directly and unabashedly controlled by government entities which, in many cases, openly fund and censor them.

			Even in a work of this length, it is of course impossible to touch upon every aspect of the current state of the media. From the point of view of one who has labored in it, off and on, for more than half a century, it is parlous and getting worse. Ask someone with less than ten years’ experience in the field and you may well—very likely will—get a different answer: that it’s liberated, responsive, unfettered. Still, my work as a historian has convinced me of the truth of Jean-Baptiste Alphonse Karr’s famous axiom, plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose. (The Paris-born Karr, who lived from 1808 to 1890, was, of course, a journalist himself, in addition to being a critic, novelist, and flora-culturalist. But that was back in the day when “journalists” were men of accomplishment in other fields.) That is to say, the fundamental things apply in all walks of human endeavor, and among these things is mankind’s innate desire to convince others of the rightness of his position on any given subject. The question always has been: What’s the best way to go about it?

			The forebears of modern pundits are essayists, such as Montaigne, Bacon, Pascal, and Emerson, while reporters easily can trace their lineage to the eighteenth century and, if you want to go all the way back, to Pheidippides, who announced the Greek victory at Marathon in 490 B.C., with a terse, one-word report, nikomen, and then, mission accomplished, promptly dropped dead. From the start, news was not just news, but the interpretation of news; the Persians probably got a very different report when they heard the outcome of the battle. And so it remains today; Claud Cockburn’s famous if perhaps apocryphal 1930s account of an earthquake in the Times of London was headlined, “Small Earthquake in Chile, Not Many Dead.” The affected Chileans, if any, might have begged to differ.

			A profession as idiosyncratic as journalism necessarily attracts certain types of individuals: In my experience, shy loners who found in reporting—not simply pontificating; the internet is currently rife with juveniles who have opinions on every subject but have never in their lives covered a town meeting, reported from federal court, worked the cop shop, seen a dead body at the site of a murder, experienced the stench of a fire scene, and been dragged away by a state security service in a communist country (all of which I have), or broken a single story—a license to come out of their shells, belly up to the bar of life, and ask the most personal and intrusive questions imaginable in order to do the job. Reporting gave you a license to do something you never might have done on your own otherwise: to get personal details about the dearly, recently departed; boldly walk into a crime scene and view a fresh murder victim; grab your notebook and interpose yourself in an ongoing riot or even a war zone. Somehow, because you were a neutral—“objective”—observer, you felt immune to embarrassment, revulsion, or even physical danger. In fact, you found that you liked it.

			You also had to be able to type (sometimes with just two fingers, and, man, were those old-timers fast), rapidly synthesize information, get it into narrative form as accurately and interestingly as possible—it’s no wonder that the early ranks of screenwriters were comprised of former journalists themselves—produce copy amidst the chaos of a newsroom and on ironclad deadlines, field the editor’s queries (generally delivered in a shout, as rudely as possible), watch as the pasted-together stream of copy disappeared into the composing room where proofs were struck (proofreading was part of the job), and cast into lead on the Linotype machines, pounded in plates, and affixed to the presses. Then came the most thrilling moment of all as the whole building shook with the roar of the presses and the newspapers came flying off, were assembled and bundled, delivered to the docks to be loaded onto trucks and finally delivered to homes and newspaper boxes all over the circulation area. At which point, reporters were at the bar, having a weary but celebratory shot before (on morning newspapers like the one I started on) returning home in the wee hours to sleep away most of the next day and then do it all over again.

			Another element, vanishing today, is the notion of the newsroom itself, and its socializing and morale function. Reporters on the staff of even a medium-sized urban daily felt part of a larger team dedicated to a noble and very competitive enterprise. Newsrooms took their leads from the managing editor and his top editors: Their loyalty to the publication was not dependent on the corporation that owned it, but to the boss who ran it. Very often, this boss had hired you personally and, accordingly, you would follow him or her anywhere. I was lucky to work for two such men: Reg Murphy at the San Francisco Examiner, and Ray Cave at Time. In those days, in media companies big and powerful (Hearst and Time, Inc.), the best editors stood by their hires, always took their sides during reader controversies, and if they had criticism of your work, relayed it to you privately but often in no uncertain terms.

			In other words, there was camaraderie and a shared sense of purpose. You weren’t going to get rich in journalism, but you had a mission. You could make a difference, every day. It wasn’t a profession the way that being a doctor or a lawyer was, it was a craft—which was why the newspaper union was called the Newspaper Guild, now the NewsGuild-CWA (Communications Workers of America)—a craft that could be learned from the ground up while on the job. One did not need to major in journalism at a college or university; in fact, for most of journalism’s existence one didn’t need a college degree at all. Newspapermen (and they were almost always men) came from the streets, not the campuses. They had been educated at the school of hard knocks, not at a School of Communication. By 1972, that was already changing. When I was hired at the Democrat after contributing a few music reviews as a stringer, the only question the editor asked me was whether I had a college degree of any kind. That mine was a Bachelor of Music made no difference to them at all. After short stints writing the weather story and reporting on suburban town meetings, I soon found myself on the police beat, and loving it. That was the quickest, and best, education in human nature I could possibly have had.

			Today, as the lesser newspapers have vanished and the principal ones—The New York Times and a handful of others—have survived the digital transformation into 24/7 operations with national and international audiences, they have increasingly become monochromatic in background or outlook, no matter how “diverse” they may appear to be in artfully assembled group photographs. Most top journalists today went to the same Ivy League schools, live in the same urban neighborhoods, clump together when they buy summer houses—beach or country?—date the same people while having discreet affairs with each other and, if and when they have children—often their wives or husbands are also journalists—send them to the same schools. What was once a profession of hustling hardscrabble “ink-stained wretches” is now the circumscribed province of carefully manicured New Yorkers and Washingtonians who themselves often rotate in and out of the governments they cover at the highest levels.

			Most disconcerting is the uniformity of outlook and political affiliation. Among the ranks of elite reporters today there is near-universal agreement on all the political and social issues that matter, which is to say, to those issues that matter to them. In the early days of conservative talk radio and the blogosphere, men like the late Rush Limbaugh and the late Andrew Breitbart rose up in direct reaction to the menacing media monolith they were both then experiencing and which they saw evolving even further. Neither of them lived to see the full, joyous abandonment of “objectivity,” the gleeful embrace of political and ideological partisanship, and the annihilation of the old media infrastructure by the internet that has resulted today in what has been called the Mainstream Media, but which we have here termed the Corporate Media.

			Far from embracing genuine diversity or harkening back to the contentious, multi-voiced press environment of the nation’s founding, today’s Corporate Media brooks no demurrals or disdain, celebrates uniformity of opinion, scourges dissent from the prevailing political orthodoxy, and has utterly forsaken the First Amendment protections of freedom of religion, speech, and assembly that once protected it during its post-Cold War incubation, and to which it once paid such crocodilian lip service. Instead, the media in nearly all Western countries now link up in a kind of multi-headed monster much like the monopolies once feared by such muckraking American authors as Upton Sinclair in The Jungle and Frank Norris in his uncompleted trilogy, The Epic of the Wheat, of which he only finished The Octopus: A Story of California before his premature death at age thirty-two in 1902. (That book described the frontier battles between ranchers and unscrupulous agents of the Southern Pacific Railroad.) The internet, which once promised to let a thousand flowers bloom, to quote Chairman Mao, has instead become the voice of the powerful—which, given the multi-billionaire status of many of its founders, is perhaps not surprising.

			In short, the Narrative—increasingly hard Left—has become everything. And where once reporters dreamed of becoming screenwriters, today they don’t even have to bother. Every day, they push a narrative far more politically potent than anything Ben Hecht or Charlie MacArthur ever dreamed of.

