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LAST WEEK WE DISCUSSED the Foreign Correspondents Club ‘Book Break’ on a book
about the Nanking Incident and asked the question, essentially: are journalists limited by
the demands of their profession? Because they have to get their ‘story’, does that mean that
their understanding is limited to what are called the facts? That is, does their training
qualify them only to seek out the Numbers, the When, the What and the Who, rather than
the really difficult Why of the events and issues that they are paid to report? After all, if the
facts and the numbers were all that mattered, government statistics would be best sellers
and accountants would be film stars. This week we will look at the role of journalism from
2 angles:

1. The Democratic Deficit: journalism as the de facto opposition

2. The historical shaping of the journalistic mindset

1. The democratic deficit** | minshuteki ketsujo(?)]

There is a structural flaw in the politics of modern industrialized states. In theory, the US, the
nations of Europe (including Britain), and most Asian nations are representative democracies.
We, the electors, vote for our political representatives who then become members of
Parliament, the House of Representatives, the Diet [ ], Bundestag, Camera dei Deputati,
Assemblée Nationale Francaise and so on.

The representatives are, collectively, the sovereign power.Their task is to represent us but in
practice it doesn’t quite work like that because our representatives see their primary role as
being representatives of their political party, and they pay just enough attention to their
electorate in order to get re-elected every few years. In effect, power has been devolved from
the electorate to the political parties, and in particular to the leader of whichever party is in
government.

Thus, given a big enough majority, the prime minister or the president of most democracies
can do more or less what he likes, and the only brake on his power is how much he can get his
own backbenchers to agree to. A leader can, after winning a general election, in effect take the
phone to the electorate off the hook for the next 3 or 4 or 5 years. This is not an accident, it is
the way the system is supposed to work: a fundamental democratic deficit designed to deliver
functioning majorities of power with a minority share of the vote, and to maintain a
permanently empowered class of politicians and civil servants. In the United States, the
involvement of Congress in the minute details of government, the huge influence of lobbyists
and a frenetic election timetable, all further contribute to the democratic deficit.

When you make this point to anyone involved in active politics, they usually respond
with a question: “What about capital punishment?” The idea being that if more power was
given to ordinary people, the nation’s lampposts would immediately be hung with lynched
paedophiles. And the answer to that, in turn, is: “What about Iraq?’ A system without a
democratic deficit would never have gone to war, and would certainly not have gone to
war with the main political parties voting in favour.
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2 This democratic deficit has caused the role of the press to mutate into that of the de facto
opposition. The system is insensitive to popular opinion but at the same time there is more and
more opportunity for the expression, and manufacture, of popular opinion. The electoral cycle
in most democracies is between 3 and 5 years. The news cycle ideally generates new headlines
at least 3 or 4 times a day, especially when there is a fast-breaking scandal or moral panic.
Politicians don’t feel that the press represents anyone apart from itself, and they think it is
arrogant and unaccountable, and the press feels the same way about the politicians, and both
are right.

As a result, relations between government and media in most democracies are always going
to be oppositional. For left of centre political parties, there is a further complication, in that
newspapers proprietors tend to be right-wing. The choice is between ignoring the relevant
newspapers or courting them. In Britain, after leading New Labour to a historic election
victory in 1997 Prime Minister Tony Blair decided to court the media, because the press,
especially the Murdoch presses and especially The Sun, had played a central role in (‘old’)
Labour’s defeat in 1992.

Three years earlier, when Blair took over as leader in 1994, he knew he had to court the
press, in particular the right wing media. So began of the unhealthy relationship with the press
that characterised the Blair years [1997-2007] in Britain. In particular, the onset of ‘spin’ as
practiced by Blair’s right-hand man, former journalist Alistair Campbell (former Conservative

leader Michael Howard): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3H-HdizCnh8
[**London Review of Books: Sep. 2007]

2. The historical shaping of the journalistic mindset

The democratic deficit is not a recent phenomenon, and nor is the role of journalists as
opposition. Still, we need to understand how it came about historically the journalists’ mindset
has been shaped to look for stories that stand up not just on the page but in court. Because
journalists have long been the subject of legal and political pressures that have meant that they
have had to prove beyond a doubt that what they write is true. Because sometimes the truth has
been the only thing that kept them out of prison, or worse, although at other times, writing the
truth has not in itself been any guarantee of survival.

