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Preface





  This book was researched during the first wave of the pandemic, under lockdown in Toronto. It was written in the gaps between days of online teaching (I don’t use Zoom for ethical reasons) in the second wave that Ontario experienced in early 2021. Now in a third wave, the radio has afternoon phone-in shows in which distressed listeners describe family members dead, ordinary life suspended, a confused roll-out of vaccines, and (for some people) unavoidable risk. The radio host is sympathetic but carefully keeps the talk to personal issues of survival.




  A year into the pandemic, there is some radical questioning in the mainstream media. The New York Times has not forgotten about systemic inequality and the scandal of Amazon warehouse workers.1 The Globe and Mail is investigating the lack of preparedness for a pandemic. The Toronto Star has investigative reporting on nursing homes. There is news of disaster in India. But this tends to get lost in newspapers that clearly want business as usual: sports, entertainment, fashion, weddings, real estate.2




  Where I live, in Ontario, there is some realization that the government was all along acting on behalf of business interests and not ‘the people’. Asked to divert vaccines to racialized neighbourhoods in Toronto that have stunning rates of positive tests, the premier said it would mean taking vaccines away from seniors. Asked to take meaningful steps in factories, Amazon warehouses and meat-packing plants, the premier announced new police powers to stop and question anyone on the street. (The police mostly declined.) It took local public health officers to shut down factories and warehouses that have more than five cases of Covid-19 over a 14-day period. Why was this not done a year ago?




  Mainstream news media could pursue a line of radical questioning. It is noticeable that doctors who are critical of the government are given more space to speak out. A small number of books and ‘long reads’ explore fundamental issues about what caused the pandemic, cutbacks to public health and delays in governments taking the outbreak seriously in January 2020. But the news media jumps from story to story: Zoom bombs and mobile-phone tracing apps are old news. The story today is where to get a vaccine, tips about personal survival and talk about when this is all over.




  There are some critical voices. Will this develop into a radical questioning of the state? Gramsci describes this as a crisis of hegemony. This kind of political crisis is often precipitated by incompetent handling of a natural disaster (the 1972 earthquake in Nicaragua) or the loss of a war (the war between Bolivia and Paraguay in the 1930s). There are news reports that describe the state’s incompetent response to the pandemic. The government responds with public relations and in Ontario resumes attacks on teachers’ unions. It is not yet the moment to attack the nurses’ associations, though no long-term pay increase is offered. The state has other powers. The police in Ontario were for several months given access to lists of people who tested positive for Covid-19. More recently Premier Ford wanted to give the police sweeping powers to stop people, force them to give their name, address and explain why they were not at home. These powers still exist for any organized protest on the streets. The premier likes to talk tough: ‘I have never hesitated to act.’ Gramsci insisted that a crisis in political hegemony could go either way, a progressive outcome and fundamental social change ought not be assumed. It all depends on preparation (Gramsci calls this a war of position) and there are some signs of this: a militant anti-racist movement, young people outspoken about climate change. Against this there is widespread apathy about digital surveillance, and many young people say they do not read newspapers.3











  
Introduction





  The first phase of the Covid-19 pandemic lasted from mid-March to the end of May 2020.4 This short book examines how mainstream news media responded to the emergency. The pandemic pushed the environmental crisis and forest fires off the front pages of our newspapers.5 The viral pandemic dominated the news until the police killing of George Floyd on 25 May, and the Black Lives Matter protests in the days that followed. Several other studies also comment on the heightened news coverage of Covid-19 from March to May 2020.




  This book is based on a close reading of news websites of the Globe and Mail, the Toronto Star, The Guardian (North American edition) and the New York Times. It also includes an analysis of CBC news videos from March to May 2020. The field of Canadian news is relatively autonomous, but in a world of online websites it also competes with international news organizations. People in Canada are generally interested in local news and the pandemic played out differently in Canada than in the United States. Nonetheless, Canadians also read newspapers such as the New York Times and magazines such as the New Yorker. Canadians with family abroad might look at the Irish Times, or even a local newspaper such as the Pensacola News Journal, for news affecting family members. This book also takes a look at online news sites such as VICE News and conservative sources such as Fox News.




  The general finding is that mainstream news media, excluding Fox News, did a good job in informing citizens about the virus and measures to be taken to slow its spread (social distancing, hand-washing, wearing a mask). By other measures, news media were not as successful. There was little investigative reporting into the fundamental issues. In many countries, political leaders were permitted to frame the issues and were seldom challenged by journalists. The situation in the United States was somewhat different and is discussed in Chapter 2. To go beyond the headlines, a careful reader would need to turn to an in-depth article in the New Yorker, or to The Guardian (available online with no paywall), which published a diversity of Opinion pieces by experts, and good coverage of the crisis in the Global South. The New York Times expanded its sphere of legitimate news topics by covering issues of social class in the pandemic and generally questioning the line taken by the Trump Administration. The Pandemic was a difficult test for the media and there is no doubt that news organizations with deep resources performed better. New media such as VICE News has occasional scoops. The website has many reports on Covid-19, some of them quite good, but VICE lacks the resources to compete with organizations such as the New York Times and The Guardian.