			And so: The old gatekeepers are gone; long live the new gatekeepers. Or, to put it another way: Meet the new boss, even worse than the old boss. In his 1979 book The Right Stuff, author and iconoclastic journalist Tom Wolfe referred to the press as the “Victorian Gentleman,” a Pecksniffian scold out of Dickens always on the alert for moral failings in the objects of his attention: “the constant hypocrite, who insisted on public manifestations of morality that he would never insist upon privately in his own life,” as Wolfe later explained in a 1980 interview with Rolling Stone. Today, the new Gents tend more toward the sybaritic than the stuffed shirts of midcentury last, but their determination to root out apostasy and heresy is every bit as great, just as long as their media colleagues don’t include themselves in the coverage.

			The effect of all this has been to move the Overton Window of acceptable thought and behavior increasingly to the left: irresponsible and libertinistic when it comes to personal comportment, and progressive, proscriptive Stalinist when it comes to politics. Today’s media is not so much informational as a kind of institutional opposition research bureau, forever ready to hunt down and punish heresy—even if has to reach back years, decades, and even if the wrong-think wasn’t objectional at the time.

			The internet wag who goes by the name of Iowahawk once summed up the modern journalist’s primary duty as “covering important stories. With a pillow, until they stop moving.” Like Ray Bradbury’s firemen in Fahrenheit 451, modern journalists have stepped in to incinerate journalism’s anarchic background. Having picked the side of the “progressive” billionaires, they have gleefully abjured not only their former ethics but also their profession’s entire legacy of working-class backgrounds and state-university (or less) educations in order to take their proper places at the courts of Bezos, Gates, Zuckerberg, and the Googleplexers, stenographers of the Brave New World to come: a noxious paradise of malignant anonymity in the service of rigorous dogma, with nary a hint of dis- or mis-information to mar the rosy skies of Unanimity.

			Our field of fire, therefore, is wide. For argumentative clarity and thematic unity, I have grouped the essays into the following sections: After opening under “General Principles” with Lance Morrow’s evocation of what the old newsrooms felt like, “Journalism Was a Rascal,” a brief excerpt from his 2023 book The Noise of Typewriters, the first section considers journalism in general, and features essays on the nature of journalism and journalists by Andrew Klavan, Peter Berkowitz, David Reaboi, John O’Sullivan, Charlie Kirk, and Jon Gabriel.

			The second section, “On The New York Times,” is devoted to the fons et origo of twenty-first century’s journalism problems, once the most prestigious institution of center-left news reporting but latterly the house organ not simply of its beloved Democratic Party but of “progressivism” itself. Both Ashley Rindsberg and J. Peder Zane are longtime Times watchers—Zane worked for the paper for a few years—and herewith chart its descent into often embarrassing partisanship. Indeed, the Times has become the arbiter of political and social thought, instructing the politicians in the fine points of ever-changing Leftist orthodoxy on a daily basis, right down to the proper use of plural pronouns for single-entity transgender non-binaries still with their original sex characteristics assigned at birth.

			Break the Times, break the Left.

			Section three, “The Past as Prologue,” contains seven essays on the history and background of American journalism, beginning with “The Founders and the Press” by Arthur Milikh of the Claremont Institute, and continuing with pieces on the overall decline of journalistic standards by former Gannett top executive Peter Prichard; the media’s abandonment of “objectivity,” by John Fund, for many years a writer at The Wall Street Journal; and some thoughts on the foundational nature of partisanship by National Review and Hillsdale College’s John J. Miller. Mark Hemingway of The Federalist looks askance at the current mania for “fact-checking” by the Corporate Media, while Clarice Feldman, a former attorney with the Department of Justice Office of Special Investigations and a columnist for The Pipeline, conducts a withering cross-examination of the Supreme Court’s notorious Sullivan decision, which has effectively made impossible libel suits against the media. Finally, Kyle Shideler of the Center for Security Policy in Washington, D.C., examines the extremely cozy relationship between the media and members of the intelligence community.

			Part four, “The Media vs. America,” is the heart of our j’accuse. Its ten essays treat politics, the “Russian collusion” hoax, the January 6, 2021, protests, wokism, race relations, immigration, the military, guns, the energy industry, and the police. Contributors include Monica Crowley, Steven Hayward, Nick Searcy, Sebastian Gorka, Roger Simon, Mark Krikorian, Kurt Schlichter, Elizabeth Sheld, The Pipeline’s Tom Finnerty, and Jack Dunphy. Several of these names will be instantly familiar to regular readers of the political blogosphere: Crowley, a familiar figure on Fox News, began her career as an assistant to Richard Nixon, Gorka served as a special assistant to President Donald J. Trump, while Searcy, an actor, is well known for his appearances in the TV series Justified, as well as performances in two recently Oscar-nominated films, The Shape of Water and Three Billboards Outside Ebbing, Missouri.

			Part five, “Foreign Affairs,” consists of five essays about the media abroad. Ian Gregory tackles the once-beloved Beeb in “Inside the Woke BBC”; Canadians David Solway and Elizabeth Nickson cast a gimlet eye on their native land and its compliant media, especially the CBC. Ireland’s disgraceful one-party mediaverse, personified by the national broadcaster Raidió Teilifís Éireann (RTE), gets a hiding from Ben Scallan, one of the bright young stars in the country’s counter-media, while Australia’s monolithic ABC is dismantled by Brit-turned-Aussie Peter Smith, also a Pipeline contributor.

			Arts criticism is a disappearing discipline in culturally egalitarian cyberspace, but it has a long and distinguished history in such areas as motion pictures, literature, and music. Armond White, the best film critic in America, and the pseudonymous George MF Washington, a Hollywood insider, both have a go at film critics, while veteran book-publishing executive Thomas Lipscomb bemoans the death of the industry he long served. And I have a few words to say on the vanishing of serious “high” cultural commentary in the American media as well. This section is part six, “Criticism and Its Discontents.”

			No examination of the media would be complete without considering the expanded role of “Women and Sexuality” (part seven) in a once nearly all-male craft, and Priscilla Turner—a former Berkeley leftist, movie executive, writer for network television, the author of seven children’s books, and at the dawn of the blogosphere the voice of Priscilla’s Daily News—treats the fairer sex with no mercy. The Pipeline’s very own lifestyle columnist, Jenny Kennedy, displays her devotion to saving the planet while traveling in style all over the world by taking some readers’ questions, and Catholic commentator and activist Austin Ruse explains “how the media went gay.”

			We conclude with part eight, “The Rise of the Internet,” now the standard medium for the dissemination of news and opinion. Veterans of the early, Wild West, days of cyberspace join us. Glenn Reynolds, the “blogfather” of the influential Instapundit site, still going strong, takes us back to the earliest days of blogging; Hannah Giles, the young woman in the series of videos that demolished the leftist activist group ACORN in 2009 when they appeared on the late Andrew Breitbart’s Big Government website, returns us to that tumultuous period and her role in it, while radio talk-show host Larry O’Connor—who was also there at the beginning, writing for Big Hollywood under the name “Larry Stage”—reminds us of what a force of nature Andrew was.

			Finally, Bill Whittle—whom you know from his Afterburner videos but who first came to my attention as the host of the Eject! Eject! Eject! site in those early days, ties the bow on our package with some concluding words on the biggest threat now facing journalism: explicit, unconstitutional, censorship from an unholy, fascistic alliance between governments and Big Tech to bring political conformity to the unruly craft of journalism.