These days, a story about a celebrity or about an action by government has not only to be
true and provable but also has to run the gauntlet of ‘public interest’. Under this stern test,
where the criteria are far from libertarian or idealistic, the question is asked: does it benefit the
people to know the truth about an aspect of a person’s private life or a politician’s public
statements that that person would prefer kept unpublished? The fact that the question needs to
be asked at all shows that in some ways journalism has slipped backwards in its relationship to
government. Surely the truth is an absolute and the people’s right to know indisputable? Or is
it?

‘Holding truth to power’ — a potted history

In the Reformation period in European history, it took Protestants in Europe and Britain to
defy the censorious power of Rome and the Catholic Church. In the English Civil War
(1642-8), republicans and dissenters toppled the monarchy. One of the great tracts spurring
them on was John Milton’s great call for the public right to known in Areopagitica:
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‘Give me the freedom to know, to utter and to argue
freely according to conscience, above all liberties.’

‘Above all liberties’ ~ including burglary?

This period saw the first great flowering of English journalism. Pre-publication censorship was
abolished and radical journalism flourished. The greatest and sharpest writing of this age has
come down to us from the extraordinary talents of radical journalists such as Jonathan Swift,
Daniel Defoe, Joseph Addison, Richard Steele, John Wilkes and Thomas Paine, author of The
Rights of Man. These were all writers whose work stood head and shoulders above the work of
so many others in their profession not only at the time before but ever since.

At the same time, they were only too conscious of the moral ambiguities of their profession, as
Daniel Defoe put it ~

Persons are employed ... to haunt coffee houses and thrust
themselves into companies where they are not known; or
plant themselves at convenient distances to overhear what is
said... The same persons hang and loiter about the publick
offices like housebreakers, waiting for an interview with some
little clerk or a conference withy a door keeper in order to
come at a little news, or an account of transactions; for
which the fee is a shilling, or a pint of wine.

Here we have the journalist as burglar. But is this so antiquated a picture? Doesn’t this
compare with the journalist as confidence man? More recently, for example, Truman Capote’s
factual novel ‘In Cold Blood’ described a bloody family tragedy with chilling realism through
facts obtained by befriending and gaining the sympathy of those involved ~ and then writing
them up and getting clear of the resulting legal furore.

BETWEEN BUSINESS AND POLITICS

A free and vigorous press was becoming an increasingly powerful aspect of British life in the
18th century. The Press located itself in Fleet Street, then a tatty thoroughfare connecting the
City towards, London’s business district in the Eastern end of the capital, to Westminster in the
centre: the seat of political power.

In establishing itself in Fleet Street, the British press pitched its tent between business and
politics. This created a tension which has both energized and injured it ever since.
Newspapers are businesses that sell journalism. But they also, increasingly, sell advertising
space. (They also sell power, but that’s another story). Today they depend on advertising
revenue to survive. The real cost of a newspaper or a TV license would be beyond the reach of
most people were it not for the fact that these media provide a market place. You read the
story, you notice the product ~ you may buy it. If you do, you help the publisher or TV
company management or internet search engine owner keep the price of his newspaper




4. competitive, so that he (for media magnates are usually male) can sell more copies and
therefore tell his advertisers that the advertising ‘reach’ of his media is that much more
extensive.
FOR JOURNALISTS, the question that has grown increasingly central to their life and purpose
has become: what do they have to do, how far do they have to go to get their story and, most
important, what price do they have to pay to ensure that their media shareholders can get a
return on their investment, and that the journalists themselves can be sure of their wages.
When Tom Paine published The Rights of Man in 1775, he set off what has arguably been
called the ‘big bang’ of journalism that was a direct consequence of the Revolution that
exploded just under a decade later in France. Paine argued that human beings have a right to
govern themselves rather than be governed by privilege and so-called Divine Right, or by
those who benefited from inherited titles and powers.
THE IDEALS OF MILTON AND PAINE are written into the heart of the American Constitution,
where the First Amendment holds that: “Congress shall make no law abridging the freedom of
speech or the press.”

