Update XXXV

Mining the Obits for Instructinal Material
Do We Speak Ill of the Dead?
 In days past, obit writers accentuated the positive and eliminated the negative. Stanley Walker, the famed city editor of The New York Herald Tribune, told new reporters that there are two rules for writing obits: “First, make sure he’s dead. Second, if he’s a rich drunk, call him a clubman and a philanthropist.”


 These days, we follow rule No. 1 assiduously and circle No. 2 carefully. We note the minuses as well as the pluses, observing Oscar Wilde’s maxim: “Some cause happiness wherever they go; others whenever they go.” 





Plus

The obituary of a railroad worker in the St. Paul Pioneer Press begins:



Tom Flaherty was an Irishman’s Irishman,

                 a John Henry of a man who for 50 years 


     matched his mighty muscle against the hardest 


     work the railroad had to offer.




Minus
             The obit in The New York Times of the “Queen of a hotel empire” begins:
 


Leona Helmsley, the self-styled hotel queen



  whose prison term for income tax evasion and fraud



  was greeted with uncommon approval by a public


  
  who regarded her as a 1980s symbol of arrogance



  and greed, died yesterday  at her home in Greenwich, 



  Conn. She was 87.

           But if a retired teacher was arrested 40 years ago for shoplifting, we tend to ignore it in writing her obit.




Unrepentant to the End
`
Recently, when Jim Clark, a former Selma sheriff, died, Margalit Fox of the Times recalled his brutal treatment of civil rights demonstrators.  She wrote that Clark headed a posse that rode into them “with clubs and tear gas” as they tried to cross the Edmund Pettus Bridge.  The year, 1965, the date, March 7, a day that became known as Bloody Sunday, Fox wrote.


“Televised around the nation,” she wrote, “the events of Bloody Sunday were considered deeply influential in swaying popular attitudes toward the civil rights movement. …


“Mr. Clark strode through the civil rights era wearing a lapel button emblazoned with the single word: ‘Never.’  A billy club, pistol and cattle prod often dangled from his belt. “

Fox quotes Clark: “Basically, I’d do the same thing today if I had to do it over 

again.”





Listing Survivors


Whom do we list as survivors? Most newspapers confine these to children, parents, spouse, partners.  A few name grandchildren and in-laws and cousins if they are well-known.  I hadn’t heard of surviving pets until I read the obit of Gerry Studds, a congressman from Massachusetts from 1973 to 1997. The New York Times described him in its obit as “the first openly gay member of Congress and a demanding advocate for New England fishermen and gay rights.” Among his survivors, the Times listed “his springer spaniel Bonnie.”  It was while walking Bonnie that Studds collapsed.

I asked a friend at the paper whether including pets among the survivors is policy. “Only if there is some real relevance—a dog trainer, for example.  But not in this case,” she said. What had happened?  Seems the reporter included Bonnie as an inside joke, presuming an editor would delete it. 


“When it appeared in print, the editor was surprised as the story had gone through all four of our editing layers,” she said. Which reminds me of the following.

      Violating Rule No. 1

  
Here is a story from the Home News & Tribune:



              KING D. ROME

                              AGE: 1 ½ * Highland Park

                    King Demarest Rome died yesterday. He was

            1 ½ years old.

                     He was born in New Brunswick and lived with his family in

            Highland Park.

                     Surviving are his mother… . 

                     Cremation will be private.

            A few days later, the following appeared in the newspaper:

                                
CORRECTION
             Due to a reporter’s error, The Home News & Tribune 

     mistakenly published an obituary for a family pet in

     Sunday’s edition. …The error occurred because
     the newspaper’s procedure of  verifying all obituaries
     was not followed.
Left Unwritten 


At the funeral of Louis B. Mayer, a tyrannical Hollywood studio head, the comedian Red Skelton observed the huge crowd and remarked, “It only goes to show that when you give the public what it wants, it will turn out.”  

Nor did the obituaries of the funeral of French President Georges Pompidou carry President Nixon’s intended tribute, “This is a great day for France.” 
A Multitude of Voices 
News as the Source of our Memories

In the Spring issue of Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, Jack Lule of Lehigh University praises Troubled Pasts: News and Collective Memory of Social Unrest by Jill A. Edy of the University of Oklahoma. Edy’s study is based on newspaper coverage of the riots in 1965 in Watts and in 1968 at the Democratic convention. She examines the coverage in the Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles Times and The New York Times.