			True, journalism was always a rascal, as Lance Morrow notes. And over the years, decades, and centuries, the trick was to tame the rascal without turning him into a dreary Victorian Gent. Journalism has produced, worldwide, some of the greatest men and women of letters since practically the invention of the printing press. From it have sprung novelists, poets, playwrights, scenarists, scriptwriters, and movie directors (Stanley Kubrick, the Beethoven of cinema, began as a photojournalist). Journalists have succeeded in just about every discipline that involves telling stories by means of concentration, bravery, a facility with languages, an organizational brain, unbounded curiosity about the world, an ability to conceive and write in long forms, and inspiration. The more pedestrian—the vast majority to be sure— have remained journalists.

			To what further end, however? Lippmann’s dream has come true: Opinions are now organized for the press but by the press itself. We have bought into Lippmann’s statement that a journalist’s

			version of the truth is only his version…the more he understands his own weaknesses, the more ready he is to admit that where there is no objective test, his own opinion is in some vital measure constructed out of his own stereotypes, according to his own code, and by the urgency of his own interest. He knows that he is seeing the world through subjective lenses.

			Lippmann’s quarrel, however, was not simply with journalism, but with the very nature of American democracy; he was, after all, a Wilsonian:

			For the troubles of the press, like the troubles of representative government, be it territorial or functional, like the troubles of industry, be it capitalist, cooperative, or communist, go back to a common source: to the failure of self-governing people to transcend their casual experience and their prejudice, by inventing, creating, and organizing a machinery of knowledge. It is because they are compelled to act without a reliable picture of the world, that governments, schools, newspapers and churches make such small headway against the more obvious failings of democracy, against violent prejudice, apathy, preference for the curious trivial as against the dull important, and the hunger for sideshows and three legged calves. This is the primary defect of popular government, a defect inherent in its traditions, and all its other defects can, I believe, be traced to this one.

			It’s taken a century since Public Opinion was first published for Lippmann’s ideas to finally have become mainstream—indeed, corporate. Few read Sinclair Lewis anymore, his Pulitzers and Nobel Prizes notwithstanding, but Lippmann’s insistence that the media’s manifest imperfections must be disqualifying in a properly run modern state have now found wide favor across the political spectrum. The “penny dreadfuls” that once posed such a serious threat to American morals may have been replaced by social media, but the instinct to strangle them remains the same.

			What’s different today is that this time, the Corporate Media has joined the crusade. It gatekeeps, cheerleads, and openly indulges in and celebrates censorship—the most recent and memorable example of which was the deliberate throttling of the Hunter Biden “laptop from hell” story, the suppression of which clearly influenced the results of the 2020 election in the service of a frankly partisan cause. Indeed, the Corporate Media barely bats an eye when the governments of any Western nations establish anti-“disinformation” bureaus to surveil protected speech in the specious name of “safety,” such as the late, unlamented Disinformation Governance Board, mercifully smothered in its cradle shortly after its birth during the Biden administration in 2022 but undoubtedly still lurking in the bowels of the national-security state. And it seems entirely untroubled by such bureaucratic excrescences as the U.S. government’s Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, a three-billion-dollar-a-year arm of the post-9/11 Department of Homeland Security, one of George W. Bush’s dubious gifts to the nation.

			Largely controlled by a handful of immensely wealthy men, many of whom have made their fortunes—which put those of William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer to shame—from the institutional destruction wrought by the internet on the news business, the media monolith no longer even pretends to welcome a multiplicity of voices, but instead has allied itself with the prevailing transnational narrative of “progressive” liberalism. How this state of affairs came about, what have been its consequences, and what it portends for the future of both freedom of speech and democracy we now address in these pages.

		


		
			PART ONE: GENERAL PRINCIPLES

		


		
			Journalism Was a Rascal An excerpt from The Noise of Typewriters

			By Lance Morrow

			Journalism was a rascal—a smoker and a drinker—and the life was picaresque: hectic, improvised, although at times as dull as a clerk’s. The pay was bad. You were broke half the time, and often hung over. But you were young enough to enjoy the scruffy mystique and a winking intimacy with big shots—with history itself (which, up close, was apt to look like a bit of a fraud). Did it add up to anything? I wondered. Henry Luce insisted that it did, but Henry Luce—with his money and power and the influence of his Presbyterian conscience upon the middle-class American mind—was a Big Picture man. (Luce believed in capitalizing Big Ideas and once sent a memo to his editors encouraging the practice.) He was certain that everything that fell beneath his gaze must mean something important.

			People have forgotten Henry Luce. But he is, in some ways, the key to understanding journalism in the twentieth century. His career raised essential questions—about the nature of journalism, about the politics of storytelling, about the morals of power. Luce was a brilliant American success story—and a cautionary tale.

			The journalism I am speaking of owed a lot to the atmosphere of the Great Depression, which was a generation before my time but nonetheless lingered on as folklore—a kind of warning and a moral framework: a lifestyle, an aesthetic.

			During the Depression, the reporters were mostly New Dealers, while their publishers were overwhelmingly Republicans. Capra framed his stories around Americans’ anxiety about whether they are Good; they imagined that if they were not Good, they must be Evil. Or anyway, they must be Pretty Bad. At the same time, it became a complicated lesson of the twentieth century, starting in the 1930s, that when people try to be perfect, they turn into fanatics. That was the story in foreign countries—in Russia, in Germany, around the time of It Happened One Night, which got the Oscar for Best Picture in 1934. Could it happen here? Capra liked to show Americans being tempted by an evil genius (often played by Edward Arnold)—a newspaper publisher with a fascist agenda—but, at the end, returning safely to the arms of their sweet democracy, like Dorothy restored to the farm in Kansas. I sometimes think that the leftist tendencies of twenty-first-century media have their origin in the myths of Frank Capra’s movies.

			There was a certain amount of decaying theology at work in all of this. In time, the country’s Calvinism—the founding religion—had settled for democratizing itself as a cult of emotions. Feelings—like money—give the country a least common denominator: a lingua franca in which people in a diverse society might communicate with one another and affirm their humanity and their citizenship as Americans. Now, instead of hard theological thoughts, the country moralized its feelings. Almost from the start, the need to justify the American enterprise had produced an elaborately sentimental self-image. The Frank Capra movies (for example, Meet John Doe and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington) were a twentieth-century advance in that art—and so were Norman Rockwell’s anecdotal paintings, the glowing American allegories that illustrated covers of The Saturday Evening Post in the days when it was a great and influential magazine; my father was an editor at the Post in those flush times, after the war. The self-confident and sometimes preacherly and overbearing narratives of Henry Luce’s Time magazine had an immense moral and cultural influence on Americans. As a child, Luce, a China missionary’s son, learned storytelling from the New Testament, from Christ’s parables—each of which teaches a moral lesson. Stories in his magazines would similarly instruct. Hotchkiss and then Yale exposed him to the moralizing Greeks and Romans, especially Plutarch, who sought the truth of things in the lives of great men.

			In any case, mass-circulation American journalism (especially Luce’s) joined American politics and American religion and American movies in the restless project of making and remaking—or, eventually, unmaking—the national myth.

			Journalism in the twentieth century proceeded on the assumption that there was such a thing as objective reality. The task of journalism, said Carl Bernstein—a companion of my youth when we were picaresque rascals side by side on the dictation bank at the Washington Evening Star back in the mid-1960s—was to obtain “the best available version of the truth.” But in the writing and editing, objective reality tended to become subjective reality; facts were well enough, but important facts needed to be evaluated, judged—characterized. Which was the priority of a mythmaker like Luce: the hard facts of the case, or the storyteller’s interpretation of them—the narrative line? Is journalism inevitably engaged in the working up of myths, whatever its pretensions to objectivity? A journalist needs a disciplined reverence for the facts, because the temptations of storytelling are strong and seductive.

