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The media machine

and its suicidial course

by Doug Cunningham

America’s free press is dead. It was
suicide. In its place lies several giant,
snake-like chains controlled by
corporate minds more attuned to Dow

Jones than  journalism. These
monolithic monsters furiously spew
out glorified advertising circulars

thinly disguised as newspapers. They
are disseminated to a mass audience
so inundated with tripe and fluff they
can no longer differientiate between
this pulp and real journalism.

Choking off all **competition’” to the
point of monopolizing virtually all their
various “‘markets,”” America's daily
newspapers aré less than shining
beacons of the First Amendment.
Fully 75% of their space is reserved
for advertising to serve their real
clientele — the business community.
What precious little non-homogenized
news does find its way into print is
sandwiched in, around and between
this advertising.

In this perverted reversal of
journalistic ideals, the news becomes
filler for the ads. Two major wire
services — Associated Press  and
United Press International — provide
a steady stream of "‘news’’ to seperate
the ads. That tends to centralize the
primary source of news flowing to the
dailies and alleviates the pressure of
having to come up with locally
researched and written stories.

The result is often slanted news
passed off as “‘objective’’ reporting. It
invariably reinforces the status quo,
parrotting the official line about nearly
everything. Rarely, if ever, is the news
slanted in the direction of change by
the established media.

Reflecting on a confrontation he had
with an editor early in his career over
**editorializing in the news columns’’
Tom Wicker, syndicated columnist for
the New York Times, wrote *'l did not
fully realize then what 1 believe
now — that  objective  journalism
almost always favors the Establish-
ment positions and exists not least to
avoid offense to them.”’

A case in point is established media
coverage of the revolution in Iran. The
media has consistently reported events

there from a pro-shah perspective, all
but ignoring the fact that what is
happening there is a massive revolt
against the shah by millions of
Iranians who are sick and tired of the
vears of savage political repression
carried out by the shah.

In its January/February cover story
the Columbia Journalism Review
documented the distortion by the
media of the Iranian crisis. The
purpose of the Review, in its own
words, is "'to assess the performance
of journalism in all its forms, to call
attention to its shortcomings and
strengths, and to help and define — or
redefine — standards of honest,
responsible service."”

Written by William A. Dorman and
Ehsan Omeed, the piece concluded
that the American press has distorted
its reporting of the events in Iran,
repeatedly characterizing the shah as a
monarch with a dream struggling to
drag his stubborn and backward
people into the twentieth century. His
opposition was always depicted as just
a bunch of religious fanatics or
communists. Little mention, if any,
was made of the shah’s military
dictatorship, the torture of political
prisoners or his hated ClA-trained
secret police unit SAVAK.

Made equally obscure by the media
was the fact that the shah was
overthrown once before and restored
to power by the CIA in 1953. It was
mentioned in the media, but its
significance was downplayed. Like-
wise, the fact that the shah’s
“*dynasty’’ was exactly two genera-
tions old was de-emphasized.

“*The shah’s version of events would
not have seemed so plausible,”
Dorman and Omeed wrote, “‘had
journalists understood the country and
its recent history better.”

The sad fact is the established
media in America is nothing more than
a business. It's not as interested in
good journalism and insightful
analysis as it is in maintaining, and
increasing, its profit margin.

This is not to say the established
press never does anything right. The
Washington Post’s Watergate cover-
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age and the publication of the
Pentagon Papers by the New York
Times are two outstanding examples
of fine reporting, press coverage and
adherence to the highest journalistic
principles. There have been others as
well.

The danger is in the conformity the
press promotes. The creativity it
stifles. The individuality it suppresses.
The conservatism it espouses. The
restraint it breeds. The timidity of its
editors.

Nicholas Von Hoffman, writing in
Penthouse magazine, echoes my
concern. He says the media today is
guilty of what he calls ‘*identi-think’"
This “*identi-think"’ results in
uniformity of news coverage by what
Hoffman terms ‘‘media clones,”
creating a “*pravda-like’" uniformity in
our mass media. That explains why the
covers of Time and Newsweek are so

often identical, why all three TV
networks cover the same stories in
basically the same way and why

front-page wire service news is the

same in virtually every city in the
nation.
Hoffman, like Wicker, assails

self-censorship by journalists and their
editors, noting that this curious
phenomenon is how the media
acheives ‘‘the miraculous levels of
sameness and agreement.’’ He asserts
that reporters are trained to censor
themselves ‘‘determining what the
boss wants without his or her ever
having to tell them.""

The only papers free of soch
self-censorship in recent times has been
America’s *‘underground’” or alterna-
tive press, which sprang up full-force
in the sixties to chronicle the
then-growing  counter-culture  and
social change movements. Claiming no
pretense to objectivity, these papers
were lively and controversial. But even
at their zenith they reached only a
fraction of the readers that the
established dailies do. Nevertheless,
hundreds of them remain active. You
wouldn’t know that by reading the
established dailies, though.

As an example of the kind of
distorted or blind media coverage I
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mean, we need look no further than
the Flint Journal. In December, when
Flint's alternative tabloid paper
marked its first year of publication as
an all-volunteer, grass-roots news-
paper, the Journal ran a story about a
tabloid in Pennsylvania owned by a
multi-millionaire  that had  just
completed its first year **in business.”’
A photo of the paper's owner appeared
with the text. Not a mention was made
of the Voice, even though copies of
every issue had been hand-delivered
to the Journal newsroom since July.

**My belief is that the gravest threat
to freedom of the press is not
necessarily from public animosity or
mistrust, legislative action or court
decision,”” Tom Wicker wrote in his
recent book On Press, ‘At least as
great a threat, I believe, comes from
the press itself — in its longing for a
respectable place in the established
political and economic order, in its fear
of the reaction that boldness and
independence will always evoke.

Self-censorship silences as effective-
ly as government decree, and we have
seen it more often. My life in
journalism has persuaded me that the
press too often tries to guard its
freedom by shirking its responsibility,
and that leads to default on both. What
the press in America needs is less
inhibition, not more restraint.””

In the early days of journalism,
Hoffman wrote in Penthouse, highly
individual newspaper owners publish-
ed highly individual papers reflecting
the peculiar politics and eccentricities
of their proprietors.

“‘The idea of objective, unbiased,
true news would have been regarded
as a presumptious hoax, a propaganda
pose by which political values are
disseminated under the guise of
nuetrality.”

He’s right. And I still regard it that
way.
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