Lule quotes Edy’s thesis that “the collective memories that emerge in news are the product of political leaders at multiple levels of government, journalists, and citizens who interact under the influence of time and several key environmental constraints. …Audience power will give way to media power.”


Lule praises the book as “an illuminating, well-written, and well-grounded study of the role of news in collective memory.”  But with the fragmentation of the media, he wonders:




Will that statement hold true in the future? 



Will “the media” even exist in a form that can be 



discussed that way?  It’s likely instead that “the



media” will continue to multiply and morph into 



a thousand different voices and versions and 



visions.




Under such conditions: How will



a collective memory be formed?  Will 



 it be observed? Where, in the future,



will we find collective memory? 

    
In an interview with Harvard Magazine, Frank Rich, a New York Times columnist, comments about the multitude of voices the public hears today. No longer can a Walter Lippmann or a James Reston “have enormous influence. … Now, there are so many sources of news and opinion in so many competing media, from the Internet and radio and television to print, that no single voice can have that kind of impact.” 

Class Discussion: You might ask your students where they obtain their news and  to whom they turn for opinion. Many instructors tell me that they have to use imaginative--sometimes coercive-- measures to persuade their students to read a  newspaper or to look at TV newscasts.
Basic Issues in Journalism Instruction Raised
 Teaching  the Journalism Tradition
In another review, Cheryl Gibbs of Miami University (Ohio) discusses journalism textbooks, one of them my News Reporting and Writing. Gibbs contends that NRW “focuses on only one of the many purposes of journalism ‘to check those in power.’  The cynicism engendered by that narrow view pervades the book.”  She also condemns a reporting method I describe. Gibbs writes that I show a “reporter who, while researching a story about reading habits, observes and eavesdrops on library patrons but doesn’t talk to them (instead he plans to interview the librarian.).”


 It’s obvious Gibbs skimmed the textbook. But her assessment does raise basic issues in the education of journalism students.  What ethic should we suggest as the underpinning of the journalistic enterprise?  What reporting techniques are acceptable in the search for news? What distinguishes a journalism education from a writing program? 

 Background: Goals and Limitations
My instructors at the University of Colorado imbued me with the tradition that validates journalism’s claim to professional status—that we are engaged in a public service that obligates us to seek truths. 
But on the job at that time we encountered an obstacle--the definition of objectivity.  We were informed by our editors that we were to relay what our sources, mostly men in positions of power, said and did.  
  This neutrality had some utility. It insulated journalists from the partisanship and bias that had marked journalistic practice .  But was this a revealing journalism? Did it help people make informed decisions?  Later, my Nieman classmates worried that what we called “valueless objectivity” limited our ability to tell the whole story.  Simply put, when we knew a senator was lying, a mayor hiding data, “objectivity” required we could not go beyond quoting them. Were we—hard-core reporters—just high-level stenographers?
I recall a reporter telling me that during a presidential campaign he could not show that one of the candidates was giving incoherent speeches most of the time.  He could not quote the candidate’s non sequiturs and airy blather.  He was told, “Try to make sense out of it.”  
Elmer Davis, a radio commentator, understood and chafed at our limitations. The newspaper, he wrote in his book But We Were Born Free, is unworthy of the reader’s trust “if it tells him only what somebody says is the truth, which is known to be false.”   The reporter must put into “the one-dimensional story the other dimensions that will make it approximate the truth,” Davis wrote. 
“The good newspaper, the good news broadcaster, must walk a tightrope between two great gulfs—on one side the false objectivity that takes everything at face value and lets the public be imposed on by the charlatan with the most brazen front; on the other,  the ‘interpretive’ reporting which fails to draw the line between objective and subjective, between reasonably well-established fact and what the reporter or editor wishes were the fact.”
Gradually, Davis’s advice that our task is to tell “the whole truth” took hold. Today, the journalist is charged with the task of peeling back the layers that obscure reality.  