			I don’t mean that mythmaking is necessarily perfidious; in any case, it is inevitable. It’s a problem of storytelling and, so to speak, of entertainment. Where journalism is concerned, as I discovered over the years, the narrative line is not only a chronic problem of ethics but the key to culture itself—and even the glue that holds a society together.

			But in the era that I am writing about, questions like that were above our pay grade. We took it for granted that there was something called the truth and that it could be discovered. Start at the level of the cop’s truth: The victim was either white or black, male or female. The murder weapon was of a certain caliber. Someone had pulled the trigger. Who? I’m talking about hard facts that are beneath the radar of controversy, of politics. Such facts did not invite abstract speculation. Woodward and Bernstein approached Watergate as a crime story, not a political one; they would knock on doors like police detectives and find things out. Woodward and Bernstein were like the boy in the story of the emperor’s new clothes. In Citizen Kane, that great fable of journalism and American truth, an obscure clue like “Rosebud” might mean something. Find out what he meant by that, the editor told his boys in the smoky projection room at the start of the movie.

			In the twenty-first century, on the other hand, journalism would find itself plunged into the metaverse. Politics and culture would migrate into the country of myth, with its hallucinations and hysterias—the floating world of a trillion screens. There might come to be no agreed reality at all. You did not dignify journalism by referring to it as “journalism” (a word that is even now a little too grand, too self-important) unless you put the word “yellow” in front of it. You called yourself a reporter or a newspaperman. News ceases to be news the minute that people know about it. Newspapers were for wrapping the fish or swatting the dog or else announcing, in big, black headlines, a sudden turn in the movie’s plot (KANE CAUGHT IN LOVE NEST). The journalist and historian Eric Alterman went overboard in order to make the point: “Reporting was seen as a job for winos, perverts, and those without sufficient imagination to become gangsters.”

			Contempt for reporters had a long history. General William Tecumseh Sherman hated them (and he had reason, for they sometimes made things up or, worse, they aided the enemy by publishing entirely accurate information about his army’s movements), and one day when he learned that Confederate guns had sunk a barge-load of Yankee reporters in the Mississippi River near Vicksburg, he laughed and cheered. The journalists swam ashore and survived, but at least they had gotten their notebooks wet.

			When Janet Malcolm died in 2021, obituaries remembered the famous rant with which she opened her 1989 New Yorker magazine piece, later to become a book called The Journalist and the Murderer (about Jeffrey MacDonald, convicted of killing his wife and daughters, and Joe McGinniss, who wrote a book about the case). “Every journalist who is not too stupid or too full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible,” she wrote. “He is a kind of confidence man, preying on people’s vanity, ignorance, or loneliness, gaining their trust and betraying them without remorse.”

			We have all been there at one time or another—gaining the source’s trust, smiling, and then betraying that trust. Any reporter, reading Malcolm’s rant, experiences a shudder of recognition and shame. But her indictment is too savage, and it belongs to the category of irrelevant generalization. What mattered, ultimately, was not whether you treated a source shabbily but whether you got the story and—who knows—wrote the truth. A (so to speak) secondary betrayal might be the price of getting the story right.

		


		
			Letter to a Young Journalist

			By Andrew Klavan

			My Dear Friend:

			It does my old heart good to address a young person of such talent, honesty and integrity. I am only sorry you are going into the field of journalism, where none of those qualities will be of any use to you. To enter American journalism today in search of honest work is like entering an Episcopal church in search of Christianity. If you find any, you probably brought it with you and, once you’re there, you’re going to have to fight to hold onto it.

			Over the past decade or so, the largest and most respected American news outlets have sunk to once-unimaginable depths of mendacity. They have repeatedly spread disinformation to protect the power of the powerful and have demonized and attempted to silence those who tried to tell the simple truth. Let me give a few recent examples.

			In 2020, The New York Times won a Pulitzer Prize for the 1619 Project, which claimed the American Revolution was fought primarily to preserve slavery—a lie. During the 2020 Covid pandemic, various outlets decried the “racist” idea that the virus originated in a Chinese lab—as it most likely did.

			When a felonious drug addict named George Floyd died in Minneapolis police custody in May 2020, journalists elevated the story as representative of widespread police racism against blacks. Repeated studies have cast doubt on whether such widespread racism exists, and it is unclear even now whether Floyd died of a cop’s sloppy manhandling or a drug overdose. But the media version helped to inspire nationwide race riots that caused a record $2 billion in damage and left somewhere between twenty and forty people dead. Some TV reporters declared these riots “mostly peaceful” and “not generally unruly,” even as their cameras captured buildings burning down behind them.

			During the 2020 presidential election, the New York Post unearthed an abandoned laptop belonging to Democrat candidate Joe Biden’s son Hunter. The laptop contained evidence of extensive Biden family corruption, possibly reaching to the candidate himself. The Biden camp, led by soon-to-be Secretary of State Antony Blinken, orchestrated a letter signed by fifty-one former high-level intelligence officials claiming that the laptop had “all the classic earmarks of a Russian information operation.” This nonsense allegation was taken up by journalists at all the major outlets, and went unchallenged when it was repeated by the candidate himself. The Post’s reporting was suppressed on social media outlets without protest from the journalistic community. Indeed, Terence Samuel, National Public Radio’s managing editor for news, refused to allow NPR to report on the laptop at all, saying, “We don’t want to waste the listeners’ and readers’ time on stories that are just pure distractions.” He was then promoted to vice president of newsgathering and executive editor.

			A cranky old conservative like myself may be forgiven for suspecting that this habitual dishonesty is an effort to support the age-old leftist cause of larger government and less individual freedom. In a 2013 poll, about 13 percent of journalists said they leaned right, while three times as many, about 39 percent, said they leaned left. This means that a whopping 48 percent of journalists lean left and lie about it. Perhaps more to the point, a recent Gallup poll showed that only 7 percent of the public have a great deal of trust in the news media, while 70 percent of Democrats trust them. In a nation where the people are sovereign, and where that sovereignty is equally divided between the two political parties, a media trusted by one party alone is almost surely reporting with its mind closed.

			It is easy to believe that American journalism was always a liar’s game. In his screenplay for the film Nothing Sacred, newspaperman Ben Hecht wrote: “I’ll tell you briefly what I think about newspapermen: the hand of God, reaching down into the mire, couldn’t elevate one of them to the depths of degradation.” That was in 1937.

			He had a point, too. Just a few years earlier, New York Times Moscow bureau chief Walter Duranty actively covered up Soviet tyrant Joseph Stalin’s systematic starvation of nearly 4 million Ukrainians. Why? “To put it brutally, you can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs,” the communist-loving Duranty said. The Times has never returned Duranty’s Pulitzer.

			Yet for all the bias, distortion, and deception of the past, I feel obligated to warn you that, over the past fifty years, American journalism has changed very much for the worse.

			I saw some of this change unfold live and in person. In the 1980s, I was a radio news writer. I worked at a station in Manhattan that was reputed to have one of the best newsrooms in the country. We prided ourselves on longish—say, forty-five-second—stories that sought to give the audience a clear idea of the issues of the day. If we got a fact wrong, or treated a politician unfairly, we heard about it from the higher-ups. We policed ourselves and each other for accuracy and bias.

			That all changed when a new boss was installed. He wasn’t a bad man, just an emissary of the age. With competition from cable news on the rise, broadcasting executives who once considered reporting the news a public service had now begun to wonder whether their news divisions could be transformed into profit centers.

