                         Update XVI
Castrating Columnist Speaks Out
 Gender Gap on the op-ed Pages   

Maureen Dowd, who writes an op-ed column for The New York Times recently pointed out that few major newspapers have female columnists.  She is the only one of nine at the Times, and she says The Washington Post also employs only one.  The reasons?  She speculates: 



“Guys don’t appreciate being lectured by a woman. It taps into myths of carping Harpies and hounding Furies, and distaste for 



nagging by wives and mothers. …




“Men take professional  criticisms more personally when it comes 




from a woman. …




“While a man writing a column taking on the powerful may be



seen as authoritative, a woman doing so is seen as castrating.  If a man



writes a scathing piece about men in power, it’s seen as his job; a woman



can be cast as an emasculating man-hater. …




“Even the metaphors used to describe my column play into the



castration theme: my scalpel, my cutting barbs, razor-sharp hatchet, 



Clinton-skewering, Bush-whacking




“There’s been a dearth of women writing serious opinion pieces 



for top news organizations, even as there’s been growth in female sex 



columnists for college newspapers. …

Dan Rather’s Critics Criticized

A ‘Flawed’ Report, Says Law Professor


James C. Goodale, former general counsel to The New York Times, and now an adjunct professor at the Fordham Law School, contends that the media have “uncritically accepted” what he says is a “flawed report” that condemned CBS and Dan Rather for using forged documents about  George W. Bush’s  Air National Guard service during the  Vietnam War.


Goodale does concede that “CBS did rush to make inadequately verified allegations public and it was slow in responding to criticism.” But, he continues, “The report’s conclusions are not, however, persuasive.  Surprisingly, the panel was unable to conclude whether the documents are forgeries or not.  If the documents are not forgeries, what is the reason for the report?   The answer is: to criticize the newsgathering practices of CBS, whether the documents are authentic or not.  As such, the report is less than fully credible.”


Goodale’s analysis of the Report of the Independent Review Panel on the September 8, 2004, ’60 Minutes Wednesday’ Segment “For the Record’ Concerning President Bush’s Texas Air Natipnal Guard Service by Dick Thornburgh and Louis D. Boccardi  appeared in the New York Law Journal  and was revised for The New York Review of Books, April 7, 2005.



Rather’s Report ‘Substantially True’

In his Review 
article, Goodale writes, “Lost in the commotion over the authenticity of the documents is that the underlying facts of Rather’s  60  Minutes

report are substantially true. Bush did not take the physical exam required of all pilots; his superiors gave him the benefit of any doubt; he did receive special treatment and Lieutenant Colonel Jerry Killian, Bush’s commanding officer, was unhappy with the loss of ANG’s investment in him when Bush informed Killian he was leaving for Alabama.”


“Since the program,” Goodale continues, “no one has come forward to say the program was untruthful.”


He says that experts who examined the controversial documents were divided about their authenticity, and he asks, “why didn’t the panel, which was backed by a huge law firm, hire its own experts to determine the authenticity of the documents?”


Goodale says a “major weakness” of the report is the failure of the investigating team to allow Rather and Mary Mapes, the programs producer, to cross-examine the  people the panel interviewed.” 


The report, Goodale concludes, “might well have been better if it had been written by journalists for journalists and the public…. It characterized parts of the broadcast  as false, misleading, or both, in a way that is close to nonsensical.  One is tempted to say that the report has as many flaws as the flaws it believes it has found in Dan Rather’s CBS broadcast.”

The Journalism Graduate’s Commitment 
What is Appropriate Journalistic Morality?

When journalism programs credential a student we presume the student has 

mastered a set of skills and  has a wide background that enables the student to understand

events and to put them in meaningful context.  We also hope the student leaves

 the program with an understanding of the morality of journalistic practice.
Just what this 
moral commitment may be is the subject of considerable discussion.   