Skepticism Essential 
How does the journalist discern truths?  I admit to suggesting that reporters take a degree of skepticism as they go about their work of digging out the news. I have kept at hand the words of Thomas Griffith, a former editor of Time and a perceptive critic of our trade. He said that “a good journalist…must have a dedication to facts and a scent for humbug. …  He must cultivate skepticism while avoiding cynicism.” (A colleague who read Gibbs’s review wrote me, “She obviously can’t tell the difference between cynicism and skepticism.”) 
Skepticism helps maintain the necessary distance between journalists and their sources. Walter Lippmann said there must be a “certain distance between the reporter and the source, not a wall or a fence, but an air space.” The most lethal criticism that can be leveled against a reporter is that he or she has been co-opted by a source. Skepticism is companion to independence



Advisories
Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel in their book The Elements of Journalism: What Newspeople Should Know and the Public Should Expect, include in the elements:



*Journalism’s first obligation is to the truth.



*Its practitioners must maintain an independence 
                           from those they cover.



*It must serve as an independent monitor of power.
The Public Editor of The New York Times, Byron Calame, wrote a column about the “major driving forces” of “the hundred of reporters with whom I’ve worked and competed.”  He found that two of the major goals of reporters “are to hold the powerful accountable and to right wrongs.”   
Journalists have incorporated in their ethic Albert Einstein’s remark, “Unthinking respect for authority is the greatest enemy of truth.” 
Journalism’s Failure

 Periodically, journalists have to be reminded of their tradition. Jonathan Chait, a senior editor at The New Republic, describes us as “the prostrate media”.  
Something went very wrong with reporting  the events leading up to the war in Iraq. Of that coverage, Bill Moyers said on his “PBS Journal”:

How and why did the press buy it, and what does it say about the role of journalists in helping the public sort out fact from propaganda?  How mainstream journalists suspended skepticism and scrutiny remains an issue of significance that the media has not satisfactorily explored. 
Moyers said that with few exceptions—John Walcott, Jonathan Landay and Warren Strobel of the Knight Ridder Newspapers (now part of The McClatchy company) and Bob Simon of 60 Minutes—the media played stenographer to the administration.
Risky 
Dare we inform our students that our history is replete with failures of journalists to question authority, sometimes with disastrous consequences?  Should we suggest that journalists’ sins of omission may be as significant as their sins of commission? 
 But if we propose in our teaching that the morality of journalism requires the practice of aggressive public service journalism, that democracy cannot function properly without an independent press, will we be accused of a narrow and warped perspective, of being cynical?    
Russell Baker on Journalism
To help answer these questions, I recommend Russell Baker’s essay-review in the New York Review of Books, Aug. 16 titled “Goodbye to Newspapers?”.  Baker writes  that it was journalism’s “deference to power” that is partially responsible for the press’s loss of respect, authority and reputation today.   


Baker, a former New York Times reporter and columnist, writes, “At its most  damaging, deference to power means a readiness to tell the narrative of government as the powerful tell it.”  In his review, Baker worries about the effect on journalism of profit-oriented publishers who have no sense of journalism’s dedication to public service.  He writes:




The new-style owners are often puzzled



when their editors and reporters make the traditional



argument that journalism’s business is to provide the 



information the citizenry needs for democracy 



to work.

 Eavesdropper?
Reporter as the ‘Fly on the Wall’

As for Gibbs’s assertion in her review that I advocate that reporters “eavesdrop” on sources, she obviously failed to read the section in my textbook on “nonreactive or unobtrusive observation” in which I quote Walter Lippmann’s definition of the reporter as the “fly on the wall,” the detached observer whose presence does not affect the event being observed.  I describe a reporter at work to illustrate this reporting technique. 
This is a time-honored reportorial technique that some journalism instructors have  presented to their students through the work of Lillian Ross, the New Yorker writer who may be the most accomplished practitioner of unobtrusive observation at work today.  A good example of her work is her portrait of Ernest Hemingway on his brief stay in New York. The piece caused a ruckus because many thought Ross went out of her way to indict an egomaniacal Hemingway. Others read it as a sympathetic portrayal of a happy-go-lucky fellow loose on the town.




Ross Explains

Upset by those who saw her work as critical of Hemingway, Ross felt it necessary to respond: “When I wrote the Profile, I attempted to set down only what I had seen and heard, and not to comment on the facts or express any opinions or pass any judgments.”  This is a good definition of the journalist at work.  Then she goes on:




However, I believe that today—


with the advantage gained by distance—



almost any reader would see that although



I did not reveal my viewpoint directly,



implicit in my choice and arrangement of detail 



and in the total atmosphere created, was my



feeling of affection and admiration.  I liked



Hemingway exactly as he was during those



two days in New York.