			In meeting after meeting, the new boss coached us on how to be “relatable.” Twelve-second stories focusing on sex, violence, disasters, and flashy scandals were the key. The AIDS crisis was a perfect opportunity to discuss bizarre sexual practices with an air of gravitas. “Scare people,” I was told more than once. “That’s what makes them tune in.”

			I was young then, as you are now. I had a naïve idea that the work of a man’s hands ought to have a purpose, and that that purpose ought to govern how he does his job. The purpose of writing news seemed obvious to me: to inform a free people of the facts and fairly report the positions of at least the two major parties so that the people could decide what they believed and whom they supported.

			As it happens, I am a man of even temper. Once, after thirty-five years of marriage, my wife heard me shout at someone over the phone, and literally hid under the bedcovers because she’d never before heard me raise my voice in anger. But when the new regime purposely set out to cheapen the work it paid me to do, I repeatedly flew off the handle. I remember one hellacious fight in which my boss and I shouted at each other nose to nose. I really thought we were about to start swinging. When the boss abruptly quit, I flattered myself that it was at least in part because I had made his life so miserable. I thought I had defeated the evil forces of relatability.

			A few years later, during the first surge of political correctness, I became so weary of American culture I decided to leave the country. I lived overseas for many years. During one return visit, I went to see my old boss to mend fences. He was now a top executive at one of the largest news networks in the country. As we shook hands, it occurred to me: I was a cultural exile, and Mr. Relatable was a prince of the news industry. I had thought myself a living firewall against the destruction of a once-noble profession. In fact, I’d been a pebble on the beach, and he had been the tidal wave of the future.

			With the news business now wholly governed by the profit motive, costs were cut and reporters were fired in droves. I remember coming to work several different times at several different venues to find the newsroom like a battlefield, with women weeping and men in despair after mass layoffs had cost them their jobs. What’s more, media companies began to consolidate so that once-independent newsrooms became a small part of much larger corporations. Such corporations historically align themselves with Big Government because Big Government discourages small competitors who can’t afford the lawyers, lobbyists, and bribes that the corporations can.

			The death of smaller news outlets also meant that news jobs were increasingly located on the coasts and in big cities, liberal Democrat enclaves. The coming of the internet only worsened the trend until, by 2016, around 70 percent of all journalists worked and lived among people who agreed with their leftwing politics. How did they miss the coming election of Donald Trump to the presidency that year? Simple. They didn’t live where the voters were, and it didn’t occur to them to go there.

			To show you the practical effect of these pernicious developments, let me give you one more example of how the media distorted a major story.

			In theory, the so-called #MeToo movement was an attempt to expose the mistreatment of women by powerful men in the workplace. A valid enterprise. But how was it covered in practice?

			Let’s start with Bill Clinton, president of the United States from 1993 to 2001. During his first presidential campaign, Clinton was repeatedly accused of harassing, committing adultery with and, in one instance, raping women who came within his reach. But whenever Clinton’s victims tried to go public, Clinton campaign aide George Stephanopoulos would help squelch what the Clinton team called “bimbo eruptions.”

			It worked. When Arkansas state employee Paula Jones accused Clinton of exposing himself to her, Stephanopoulos called top brass at NBC, CNN, and other outlets, and convinced them to keep Jones’s news conference off the air. Clinton was later impeached for committing perjury while defending himself against Jones’s sexual harassment suit. He ultimately settled with her for $850,000.

			When Stephanopoulos left the White House, he was hired as a political analyst at ABC News and rapidly rose through the ranks despite having no journalistic experience. By 2010, Stephanopoulos was a host of ABC mainstay Good Morning America. That year, he attended a party given by Jeffrey Epstein, a financier who procured underage women and shared them with his upscale pals. At the time of the party, Epstein had recently finished a prison term in Florida for procuring an underage girl for prostitution.

			According to White House logs, Epstein visited the White House seventeen times during Clinton’s first term in office. According to a Fox News analysis, Clinton flew on Epstein’s plane at least twenty-six times in the two years after he left the presidency. The plane was dubbed the “Lolita Express” because it was used to transport underage girls to Epstein’s various locations.

			In a video obtained by guerilla journalists at Project Veritas, ABC News host Amy Robach claimed she had the Epstein story as early as 2016, when Hillary Clinton was running for president against Donald Trump. “It was unbelievable what we had. Clinton. We had everything,” Robach said. But, she went on, ABC spiked the story. An ABC spokesperson told Fox News that Stephanopoulos had “no involvement” in that decision. Stephanopoulos was then ABC’s chief anchor and political correspondent.

			ABC alleged to CBS that one of its staffers, an Emmy-winning 25-year-old named Ashley Bianco, had leaked the Robach tape to Project Veritas while working for ABC, her previous employer. CBS fired Bianco in 2019 for reporting the news while a journalist, though Bianco claimed she was innocent. Meanwhile, CBS anchor and PBS talk-show host Charlie Rose, an associate of Jeffrey Epstein who sometimes consulted Epstein when hiring female employees, was harassing many of the women he worked with. He was fired in 2017 after multiple allegations of sexual harassment appeared in The Washington Post.

			Also meanwhile, according to journalist Ronan Farrow, NBC spiked his story of how film producer and Clinton donor Harvey Weinstein repeatedly raped and harassed various Hollywood hopefuls who stumbled into his clutches. In his book Catch and Kill, Farrow claims NBC came under heavy pressure from its parent organization NBC-Universal, which has multiple Hollywood interests. This occurred at the same time NBC was allegedly covering up the sexual predations of its star anchorman Matt Lauer. Lauer is accused of assaulting one young staffer until she passed out, and of sodomizing a co-worker while she cried and begged him to stop. Lauer was fired in November 2017.

			Now, at the same time the Epstein story and the Weinstein story and the Lauer story and the Rose story were being covered up by ABC, NBC, and CBS, NBC released a tape of Donald Trump making ugly remarks about women. The tape was released in October of Trump’s 2016 election campaign. NBC had been in possession of the tape since 2005.

			Like Hunter Biden’s laptop, the Trump tape was real. But there were no former intelligence officials to cast doubts on its reality, no corporate news outlets to denounce it, and no social media to silence those who promoted it. Instead, feminists poured into the streets en masse to protest Donald Trump’s lewd remarks. The #MeToo movement had begun!

			Cut to 2018. The movement continued. Feminists stormed the Supreme Court in protest after Christine Blasey Ford accused fifty-three-year-old conservative Supreme Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh of having drunkenly climbed on top of her in 1982 at a party when they were teenagers. Kavanaugh vigorously and emotionally denied the charges and Ford could produce no one to back her story. Nonetheless, most news outlets reported Blasey Ford’s version as the truth. They piled other unsubstantiated charges on Kavanaugh, including accusations that he’d attended parties where there were gang rapes. These stories collapsed when examined.

			Leading the anti-Kavanaugh charge, The New York Times ran a story headlined “‘As a Rape Survivor, I was Shaking in my Chair’ as Christine Blasey Ford Testified,” in which readers explained “how their experiences with sexual assault and trauma affected their viewing” of Ford’s testimony. To my knowledge, there were no stories about men who had been falsely accused of sexual assault and how they, too, were shaking in their chairs.