 
 Here, for consideration, is the approach a federal district judge took in the famous
 Pentagon Papers case when he rejected a government motion to stop The New York
 Times from publishing the Papers:




A cantankerous press, an obstinate press, a 



ubiquitous press must be suffered by those in authority



in order to preserve the even greater values of freedom 

                        expression and the right of the people to know.


Judge Murray Gurfein’s opinion is quoted by Anthony Lewis in a review in The
 New York Review of Books of a book about the Pentagon Papers (April 7, 2005). 
Lewis is not sanguine about the state of the media these days. He says the press has retreated from the boldness it showed in 1971.  The New York Times  and The Washington Post have apologized for having failed adequately to examine the government’s claims in the run-up to the Iraq War.  To some of its critics, the press was slow to give serious coverage to the Bush administration’s assaults on civil liberty, such as the claim that the President can imprison American citizens indefinitely as “enemy combatants” without trial or access to counsel.
Interviewing Technique

Should Interviewers Open Up to Interviewees?


Generally, we advise students to keep a professional distance from the subjects they interview.  Don’t get chummy, we say. Yet:

+When the Hollywood writer Peter Bogdanovich interviewed Marlene Dietrich she maintained a near-frosty silence.  Bogdanovich confides in her that he’s been trying to quit smoking.  “Oh, don’t,” she responds. “I stopped 10 years ago and I’ve been miserable ever since.”  The gate opened.

+When Truman Capote was assigned by The New Yorker to 


interview Marlon Brando, Capote wanted Brando to talk about his troubled


relationship with his mother. One evening, Brando opened up to Capote:


“I didn’t care any more,” Capote quotes Brando.  “She was there.  In a 


room. Holding on to me.  And I let her fall.  Because I couldn’t take it

any more…breaking apart, like a piece of porcelain.  I stepped right over 


her.  I walked right out.  I was indifferent.  Since then, I’ve been indifferent.”



Why, his friends asked Brando, had he been so open with


Capote about such a personal matter?




“Well,” said Brando, “the little bastard spent half the night


telling me about all his problems.  I figured the least I could do was to tell


him a few of mine.”
The New New Journalism

 Book Cites the Work of New Breed of Journalists


Robert S. Boynton, director of the magazine journalism  program at New York University, describes the work of 19 journalists in his book The New New Journalism,Vintage Books. In his review of the book, Jack Shafer writes in The New York Times Book Review: “If literary experimentation and artistic ambition were the 

New Journalism’s calling cards, reportorial depth is the New New Journalism’s distinguishing mark.”


Boynton says that The New Yorker writer John McPhee is a major influence in the shift from the sizzle of the New Journalism to the straightforward writing of the New New Journalism. “The informal, declaratory, almost deliberately inelegant tone one hears among many of the New New Journalists comes straight from McPhee,” Boynton writes.


Richard Preston, one of the writers cited in the book, says, “McPhee taught us to shape words and sentences precisely.  He taught us absolute respect for facts, and to go to extreme lengths to make sure we got everything right.”


The journalists whose work Boynton cites describe the importance of reporting.  They understand that writing follows reporting.  Or, as we would say in the newsroom, “You can’t write writing.  You write reporting.”  

Given the emphasis some journalism programs place on writing techniques, Boynton’s book might be cautionary required reading for students.   

Verification Department
 A ‘Solution’ to Another Crisis Found Alarmist
`
The job of the journalist can be defined as consisting of three functions:

1. Reporting what people say and do.

2. Checking and verifying the accuracy and truth of 

these assertions and digging into situations that need sunlight such as    systemic abuses—the watchdog function

3. Commenting on the actions and statements of those in power.

                   Public Distrusts Digging Journalists

`    We leave the third function to editorial writers and columnists.  Reporters engage in the first two, and in refusing to stop at function No. l they open themselves to attack, especially when they engage in verification of a claim, assertion or remedy and point out that it is short on fact, long on rhetoric. There probably is a correlation between distrust of the media and activist journalism. When the media do their job, commitments and allegiances are threatened and the result: Large segments of the public favor less freedom for the media. They seek boundaries for questing, questioning reporters. 