  Chapter 1




  The Original Test of the News




  In 1920 the American journalist Walter Lippmann published (with Charles Merz and Faye Lippmann) an examination of news reports in the New York Times about the 1917 Russian Revolution. The New York Times had by then established itself as the newspaper of record in the United States. But Lippmann and Merz concluded that from the point of view of professional journalism, the reporting on the Russian Revolution was nothing short of a disaster. On all essential questions it was misleading. The political elite that read the Times for information and perspective on what was happening in Russia was seriously misled6




  The issue was not simply one of facts. The problem is the frame in which the news is presented. Because the New York Times as an organization, founded on middle-class business and professional values, could not imagine that an anti-capitalist revolution might succeed. The narrative in the Times was that a madcap revolution was being attempted by extremists in Russia and this revolution had no chance of success. The problem was not that the Times got the facts wrong. The problem was not misinformation. Lippmann and Merz describe a media frame or narrative that simply could not imagine that a revolution might take place in Russia.




  This kind of study of the news is continued by many books, perhaps most famously by Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky in Manufacturing Consent (originally published in 1988). They offer an institutional analysis of five factors which explain why the New York Times is propaganda for the ruling elite. Their institutional analysis describes:




 

	
ownership of news media, mostly by large for-profit corporations




	the long-term effects of relying on advertising to fund newspapers




	the ways in which government and corporate public relations shape the news




	flak from conservative organizations aimed at reporters who question the status quo




	radical reporters are accused of being communists and anti-American







  In their case studies, they sometimes use a comparative method of paired examples. They find examples of similar behaviour such as human rights abuses by a nation state that is friendly to the USA and one that is deemed an enemy by the USA. They show that the friendly state’s bad behaviour gets much less coverage, reports are held to a high standard of proof, and excuses are made. The enemy state is treated quite differently. Its misdeeds are repeatedly reported at length, any evidence is printable, and the state is roundly condemned.7




Figure 1: The journalistic field
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  Media institutions and reporters work in what the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu calls the field of journalism. There is a diversity of media outlets. Herman and Chomsky mainly focus on elite newspapers such as the New York Times. These news outlets are important but many people also read magazines (print or digital), a wide diversity of websites, and local newspapers. Bourdieu’s approach to the journalistic field is useful as a way of arranging different media outlets and their contents. Radical activists might be sceptical about an elite magazine such as the New Yorker, but in the Covid-19 pandemic it published some excellent in-depth journalism.




  This approach to media as a field does not contradict Herman and Chomsky’s institutional theory because it turns out that most media are found on the right side of the diagram. Bourdieu worries that the journalistic field is overly dependent on the field of political power. He calls for more autonomy for journalists and news organizations. Nonetheless it is worth noting that magazines (and occasionally newspapers) with sizeable circulations do provide conditions of work for correspondents who challenge the political elite of the day.8




  Many people get their news online. Yochai Benkler and his associates describe this using large data sets of news stories on social media. In Network Propaganda they show that in the United States there is a right-wing media ecosystem which is insulated from other parts of the media network. Extreme websites (which do not follow journalistic norms) are accredited and amplified by Fox News. This makes up about one-third of the media system in the USA. Left or liberal websites (Huffington Post) are linked to traditional news sources (New York Times) and are held accountable to traditional journalistic norms. They operate in a different way than the right-wing media ecosystem.




  It is important to understand that this is not caused by technology. The problem is not that the internet has a polarizing effect. It is not caused by social media algorithms or so-called filter bubbles. It is a matter of interactions between institutions, media ecosystems and political culture. Benkler does not blame social media, technology or the internet for destabilizing American society. ‘It is only when the underlying institutional and political-cultural fabric is frayed that technology can exacerbate existing problems’ (Benkler, Network Propaganda, p. 23).




  American media is polarized because American society is polarized. A minority of American people (perhaps 30 percent of the population) feel that they have been abandoned by society. They seek out conservative politicians to voice their concerns. This continues a historical trend. From 1949 to 2011 voting patterns in the House of Representatives polarized. Today there is little overlap in voting patterns between Republicans and Democrats. Benkler argues that polarization among the public in the United States has little to do with the agenda and competence of politicians. Voters are mostly poorly informed about political matters. Polarization among conservative voters is expressed in emotional responses to the civil rights and feminist movements. Conservative sectors look to the media, not so much for facts and information, but for identity confirmation. Outrageous opinion gets the most attention.




  These conservative sentiments are amplified by deregulated television and radio. Older and conservative voters rely more on traditional media than websites or social media. Network Propaganda gives a history of media organizations in the United States that is quite similar to the institutional analysis of Herman and Chomsky. Deregulation of the media industry from the 1980s allows for the emergence of conservative talk radio (Rush Limbaugh) and Fox News, which are no longer required to be fair and balanced. An isolated and conservative segment of the media ecosystem now caters for about 30 percent of Americans. This segment of the media system consists of conservative talk radio, Fox News and conservative websites such as the Drudge Report (founded in 1995) and Breitbart (started in 2007). These media operate in isolation from the rest of the media field. Conservative voters in the United States express high levels of trust in these media outlets.9
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