			Now compare the case of Tara Reade, who worked for Joe Biden as a congressional aide in the 1990s. During Biden’s 2020 presidential campaign against Donald Trump, Reade claimed that Joe Biden once pushed her against a wall, kissed her, put his hand under her skirt and penetrated her with his fingers. The New York Times did not cover Reade’s accusations for nineteen days. It then ran a piece on page twenty of the Easter Sunday edition, dismissing the accusations. When asked about the disparity between the treatment of Kavanaugh and Biden, Times executive editor Dean Baquet explained, “Kavanaugh was already in a public forum in a large way. Kavanaugh’s status as a Supreme Court justice was in question because of a very serious allegation. And when I say in a public way, I don’t mean in the public way of Tara Reade’s. If you ask the average person in America, they [sic] didn’t know about the Tara Reade case.” In other words, the Times didn’t cover the allegation against a presidential candidate because no one knew about Reade’s allegation because the Times didn’t cover it.

			In 2022, Universal, which, as you remember, owns NBC, released the film She Said, detailing the heroic struggle of two female Times reporters to expose the trail of rapes left by Harvey Weinstein. So the Times’s reputation remains intact.

			I tell you all this so you will understand: As a young person entering the field of journalism, you are not entering a profession afflicted with bias. You are joining a business riddled with wickedness and corruption. Keep your mouth shut and toe the line, and you will soon be sharing morally polluted Pulitzers with some of the best-dressed and best-educated scum of the earth.

			It is my sincere hope that this letter will encourage you to seek out more wholesome work, like prostitution or organized crime. But if you insist on your current career path, you should know that you are in for the fight of your life. Seek truth and speak truth as a journalist, and you will be thwarted like Ronan Farrow, silenced like Amy Robach, and forced off social media like the New York Post.

			But there is an honorable way forward. Much of the hysteria and panic mainstream journalists exhibit in the presence of honesty is enflamed by the proliferating opportunities to speak truth through independent venues that could render them obsolete. Reporters expelled from the corrupt high places—as Bari Weiss was from The New York Times—may create fresh vehicles for genuine journalism, as she did on Substack.

			Myself, through a lifetime as a writer of both fiction and non-fiction, I have tried my best to speak honestly. I can’t prove my articles denouncing Hollywood leftism caused me to be blacklisted as a screenwriter, I can only point out that my annual income from screen work went from six and seven figures to nothing in a year. I can’t be sure that Empire of Lies, my novel about the War on Terror, damaged my publishing career, but my award-winning and sometimes bestselling novels went from receiving dozens of positive mainstream reviews to receiving one, in which I was called a “right wing crackpot.”

			Yet here I am, a commentator on The Daily Wire, with both novels and non-fiction on the bestseller lists. My work has a large audience and wins praise on an internet that did not exist when I was, like you, setting out.

			Perhaps more important, I have enjoyed every moment of the fight. My young friend, I tell you truly: There is nothing more delightful, more energizing, more inspiring, or more fun than doing battle with a sinister gang of corrupt rat bastards when you have the truth on your side.

			With that in mind, welcome to American journalism. An empire of lies indeed, it marches against liberty in lockstep, much like the empire that came to Lexington and Concord in 1775, thinking to seize the guns of the upstart colonists.

			For the rebel media now, as for the rebels back then, there is nothing for it but to take cover where you must and fire back when you can. Now, as then, it is a fight the rebels can’t possibly win.

			Go to it.

		


		
			The Press, the Professors, and Postmodern Progressivism

			By Peter Berkowitz

			Postmodern progressivism occupies the commanding heights of contemporary American culture. It combines a commitment to rule by credentialed elites, an ever more expansive egalitarianism conceived in terms of group identities, and a repudiation of traditional moral principles. Progressive elites draw from these clashing convictions a license to do whatever is necessary to make Americans conform to their prescriptions for diversity understood as intellectual conformity; equity understood as differential treatment based on race, ethnicity, and sex; and inclusion understood as silencing or excluding those who disagree with the progressive agenda. Oscillating opportunistically between a moral relativism that haughtily disdains to judge and a dogmatic moralism that judges haughtily, this incoherent sensibility fortifies self-righteousness and induces ideological blindness. It drives the mainstream media’s and the elite academy’s efforts to banish opposition, stigmatize debate, control the flow of information, supervise public discussion, and establish authoritative and unchallengeable progressive narratives.

			Postmodern progressivism undercuts liberal democracy in America. Freedom and democracy depend on a knowledgeable citizenry, which requires a self-aware press that reports the facts accurately and analyzes the issues fairly, and an educational system devoted to the transmission of knowledge and the cultivation of independent minds. However, the prestige press and the elite academy collaborate to cocoon citizens within a set of purportedly final and uncontestable progressive assumptions and conclusions. This drastic narrowing of moral and political perspectives erodes the conditions for public discussion and reasoned deliberation essential to responsible self-government.

			Seldom does the onrush of events provide a real-time laboratory for testing claims about culture, politics, and society. But the mainstream media’s starkly contrasting coverage of two grave accusations—the Russia-collusion accusation directed at candidate and then President Donald Trump, and the influence-peddling-scheme accusation directed at candidate and then President Joe Biden, his son, and other family members—demonstrates the lengths to which the mainstream media is willing to go to twist, suppress, or invent facts to advance progressive moral judgments and political interests.

			From the 2016 presidential campaign through 2019, the mainstream media championed the falsehood that Donald Trump colluded with Russia to steal the 2016 presidential election. However, the “Report on the Investigation Into Russian Interference in the 2016 Presidential Election” Volume I and Volume II, submitted by special prosecutor Robert Mueller in March 2019 after nearly two years of work, failed to find evidence to establish that the Trump campaign engaged in a criminal conspiracy with Russia. Meanwhile, investigations by Department of Justice Inspector General Michael Horowitz—“A Report of Investigation of Certain Allegations Relating to Former FBI Deputy Director Andrew McCabe” (February 2018) and “Review of Four FISA Applications and Other Aspects of the FBI’s Crossfire Hurricane Investigation” (December 2019)—along with the “Report on Matters Related to Intelligence Activities and Investigations Arising Out of the 2016 Presidential Campaigns” (May 2023) issued by Special Prosecutor John Durham found abundant evidence of serious wrongdoing by law enforcement officials.

			According to these reports, the Obama administration’s FBI and Department of Justice flouted standard operating procedures and abused their formidable law-enforcement powers in their investigations of candidate Trump. In no small measure driven by Obama administration holdovers, the FBI and Department of Justice continued to defy regular practices and protocols in investigations of Trump after he entered the White House. The mainstream media has tended to dismiss the significance of the Horowitz reports and the Durham report on the grounds that they did not uncover substantial prosecutable conduct, as if serious wrongdoing in politics is limited to crimes that can be proven in a court of law.

			From the 2020 campaign to 2023, the same mainstream media ignored or suppressed the abundant evidence that Joe Biden’s son Hunter and other Biden family members conducted lucrative influence-peddling schemes while Biden was vice president. In October 2020, the New York Post reported that a laptop abandoned by Hunter Biden in a Delaware computer store and turned over to the FBI by the store’s owner contained on its hard drive—among sordid photos and extensive electronic communications—an email to Hunter Biden from Vadym Pozharskyi, “a top executive at a Ukrainian energy firm,” thanking the son for the introduction to his father, who was then vice president. The meeting took place “less than a year before the elder Biden pressured government officials in Ukraine into firing a prosecutor who was investigating the company.”