Paine’s ideas were part of the maelstrom of thought that inspired the French Revolution,
but journalists were just as much a victim of that Revolution as the aristocracy and the
bourgeoisie. Nevertheless, journalism started to become the engine of modern democracies as
a direct result of the bloodbath of France’s revolutionary years.

Some say that French journalism today has its roots buried too deep in the political
pamphlet and the philosophical essay than in the witnessed news report: thus it is more
intellectually challenging than, say, the British or US press, but far less confrontational, i.e.
French journalists are soft on the powerful, that they give them an easy time. It is true that a
much less is said about politicians’ private lives in France than in the US or Britain — while at
the same time the French pride themselves on their national virility (‘The French have sex; the
English have hot water bottles’), which seems a bit of a contradiction in terms.

The French say that they’re more grown up than the Western media when it comes to
political scandals, especially those involving the sexual peccadilloes of the great and good. In
Britain, sexual scandals blow up every few years, like the World Cup. One of the best known
was the 1960°’s Profumo Affair. It almost always seems to be the Conservative politicians who
get into the most embarrassing situations, whereas the US public — though not the press -
seemed at one point to be moving closer to Gallic tolerance during the Monica Lewinsky
scandal. So it’s not just a matter of language: the French aren’t more grown up just because
theirs is the language of Voltaire and Racine, although that may be part of it. Maybe it’s just
that humanity itself, now and then, has begun to show signs of maturity. We’ve grown old, and
now we’re beginning to grow up (?)
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The story of the press is far more than the story of Western liberal democracy. China had
official information sheets [tipao] centuries before the West. China also led the West in
suppressing the press during the Sung dynasty (960-1279).

The attitude of the Chinese authorities to press freedom today is being severely tested.
From a Western liberal standpoint, it all looks pretty severe. But the entire history of the rise of
Chinese nationalism, which ended with the ejection of the Western powers (and the
Guomindang, who started the process) in 1949, is also the history of the modern Chinese
press, because as Nationalism flourished in the wake of the May 4th movement of 1919, so did
newspapers. Newspapers carried the national story in China when it was part of so many
countries’ ‘informal empire’. It was only when the country was united and the national story
changed that the press had to be reined in, for fear that it might lead to national disunity.

In Singapore, the central paradox is how the government can be simultaneously committed
to one of the most sophisticated communications infrastructures on the planet while also
running one of the planet’s most restricted media.

Japan’s press enjoys constitutional protection enshrining the principle of press freedom, a
legacy of the ‘American’ constitution established during the early, idealistic years of the
Occupation. However, to any Westerner reading the Japanese newspapers, this principle is
hardly visible. Japanese journalism works through negotiation, collaboration and consensus,
say its defenders. The rules are unofficial, but strictly obeyed by a network of press clubs
(kisha kurabu) all linked to major institutional or industrial sources of power. The clubs ensure
that both sides play a certain game designed to avoid embarrassment and misunderstanding. In
the eyes of its (mostly) Western critics, (understandably, since they’re usually kept out of
them) these clubs neuter and homogenize Japanese journalism through the management of
news flows.

To give a personal example: | published, in English, a story about the history of the Japan
Times, which on March 22 2007 celebrated its 110th year of publication. The story is here:
IPDFJaran Tives] This is the second time | have published a story showing the historical links
between the Japanese Foreign Ministry and the press, in other words, government propaganda.
The other story is here: http://www.fccj.or.jp/~fccjyod2/node/1186 My second story is currently
being considered for publication in Japanese by one of Japan’s main newspapers: if they reject
it, do I tell myself it’s because it was never much of a story anyway, or do | comfort myself
with the thought that it has been rejected because it disturbs vested interests within the
establishment? Of course | prefer the second thought, but the first may also be true. Writing a
good story depends more on doubting yourself and the quality of your information than it does
on thinking that what you have to say is going to change the world ~ self-confidence is never a
guarantee of quality ~ so that | shall probably go for the first thought, and move on. But this is,
more or less, an encapsulation of the situation of many Western writers in Japan, whether they
are journalists or, like myself, media historians who do the odd bit of freelance work.
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THE IDEAL OF A FREE PRESS 6