Objectivity?

Ross is frank about her “choice and arrangement of detail” to show her “affection and admiration” for her subject. This adds an interesting ingredient to a discussion of the “fly on the wall” reporting technique. Can any reporter, whose task inevitably involves a sensibility that guides the selection of material, be objective? 

Given the improbability of absolute objectivity, we discuss fair and balanced reporting with students and advise them not to let their personal feelings seep into their copy. Ross may well have liked Hemingway, but her precise rendering of the man’s words and actions led many readers to find Hemingway a boor. 


Ross still writes for The New Yorker and I am using one of her recent pieces in the eleventh edition of my textbook as a good example of unobtrusive observation. Ross writes about a mother who is determined to make her little girl into a star actress-singer-dancer.  The mother seems a caricature of the driven parent whose dreams for her child lie in her own frustrated ambition.  But that’s my reading.  Your students may see the woman differently, a caring mother overseeing a gifted child’s career.  That’s the beauty of this kind of reporting.

Worth Quoting

Truth-telling


The smallest atom of truth represents someone’s bitter toil and agony; for every ponderable chunk of it there is some brave truth-seeker’s grave upon some lonely ash dump.




--H.L.Mencken
Speak truth to power.



--Milan Kundera

Journalistic Style

Writers are apt to think they must distinguish themselves by an uncommon style: hence elaborate stiffness and quaint brilliance. …  It is because a journalist thinks more of his matter than of his manner, and seeks to make himself understood rather than admired, that he writes so well.




--F.B.Sanborn, 1874





Lippmann on Journalism


In this we do what every sovereign citizen is supposed to do but has not the time or the interest to do for himself. This is our job. It is no mean calling. We have a right to be proud of it and to be glad that it is our work.




--Walter Lippmann





Wikipedia as Source


Wikipedia does not count as a primary source. OK. Use it. We all do. Just don’t give it reverential status by putting it in your reference section.




--Melissa J. Himelein, University North Carolina, Asheville.



Assignments



“Intellectual Diversity”

Several state legislatures and university boards are considering so-called “diversity rules” that would require faculty members to expose students to a “wide range of ideas.”  Students would be allowed to file grievances if they feel they were penalized for expressing an opinion. Supporters of the rules contend faculties are too liberal and that instructors inculcate their students with their ideology. The AAUP has challenged the movement as “simplistic and misleading characterizations of academic freedom and intellectual diversity.”

 Check to see if your state/university is the target of this movement.  Interview sponsors, faculty members, administrators. 


Class Rings Campaign

The environmental organization Earthworks launched a campaign against “the taint of dirty gold” on jewelry including the class rings sold on campuses. . The campaign, says the organization, is an effort “to ensure that gold is mined with socially and environmentally responsible methods.” So far, 23 companies  have signed on, including Commemorative Brands, ArtCarved, Keystone and Jostens, makers of class rings. Earthworks reported: 
Students at the University of Texas-Austin were
            instrumental in convincing Commemorative  Brands, 

which is based in Austin, and sells its Balfour brand class rings on campus, to sign the Golden Rules.”


Twenty percent of the $700 million class rings market are unsigned. Check the manufacturer of your school’s class rings to see whether they have signed on to the Earthworks campaign.  If not, why not?
Class Discussion




         Survival of the Newspaper

        Some media commentators say the end of printed newspapers is inevitable. 

Others say this is alarmist, that the printed page will survive. Benjamin Bradlee, former editor of The Washington Post, says:

Journalism isn’t dead. People will always want the truth. And the best way to get it to them is simple: Stories, good stories. There’s a lot of handwringing about the media lately. I think if they remembered to focus on stories, instead of each other, things would be a lot better.  A good, well-written story, one that 

            changes how you think about something, makes you feel good or bad or


however you’re supposed to feel—that will always be in demand.

      Discussion: 1. Can students recall reading any stories lately that meet 

Bradlee’s description of a “good, well-written story”?  2. Do students read the local or any other newspaper regularly?  Why? Why not?
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