			The mainstream media largely declined to cover the story, based in part on an open letter that was ginned up by then-Biden campaign advisor Antony Blinken and signed by fifty-one former intelligence officials. With reckless disregard for the truth, the open letter dismissed the laptop and its contents as “Russian disinformation.” The mainstream media’s insistence that the story was of little public interest was buttressed by collaboration between federal law enforcement and social media: With the FBIs encouragement, Twitter and Facebook censored the laptop story. The stubborn facts remained. Ample evidence indicated that Hunter Biden, who has been under federal investigation since 2018 for, among other things, improper business dealings, received millions of dollars from Ukrainian natural-gas giant Burisma while his father was vice president and Obama’s point man on Ukraine despite Hunter’s lack of expertise on Ukraine and the natural gas industry. Meanwhile, other family members as well as Hunter received millions of dollars from companies connected to the Chinese Communist Party. Yet the mainstream media found few, if any, leads it regarded as worth pursuing about family members’ efforts to cash in on Joe Biden’s service as vice president.

			These overlapping case studies throw into sharp relief an egregious journalistic double standard. In the case of the manufactured Russia-collusion false narrative, The New York Times, The Washington Post, the major broadcast networks, and cable-news outlets CNN and MSNBC—along with the local editors around the country who take their cues from these industry leaders—rushed to condemn Trump. Despite flimsy evidence and the steady unraveling of the case against him, the mainstream media persisted for years in fanning the flames of outrage against Trump’s supposed Russia collusion, promulgating deceptive story lines to hamstring and delegitimize his presidency.

			In contrast, the same media outlets concocted far-fetched justifications for ignoring or denying credible allegations of Biden family malfeasance while hushing up the New York Post’s accurate reporting. Not even a video of former Vice President Biden boasting at a Council on Foreign Relations event that, by threatening to withhold $1 billion of U.S. foreign aid, he compelled Ukrainian authorities to fire a prosecutor investigating his son’s employer Burisma was enough to prompt the mainstream media to swing into action. Finally, in March 2022, leading news organizations began to belatedly acknowledge the provenance of Hunter’s laptop. However, they continued to ignore, or slow-walk, reporting of the influence-peddling revealed by his emails and corroborated by the eye-witness testimony of Hunter’s former business partner Tony Bobulinski.

			While priding themselves on serving as the nation’s watchdogs, America’s prestige news and opinion organizations have demonstrated little recognition of, and offered scarcely a word of apology for, their opposite derelictions of duty in the cases of Trump and Biden. The likely explanation for the absence of public expressions of remorse is absence of private pangs of remorse. Publishers, editors, reporters, and columnists appear to believe, all things considered, that no apology is owed.

			The starkly contrasting approaches to reporting the allegations against Trump and Biden followed a familiar pattern. Consider the mainstream media’s coverage of several high-profile stories since Trump was elected: the never-substantiated charges of sexual assault slung at judge Brett Kavanaugh during his 2018 Senate Judiciary confirmation hearings; the false accusation advanced by the press in January 2019 that boys from Covington Catholic High School mocked a Native American on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial; the Jussie Smollet “MAGA” hoax a few weeks later; the much-derided hypothesis during the early months of the pandemic, now widely viewed as more likely than not, that Covid originated in a lab in Wuhan, China; the soft-pedalling of the George Floyd protests, at many points lawless and destructive, during the spring and summer of 2020; and the sedulous portrayal of the January 6, 2021, Capitol Hill riots, involving three hours of criminal trespassing, as insurrection, which in common parlance means the effort to overturn a regime. In each case, the mainstream media promulgated a sensationalized version of events consistent with progressive prejudices and aims. As it became increasingly difficult to suppress the facts, the mainstream media lost interest and moved on. Nevertheless, its one-sided characterizations continued to echo through news accounts and op-ed pages and burrow into the progressive imagination and memory.

			The temptation should be resisted to attribute the mainstream media’s two-tiered system of reporting to ordinary bias or to the hastiness bound up with producing the first draft of history. Elite news organizations’ acts of commission and omission are not haphazard; they consistently advance progressive interests and goals, simultaneously demonizing the Right and running interference for the Left. Rank partisanship cloaked as morally righteous truth-telling has become a regular feature of the mainstream media’s work product.

			Another error is to view the mainstream media’s subordination of accurate reporting to activism as a return to the past. It’s true that for much of American history, newspapers frankly served one party’s interests or another’s. It’s also true that in the twentieth century, the media establishment resolved to professionalize its operations and to make objective reporting its mission. And it’s true that thanks to the internet, which places abundant partisan content to fit nearly every taste and style within easy reach of a few clicks or taps, the days are gone in which a handful of newspapers and networks controlled the nation’s access to news and opinion. Nevertheless, the twenty-first-century mainstream media retains a substantial influence on the nation’s elites and popular discourse. That influence, however, does not stem from a return to the frank partisanship of early American newspapers or from a doubling down on the professional commitment to objectivity that marked mid-twentieth-century reporting. Instead, the mainstream media contradictorily combines covert partisanship with pious attestations to its own dispassionate professionalism. While riding roughshod over the truth to advance progressive ends, it persists in claiming that it reports reliably on the world as it really is.

			To the extent that they own up to a change in their political coverage, members of the mainstream media tend to blame Trump. For example, in the summer of 2016 in “Trump Is Testing the Norms of Objectivity in Journalism,” New York Times journalist Jim Rutenberg brought to the public’s attention a question echoing through the media: “If you’re a working journalist and you believe that Donald J. Trump is a demagogue playing to the nation’s worst racist and nationalistic tendencies, that he cozies up to anti-American dictators and that he would be dangerous with control of the United States nuclear codes, how the heck are you supposed to cover him?” The obvious answer was that journalists should recommit themselves to getting the story right, scrupulously reporting the bumptious billionaire’s wild rhetoric and erratic conduct, the better to equip voters to make an informed decision on his qualifications for the highest office in the land.

			Instead, the mainstream media proceeded in the opposite direction. Rutenberg suggested that it was “unavoidable” for reporters to cover Trump as an “abnormal” eruption into the political system: “No living journalist has ever seen a major party nominee put financial conditions on the United States defense of NATO allies, openly fight with the family of a fallen American soldier, or entice Russia to meddle in a United States presidential election by hacking his opponent (a joke, Mr. Trump later said, that the news media failed to get),” the Times journalist wrote. “And while coded appeals to racism or nationalism aren’t new—two words: Southern strategy—overt calls to temporarily bar Muslims from entry to the United States or questioning a federal judge’s impartiality based on his Mexican heritage are new.”

			There is, however, a world of difference between covering Trump’s abnormalities and covering Trump abnormally. It is one thing to unsparingly report Trump’s deviations from the norm. It’s quite another to conclude that Trump’s deviations compelled journalists to deviate from traditional reportorial standards.

			How would the public have been harmed or journalism betrayed if the mainstream media had accurately reported that Trump wanted to put financial conditions on NATO allies because he recognized that they were not paying their fair share for the collective defense; that it was indecent for Trump to mock a fallen soldier; that in context it sounds like Trump is speaking facetiously when, at a large political rally, he invites the Russians to hack Hillary Clinton’s email; that a temporary ban on Muslims’ entering the United States was a crude response to plausible threats (President Trump issued a ban on nationals from seven Muslim-majority countries to the United States on the grounds that they posed a terror risk); and that vulgar as it is to question a federal judge’s impartiality based on his or her heritage, Trump’s accusation reflects the practice all-but institutionalized among progressive elites of ascribing opinions to individuals based on their ethnic and racial identity (a sitting Supreme Court justice appointed by President Obama stated that her Latina ethnicity gave her an advantage in adjudicating cases and controversies, and elite law-school professors, overwhelmingly progressive, routinely disparage white judges as implacably racist)?