~ was built on the foundations of European liberalism. The Scots utilitarian philosopher James
Mill believed that the dangers of a timid press were greater than the dangers of its opposite.
Mill believed that the political stability, for better or worse, of Britain, Holland, and the US,
compared with the bloody turmoil of revolutionary France, had much to do with the fact that
the press in France was excessively controlled. In other words, that political stability arose
from press freedom, not the opposite. A press that cuddled up to the government led to the
building up of uncontrollable pressures among the people and the politically engaged. His case
may be argued by historians discussing the causes of the Chinese Revolution of 1911, the
Russian Revolution of 1917, and the near-revolution in post-war Japan — in the late 1940s and
in the early 1960s — both of which were neatly nipped in the bud by that bastion of press
freedom, the United States.

A century later, Mill’s grandson, John Stuart Mill. delivered the case for political and
economic liberalism in his 1859 essay, On Liberty ~

The peculiar evil of silencing an expression of opinion is that it is
robbing the human race; posterity as well as the existing generation;
those who dissent from the opinion, still more than those who hold
onto it. If the opinion is right, they are deprived of the opportunity of
exchanging error for truth: if wrong, they lose,. what is almost as
great a benefit, the clearer perception and livelier impression of truth,
produced by its collision with error.

Liberals were the friends of press freedom, politically and commercially, opposing special
taxes on newspapers (the newspaper stamp) as vigorously as they supported press freedom.
This has led us all along some strange roads, whereby the National Enquirer is free to declare
that Elvis has been seen ‘live on Mars’ while its British equivalent is free to inform us that the
Queen has a rubber duck in her bath ~ information obtained by a journalist posing as a royal
footman (she also uses Tupperware at the breakfast table) (and I have it on reliable information
that her habits on Saturday racing afternoons are alarmingly close to those of her subjects...)
In time, the bigger newspapers, untaxed and fattening up on growing advertising revenues,
became the strongest champions of press freedom: the fat cats of the media were among its
greatest liberals. Today Rupert Murdoch considers himself a champion of democracy and the
free press (but he was the first to move the press out of Fleet Street and eastwards to Canary
Wharf, that is, back towards the City and away from politics and Westminster ~ The Sun,
which first told the world about the Queen’s bathtime rubber duck habit, is one of his

best-selling titles - for more on the vital issues of the day see
http://www.musashino-u.ac.jp/gensha/oconnor/waseda/\WJW/WasedaSILSJournalism\Week5.pdf

However (there is always a however), the media fat cats and their market-based liberal
press model hit the peak of its political power and allowed them to establish their most
effective networks of information and communication at just that point that Western political
power, in the shape of the British empire, was at last coming under assault.
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Not that long after, the press empires of the 19th and 20th centuries were also seriously
challenged: first from radio, then from television and, towards the end of the 20th century,
from the Internet. The Guardian, a title belong to one of Britain’s most traditionally liberal, but
profitable, newspaper groups, has sales of under 500,000 paper copies in the UK, but an online
readership of around 70,000,000 [70 million]. In effect, the wood and trees edition is being
subsidized by the Guardianunlimited at http://www.guardian.co.uk/ At the moment, nobody
pays for the online edition — it pays for itself through advertising — but that may change ~

The important point about all these new technologies — radio, television and the Internet
— is that their roots are all in government or in licensed monopolies. Radio, television and the
Internet were privately invented technologies for the most part that were quickly taken over by
government, which took the view that new communications technologies should be owned or
licensed by the State.

As the 20th century came to an end, analogue radio and television moved over to digital
broadcasting technologies and it became possible for broadcasting to be transmitted globally,
new challenges emerged. Now that newspapers, radio and TV can all share delivery platforms
on the net, should they be regulated separately or together ~ and since they had become a
global phenomenon, who should do the regulating?

