1

Greenblatt, Alan. "Media Bias." The CQ Researcher Online 14.36 (2004). 20 March 2005 <http://library.cqpress.com.ucfproxy.fcla.edu/cqresearcher/cqresrre2004101500>.
Overview
Washington Post 


media

 critic Howard Kurtz thought minority journalists behaved appallingly when President Bush and Sen. John Kerry addressed their convention in Washington in August. [1]
Kerry's speech was interrupted by applause about 50 times. Bush, by contrast, received polite clapping. Some in attendance, in fact, laughed derisively at Bush's answers to questions about terrorism and tribal sovereignty.

“As a journalist, I don't applaud — or boo — politicians,” said Kurtz. “Three-quarters of the Unity convention gave Kerry a standing ovation, but was much more tepid toward President Bush. I think that's way out of line and opens the minority organizations involved to accusations of political 

bias

. Especially during a campaign, it's important for journalists not to appear to take sides.” [2]
Nevertheless, the event illustrated something that many conservatives have long believed — that much of the media

 have a liberal bias. “As a registered Republican, I tend to feel that a lot of journalists lean to the left wing and just don't take President Bush seriously,” said Val Canez, a photographer for the Tucson Citizen who attended the Unity conference. “How people reacted today proved that for me.” [3]
Most mainstream journalists are more discreet about their political leanings, but surveys continually show that reporters tend to be more liberal than Americans as a whole, particularly on social issues such as abortion, gun control and gay rights. A recent poll by the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press confirmed that there is the perception among conservatives that CBS, NPR, The New York Times and other mainstream outlets have a liberal bias[4]. Journalists insist that they keep their own opinions out of their newspapers or television stories, and that editors monitor their work for fairness.

Moreover, right-leaning bloggers were the first to call into question the authenticity of memos used by CBS News anchor Dan Rather on Sept. 8, when he reported that Bush had received special treatment during his National Guard career. Within two weeks, Rather had admitted that the documents were fake and that CBS had been gulled by a partisan source. Even though a secretary later confirmed on the air that the allegations in the fake memos were indeed accurate, the damage to CBS' credibility had already been done.

Yet critics on the other side of the political spectrum complain that the mainstream media have become little more than stenographic services for government and corporate powerbrokers or — in the case of Fox News — for the Republican Party. Fox, The Wall Street Journal and MSNBC have all come under fire within recent weeks for the perceived right-wing slant of their reporters and political commentators. [5]
Many media critics trace the problems to the recent takeover of America's major 

media outlets by corporate conglomerates and what they see as the press' fear of offending official sources that control access to the White House and other government news. An overdependence on official sources, critics say, was especially evident during coverage of the recent Iraq war. Indeed, this past summer after no weapons of mass destruction had been found in Iraq, The New York Times and The Washington Post questioned the accuracy of their own coverage leading up to the war, and The New Republic ran several articles under the cover headline, “Were We Wrong?” All three publications concluded they had given too much weight to administration claims, and a recent liberal documentary, “Uncovered: The Whole Truth About the Iraq War,” implied that the U.S. press did not treat the administration's justification for going to war with enough skepticism. [6]
In the 19th century, American journalists were openly biased, with papers actively promoting the fortunes of one political party over another. In contemporary practice, however, journalists are taught to strive for fairness. But some critics complain that the press lost that appearance of fairness when it adopted a propensity to offer analysis.

“If you don't have any analysis in a story, you haven't done your job,” says Martin Johnson, a political scientist at the University of California, Riverside, who has studied the media. “But then you're open to the criticism of injecting bias. We want reporters to be thoughtful and analytical, but at the same time we want them to be objective and not tell us what they really think about things, and those are two entirely contradictory propositions.”

As a result, many Americans today — convinced that news outlets are biased — are seeking out networks and publications that gibe with their own political views. The recent explosion in the availability of news outlets — with the advent of round-the-clock cable television news and the Internet — enables them to do that easily. Americans who once had to get their news from one or two local newspapers or a 30-minute broadcast by one of three networks can pick their own “politically appropriate” media — from right-leaning talk radio, Internet sites and Fox News to left-leaning independent media sources or newspapers from around the world via the Internet.