			The answer, toward which Rutenberg gestured but never forthrightly stated, is that the mainstream media felt obliged to use all means, fair and foul, to besmirch Trump because its members saw him as an unprecedented threat to their political convictions and priorities. Although they flirted in print with the need to renounce objectivity in their treatment of Trump, they believed that he objectively menaced all they held dear. Therefore, they refrained from reporting facts or considering opinions that might lend support to Trump’s campaign and validate his voters’ views while hastening to publish wild accusations and flimsy speculations to damage Trump. Since the objective truth in their eyes was that a Trump presidency would overthrow progressivism’s righteous hegemony in America, the corporate media considered itself duty bound to spare no effort in using its extensive powers to shape the narrative to defeat Trump and, if he were elected, to straitjacket his presidency.

			In “The Press Versus the President,” a deep dive into the Russian-collusion narrative that appeared in the Columbia Journalism Review in early 2023, veteran journalist Jeff Gerth dispassionately analyzed the extraordinary extent to which the mainstream media abandoned dispassionate analysis to construct the false Trump collusion narrative. The prestige press, he demonstrated, published stories riddled with inaccuracies, uncritically reported mendacious statements by FBI Director James Comey and California’s Democratic Representative Adam Schiff, hyped accounts that contained false claims “without any attribution or sourcing” and “significant omissions,” greatly increased their reliance on anonymous sources, excluded exculpatory evidence and explicit denials by key actors while presenting statements out of context to make them seem incriminatory, and stood by error-riddled reporting for months despite mounting evidence of erroneous details and misrepresentation of the larger picture. In 2018, the Pulitzer Prize Board awarded journalism’s most prestigious honor jointly to the Times and the Post in the face of coverage that systematically betrayed traditional journalistic standards. Its judgment and conduct in convicting Trump in the court of public opinion having been spectacularly rewarded, the mainstream media proceeded to bury the Biden influence-peddling scheme, the better to exonerate its party’s leader.

			“My main conclusion is that journalism’s primary missions, informing the public and holding powerful interests accountable, have been undermined by the erosion of journalistic norms and the media’s own lack of transparency about its work,” wrote Gerth. “This combination adds to people’s distrust about the media and exacerbates frayed political and social differences.” Accordingly, Walter Lippmann was right to worry in his 1920 book Liberty and the News “that when journalists ‘arrogate to themselves the right to determine by their own consciences what shall be reported and for what purpose, democracy is unworkable.’” But Gerth offered no explanation as to why, a century later, our prestigiously credentialed and highly educated journalists believe that their job is to determine what the public needs to know, what it should feel, and what it is better off not knowing.

			One crucial factor inspiring journalism’s abandoning of its primary mission to inform the public and impartially hold powerful interests accountable is the postmodern progressivism inculcated by higher education in America. Since at least the late 1940s, colleges and universities have been reshaping the curriculum by putting it in the service of progressive priorities. Since the 1970s, colleges and universities have come to function as the indispensable credentialing institution for journalism’s higher echelons. And since roughly the 1980s, they have injected into the curriculum the postmodern demotion of reason and repudiation of authoritative norms and standards. Eventually, the progressivism and the postmodernism coalesced into a single sensibility, committed to empowering government to emancipate individuals from traditional moral virtues and judgments. Few are the members of the mainstream media who, during their passage through the credentialling institutions of American higher education, have not imbibed the spirit of postmodern progressivism.

			Thanks to instructive writings by predominantly—but by no means exclusively—conservative authors, four stages stand out in the establishment of postmodern progressivism as higher education’s governing ethos.

			The process began in the soft dogmatism that then-recent-Yale-University-graduate William F. Buckley documented in 1951 in his book God and Man at Yale. Buckley’s examination of course syllabi from the social sciences, particularly economics and political science, demonstrated the faculty’s determination to portray what Buckley called collectivism—a preference for larger government staffed by supposedly disinterested technocrats seeking the people’s good often contrary to the people’s expressed interests—as preferable to individualism, or the traditional American view of individual liberty and limited government. At the same time, Buckley’s review of syllabi from Yale’s humanities curriculum as well as from the Yale Divinity School’s course offerings, disclosed readings and assignments that did not merely teach the arguments and influences of atheism but consistently advocated a secular point of view. While assuming basic principles of objectivity and academic freedom, Yale’s overall curriculum gently eroded them by presenting the faculty’s preferences for collectivism and atheism as objectively correct and the alternatives, by their silent omission, as unworthy of serious exploration.

			In his 1988 bestseller The Closing of the American Mind, University of Chicago professor Allan Bloom illuminated the soft relativism that, with the cultural upheavals of the 1960s, had conquered the campuses. This relativism—which derived in part from Nietzsche’s assertion that morality expresses the desire for power, and in part from the neo-Marxist doctrine that morality reflects institutionalized structures of power—was soft because of its transparent insincerity and inconsistency. Students and professors invoked moral relativism to disarm the claims of inherited authority and to disparage the achievements of Western civilization. But students and professors maintained firm convictions about the falseness and harmfulness of biblical faith, the irrelevance of classical political philosophy, the goodness of the liberation of sexual mores from the tyranny of traditional norms and practices, and the evilness of Ronald Reagan’s presidency.

			In the 1990s, campus dogmatism turned hard. In their 1998 work The Shadow University: The Betrayal of Liberty on America’s Campuses, University of Pennsylvania history professor Alan Charles Kors and Boston lawyer Harvey Silverglate explored an outbreak of cases across the country in which university administrations, often joined by faculty, conspired to deprive students of rights basic to a liberal education: liberty of thought and discussion, and the right to due process in the adjudication of allegations of misconduct, particularly sexual misconduct. Underwritten by the emancipation from the standard norms of free societies thought to be conferred by Nietzsche and the neo-Marxists, administrators and professors justified crude infringements on liberty by dubious progressive interpretations of social reality. Speech codes sought to protect historically discriminated-against minorities and women from supposedly hateful opinions and ideas. The curtailment of due process for males accused in cases involving women’s allegations of sexual misconduct was intended to compensate for the pervasive inequalities that, it was said, society had imposed on women.

			In practice, as Kors and Silverglate exhaustively showed, university administrations rode roughshod over the facts to censor speech that deviated from orthodox progressivism and to convict students accused of sexual assault on the grounds that the achievement of equality for women demanded belief in whatever they said. Students internalized the implicit lesson: Objectively true progressive ends justified authoritarian means, including the promulgation of gross falsehoods. Despite their hope that the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE)—established in 1999 by Kors and Silverglate to combat the assault on rights on university campuses—would complete its work within a decade, the organization’s case load has only grown and now extends beyond the world of higher education. To reflect the proliferation of challenges to free speech and due process that it has been compelled to address, FIRE has recently changed its name to The Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression.

			Over the past twenty years, political correctness has metastasized into “wokeness,” in which dogmatism has become militant. Wokeness combines an idiosyncratic interpretation of postmodernism according to which only the West’s grand historical narrative has been thoroughly discredited with a dogmatic grand historical narrative of its own. According to woke doctrine, America’s political ideas and institutions—and indeed those of the Western civilization from which they emerged—serve white people’s interests in domination, are permeated by racism and sexism, ineluctably usher in colonialism and imperialism, and must be overcome by all means necessary. Wokism builds on identity politics, which teaches, on the one hand, that truth is relative to racial, ethnic, cultural, sexual, and gender backgrounds and, on the other hand, that some racial, ethnic, cultural, sexual and gender backgrounds—those that embody progressively endorsed accounts of oppression—bestow moral superiority. No book has done more to expose the woke spirit’s militant dogmatism than Woke Racism: How a New Religion Has Betrayed Black America. In that 2021 work, Columbia University professor of linguistics John McWhorter explained how elites’ redefinition of “truth” as that which serves the empowerment of socially approved oppressed groups harms those it purports to benefit, poisons the public square, and undermines the quest for knowledge.
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