And yet, and yet ~ there are as many reasons to hope that the freedoms that Tom Paine and
John Milton so idealized will eventually become global freedoms as there are to believe that
they will always be marginalized and channelled by concerned governments. But it takes
courage to push where pushing is not allowed. Watch journalist Nagai Kenji in Myanmar in
September 2007: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gF3h5x_2yuM&mode=related&search=

The more vicious the repression, the more eloquent the result. Where is the mind that
could have scripted this scenario? http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9-nXT8ISnPQ
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Introduction to Journalism Week 2: UK Election Special 2010

In any democracy, the news media are hugely important. No more so than during a
national election. Elections are fought in the pages of newspapers, on the radio,
and above all - still — on national television, and increasingly on the internet.
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We have seen how, between elections, the media becomes the default opposition
between the people — the electorate — and the government. During an election campaign,
there is at least an effort by the more responsible media to play the part of honest
broker. During the campaign, the media gives its front pages and its prime time to the
campaign promises, the manifestoes, the speeches and the soundbites and events of the
political campaign.

No political election strategist can ignore the news media and the journalists who
work in it. The politicians know how important the media is: journalists interview them
and the news media carries their political promises to the electorate. All political
campaigns have a team of campaign planners and advisers who try to bring the
journalists on side and make sure their candidates get a ‘good press’.

Thus the politicians will call the journalists by their first name. And some journalists
will do the same to the politicians, although they tend not to. Because listeners expect
the politicians to be friendly to the media, but they don’t want the media to be too
friendly to the politicians. In the national election campaign in Britain, which will be
decided on May 6 2010, the influential radio presenter and journalist on the PM
programme, Eddie Mair, is often called ‘Eddie’ by the politicians, although he has asked






them not to do it. Eddie Mair will usually call a politician by his title, *Secretary of
State’ or ‘Prime Minister’, or Mr. Brown, or by his full name — Gordon Brown (Labour
Party), David Cameron (Conservative Party, also know as ‘Tories’) or Nick Clegg
(Liberal Democrat Party), but he avoids calling politicians by their first name. It looks
too cosy.

Good political interviewers are rare. Britain has three really good interviewers:
Jeremy Paxman, John Humphrys and Eddie Mair. The last two are on radio, Paxman is
on TV (and he crops up elsewhere in this course).

Here’s Humphrys grilling former Labour Party leader Neil Kinnock,
http://news.bbc.co.uk/today/hi/today/newsid_8604000/8604420.stm on BBC Radio 4’s
Today programme (from beginning to 5:11) on Tuesday 6 April 2010 — 1 calendar
month before the General Election.

Kinnock lost the 1992 election for Labour. Humphrys went after Kinnock on the
subject of Labour’s 1992 loss. He asks if there is a parallel with the current contest.
Humphrys’ gist is: people didn’t vote for you because there was something about you
they didn’t like. So people might not vote for Brown because there is something about
him they don’t like. How does that make you feel? So Humphrys maintains: “Your
personality played a very large part in your campaign, you think it helped bring about
your downfall, do you think that’s going to be the case with Gordon Brown?” And then:
‘What they did was they looked at you as an individual and apparently they didn’t much
like, or at least a lot of them didn’t much like what they saw. They will do the same
with GB won’t they?’

When Kinnock accuses him of dabbling in ‘pop psychology’ Humphrys says: “You
know that these things matter because you saw what happened with yourself.” Kinnock
said, mildly enough, that ‘the situation was radically different and | don’t think we’ll
learn much from 1992,” and then went on to say that he accepted his full share of
responsibility for that defeat.

Apart from the pointless rudeness, Kinnock can’t possibly answer the question by
saying a. ‘proposed tax rises did me in (because Labour today are offering tax rises)’, b.
‘1992 was a long time ago, so who cares?’” and c. ‘I was perceived as a Welsh
windbag’.” Because he can’t say those things — which would immediately take on a life
of their own and derail the election launch — Kinnock has to cling to his talking points.
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The exchange has no utility. It told us nothing and showed the bullying side of the news
media.

But it isn’t always so: here’s Eddie Mair grilling William Hague on the subject of
Christopher Grayling (listen from 16 minutes 45 seconds to 18 minutes 45 seconds),
the shadow home secretary who said that he sympathised with b-and-b owners who
didn’t want to allow gay couples to stay with them. Mair is not rude but he is firm, and
Hague does pretty well. It’s a worthwhile exchange because the idea that the social
attitudes of the Tories have changed is supposed to be central to the appeal of
Cameron’s relaunched, rebranded, ‘decontaminated’ party. It also illustrates the gap
between the way the Tories are talking in public about these issues, and what they really
think.