The latest surge in anger against a “liberal press” is the result of the determination of the media to check the assertions of the Bush administration that remedial action is needed in two areas. 

 The contention that Social Security faces a financial “crisis” has been attacked by economists and Democrats as alarmist.  The proposed remedy for the “crisis,” privatization, has not found support from most of those who have followed the clamorous debate, according to polls. Some journalists have reported that there is indeed a crisis in government subsidies—Medicare. The funding for it will run out much sooner than the support for Social Security, but the administration has concentrated on Social Security.
 Also questionable is the administration’s assertion that claims of frivolous medical malpractice suits have compromised medical care and must be limited by caps on jury awards to patients and on lawyers’ contingent fees. 
Law professors from the Universities of Texas and Illinois and Columbia University checked and their findings were published on the op-ed page of The New York Times. The lawyers concluded: “The medical malpractice system has many problems, but a crisis in claims, payouts and jury verdicts is not among them.  Thus, the federal ‘solution’ that Mr. Bush proposes is both overbroad and directed at the wrong problem.”

                       The Liberal/Conservative Media

The inquiries into the Bush administration’s assertions have led to charges of a “liberal media.”  It wasn’t too long ago that the drumbeat of revelations about the Clinton administration and Clinton himself led to charges the media was bending to  “conservative” pressures. 

  Despite the criticism, the media have no alternative than to dig beneath the surface of assertion, claim and suggested remedy.  Otherwise, they revert to the age of the partisan and party press, when they served as megaphones for power, corporate and political.   The claim to professionalism that journalists make depends on their commitment to a value system free of ideologies and beliefs that would constrict a non-partisan search for truth.
No Letters to the Editor
Debate and Discussion Lacking

What’s the point of a professional publication if it does not promote spirited discussion?   A few years ago I asked the editors of our academic publications why they had no letters section. In response, the then editor of Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly did run a few letters.  Since then, silence.  I never heard from the editor of Journalism & Mass Communication Educator.

Surely, there are issues raised in the articles that provoke readers to comment, I thought.  But when I asked the authors of a few articles whether they had received any correspondence about their work, I was told that there had been no responses. Not even a congratulatory note? Not even a two-line email. 

I asked the dean of a school of journalism about this and he said that since the articles are hardly provocative there may be little to discuss. The pieces, he said, are based on research that rarely reflects the controversy, fervor and grittiness of journalistic practice. 



A Test:  New York Review vs. J&MC Quarterly


The current issues of J&MC Quarterly and The New York Review of Books 

print widely divergent reviews of  Inside the Pentagon Papers, an examination of “what happened inside The New York Times,” as Anthony Lewis puts it in his review in the Review of Books.   Lewis writes that the book “tells a wonderful story, and it is a significant book today.”  His review leads the April 7 issue

W. Joseph Campbell’s review in the Quarterly says the book “is a thin and mostly disappointing presentation of what the editors call ‘the backstory’ of the extraordinary government-press struggle in 1971 over the secret Pentagon archive that detailed American intervention in Vietnam.”
It will be interesting to see whether journalism educators familiar with the issues  are moved to comment. 



Corrections 

For years, newspapers and magazines either ignored their errors or buried corrections next to the classifieds and the personals. Stung by criticism of their policy, most publications now acknowledge mistakes openly.  
  The New York Times and The New Yorke--the most prominent of the holdouts-- finally agreed to run corrections. I don’t know whether the Quarterly or the Educator have policies on corrections, or whether the articles they publish are squeaky clean.  I do know that when the author of a piece in the Educator cited Thomas Dewey (loser to Harry Truman in that famous presidential race) instead of John Dewey (the American philosopher), I suggested a correction.  Nothing.
Briefs 




Who He?

An article that suggested the intellectual limitations of a TV executive spurred this response from a woman who was a script supervisor for a Hollywood studio:




I asked an eager young intern from a highly respected



university to research some old F.Scott Fitzgerald manuscripts.