And thanks to new technology, news junkies can keep up with the news 24 hours a day, using Palm Pilots and cell phones or reading headlines on their Internet service providers' home pages. And Internet users who haven't found a Web blog — as Internet journals are called — that shares their political viewpoint just haven't been looking.

“The old line in broadcasting that there is one message that is going to make sense to everybody is just not the model that we're working under any more,” says Barbie Zelizer, a professor at the Annenberg School of Communications at the University of Pennsylvania.

Some fear that this “Balkanization” of the nation's news media will exacerbate the partisan divide that already afflicts the political landscape. [7]“After Sept. 11, American mainstream culture has become much more politicized than it was before and probably more than it's been in a generation. The media are contributing to that,” says Matthew Felling, media director of the Center for Media and Public Affairs.

The splintering of the nation's news media and the profusion of technology have also radically changed the way news is covered, amply demonstrated in the coverage of the presidential campaign this year by fully accredited bloggers.

In addition, critics say the political press has expended too much time and energy on charges and countercharges, rather than investigating the candidates' plans for Medicare, Social Security or national defense. “Bush, Kerry and their operatives drown reporters with an around-the-clock deluge of spin — via e-mail, fax, cell phone and Web blogs — leaving them little time to report and reflect on what is true and what isn't,” the Columbia Journalism Review complained this summer. [8]
Some critics say Kerry has been slow to adapt to the realities of the new media. For instance, in August he did not immediately respond to commercials by the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth attacking his Vietnam War record. In a classic example of the modern media “echo chamber” — which can magnify the impact of the smallest news item — the initial ads, despite running in just seven media markets in three states, were heavily covered by the television and cable networks.

Indeed, a Kerry friend said the candidate focuses too much on traditional outlets and does not understand the modern media market. “You would think he would have recognized this five years ago,” the friend said. [9]
The Rather affair revealed the new media reality: The traditional media — the three biggest broadcast networks and the large national daily newspapers — no longer control the agenda for the political debate. With the networks ratcheting down their election coverage, outlets that didn't even exist five years ago now dominate the field.

“A big difference is that Democrats continue to try to play within the traditional 

media, such as the TV networks, The New York Times, the Post and the major papers,” says Elizabeth Wilner, political director for NBC News, “while the Republicans have done a far better job of using alternative news sources and new news sources, such as the Internet and the Fox cable network and talk radio.” [10]
“This is potentially a big cultural moment,” editorialized The Wall Street Journal in September. “For decades, liberal media elites were able to define current debates by all kicking in the same direction, like the Rockettes.” [11]
Of course, liberals have long lambasted The Wall Street Journal editorial page, Fox News and conservative talk radio hosts like Rush Limbaugh as kicking in a distinctly right-wing direction. With so many charges of bias flying in all directions and the growing intensity of media criticism (and self-criticism) many Americans now believe the media simply can't be trusted to tell the truth. The media's credibility also has taken major body blows in recent years after reporters at some of the nation's most venerable news outlets were found to have fabricated news stories. [12]
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Americans’ confidence in the media dropped “a significant” 10
percentage pois in the past year, according to @ recent Gallup
Poll. The September 2004 poll was taken after questions were
raised about the credibilty of a report by CBS News anchorman
Dan Rather about President George W, Bush's Vietnam-era National
Guard service. Gallup called the poll results “partcularly strking™
because public confidence previously had been very stable —
fluctuating only between 51% and 55% from 1997-2003,
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“The common ground for public understanding and public information may be destroyed in all this,” warns Frank Sesno, a communications professor at George Mason University in Virginia and former TV broadcaster and CNN executive. “The simple question of 'what happened today?' becomes something we're in danger of arguing over.” [13]
“The danger is conveying to people that there's no trustworthy source of news,” says the University of California's Johnson. “If that's the message that people ultimately get, that makes it really difficult for them to evaluate the actions of people in government.”