T'a.fcz'natz'nj ﬁctoz’cl:f././

All three leaders are highly educated. Two of them — Brown and Cameron - have
First-class degrees, Brown from Edinburgh, where he read History, Cameron from
Oxford, where he took the PPE course. Brown also has a PhD. Thick Nick Clegg has a
2:1 from Cambridge. This makes Brown the only leader with a First Class degree and a
Ph.D. As the person who has led Britain during the biggest financial downturn since the
Great Depression, what does this tell you about the value of purely academic
achievement?

Who wins? Who votes? Which votes count?

Who is going to win? In the last thirty years, the party in power has only lost the
election once. There have been five wins for the party in government, one win for the
challenger. That was in 1997, when John Major took the power to declare an election
whenever he liked it to one extreme: it was declared on St Patrick’s Day, 17 March, and
held on 1 May. That’s a full two weeks longer than the current campaign.

The power to choose exactly when to have an election conveys a gigantic advantage
to the incumbent party. It’s one of the reasons incumbents now tend to win UK
elections. There is no statutory framework for the timing, beyond the requirement to
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call it within five years of the last one. (Note: the election doesn’t have to be held
within five calendar years, only called.)

Brown has another big factor in his favour, and that is the way Parliamentary seats
are distributed. The Boundary Commission is independent and no one is accusing it of
tweaking the system on behalf of the government, but the fact is that Labour have an
enormous statistical advantage going into the election. The simple way of putting this is
to say that votes in the country are worth less than votes in the city. That’s because the
Boundary Commission has struggled to keep up with the historic drift of Britons out of
cities into the country — a strange trend in a global context, since pretty much every
other country in the world is moving the other way. In 2002, a net 115,400 people
moved out of the city — that’s a largish town’s population disappearing every year.

In general, those people are moving to the country, where they will find their vote
counts for less. Country constituencies are bigger, in population as well as geographical
terms, than urban ones; urban votes are disproportionately effective in winning seats.
Because Labour’s support skews urban votes and the Conservatives’ skews rural rural
votes, this translates into a big advantage for Labour.

How big? Well, the Conservatives needed to win the election by a margin of 10 per
cent in order to have any majority at all. By a spooky coincidence, ten per cent happens
to be the Tories’ lead in the most recent YouGov poll. Normally, a lead of that size
would translate into a huge Parliamentary win. (Blair in 2001 won a majority of 166
with a lead of 9 per cent.) But the system is so weighted against the Tories that this is
the minimum lead they need to feel confident about any majority at all. In the 2005
election in England they actually beat Labour by 57,000 votes — but ended up with 93
fewer seats.

Finally, all parties hope that plenty of people will vote, but in the last two elections,
the turnouts were both historic lows: 59.4 per cent in 2001; 61.4 per cent in 2005. Low
turnout tends to favour the party in power — another reason why Labour may continue
and Gordon Brown may be returned as Prime Minister. After all, Labour won office in
2005 with the support of only 22% of eligible voters.

Whoever comes into power is going to have to start paying off the £170 billion
national debt. On Sunday 11" April Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democrats’ leader used this
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to advance his argument for a coalition:

“Imagine the Conservatives go home and get an absolute majority, on 25% of the
eligible votes,” Clegg said. “They then turn around in the next week or two and say
we're going to chuck up VAT to 20%, we're going to start cutting teachers, cutting
police and the wage bill in the public sector. | think if you're not careful in that
situation... you'd get Greek-style unrest. And so my warning to people who think
the old politics still works, is be careful for what you wish for.”

Anyone interested in answering the course essay question (3) on politics and the media
— ‘The political life of most modern industrial democracies suffers from a
‘democratic deficit’ and the news media is the de facto opposition. Discuss the role
of the news media during a national election in a country of your choice’- can
write about the British election or any other recent election this year or in the past
5 years.