She looked at me flummoxed.  “F.Scott Fitzgerald?” she 

    

asked.  “Was he married to Ella Fitzgerald?”





Instructor Frustration

A colleague reports receiving an article in which the student wrote about a frustrated man undergoing “an exercise in fertility.”





Get Me Rewrite 

When the condition of Pope John Paul II suddenly deteriorated, CNN reported in a crawl that he was being administered the “last rights.” 





Lefties Beware

Elizabeth Drew, a journalist based in Washington, in a review of a book by Newt Gingrich in the March 24 New York Review of Books, says the one-time powerful House Republican “urges alumni and trustees of  universities to organize vigilante committees demanding that ‘courses be taught without the usual extreme leftist bias of most professors’”




Gossip Columns


Ben Bradlee, former executive editor of The Washington Post, says that major newspapers had a conflict about running gossip columns.  Although its column was one of the best-read parts of the paper, Post editors didn’t “believe in gossip columns.”  Bradlee said he spent a disproportionate amount of time checking the paper’s gossip columnist, Maxine Cheshire.  “I spent more time with Max than I spent with Woodward and Bernstein,” he said.




Applicable to J-Education


Grant Johannesen, world-renowned pianist and teacher:



It’s relatively easy to impress people with techniques and 

                   virtuosity, but I don’t believe that’s the point of making music.


        Music contains ideas, and it’s the responsibility of the 

                    artist to communicate those ideas. Anything less than that

                    doesn’t interest me.
Assignments and Class Discussion




Underage Drinkers

A bar and restaurant favored by university students and faculty that had been shut down for a few days for serving underage drinkers bought an age-verification device that supposedly can spot a fake driver’s license in a single swipe. But a student scoffed.  “If you know how to use Photoshop and a simple Epson printer, you can print ID’s in your dorm room,” he said.


Assignment: Have local outlets that serve students had problems with underage drinkers?  If so, what have they done to avoid trouble with police? Has your university taken any steps to curb drinking? What has been the student response to increased scrutiny?




Local Coverage Ignored?


 A study of the 2004 political campaign coverage by 11 local TV stations in major markets found the stations gave little coverage to local races. About a twelfth of the coverage was devoted to races for congress, the state legislature, city hall and other local contests, whereas more than half the coverage was devoted to the presidential race.  The researchers, from the University of Wisconsin and Seton Hall University, found the stations gave eight times as much air time to motor vehicle and other accidents than to local political contests.
 The study, directed by the Norman Lear Center at the Annenberg School of Communications at the University of Southern California, has been filed with the Federal Communications Commission, which is studying a proposal to ease local ownership rules that limit the number of TV stations a company may own.

Class Discussion: What explains the disproportionate time given to national  races? Is the size of the local station’s reporting staff one reason? Just how many actual reporters—as distinguished from news readers—do local stations employ? 
       



Media Check


In trying to drum up support for his Social Security privatization plan, President Bush is conducting “town meetings” across the country.  He has taken his “conversations on Social Security” with “ordinary citizens” to dozens of cities, clearly hoping for local coverage.  As some reporters in the national media have pointed out, these meetings are hardly in the mold of the old New England town meeting in which the doors were open to all.


The audiences consist of pre-screened supporters of the president and his plan. The Washington Post reported that advance troops for the “town meetings” rehearse the panelists the night before.  The Post quotes one panelist, “We ran through it five times before the president got here.”  Those who depart from the script are removed from the panel.


Assignment: If your city was among the 60 “town meetings,” how did the local media cover the event?  Did reporters give an indication of its “pseudo-event” nature?




The Role of the Press


Distribute some of the material in the item in Update XVI in which Anthony Lewis revisits the legal battles surrounding the publication of the Pentagon Papers.  You may have to supply some of the background.   

Class Discussion:  Do students agree with Judge Gurfein’s definition of the role of the press, and is Lewis’s assessment of the media accurate? 

                                                           -0- 

           Contributions and comments welcome: mm55@columbia.edu 
