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Preface

For thousands of years the complex symbolic code known as
language has allowed humans to share thoughts with one another.
Even before written language, humankind communicated orally
and pictorially. Communication—including state news, sports
reports and gossip—helped in holding together people in a
unified statehood. As modern technology is radically transforming,
the reach, speed and methods by which individuals and organi-
sations communicate are also witnessing tremendous changes.
We use technology every day to inform to be informed. We
watch television or listen to radio for entertainment and infor-
mation. We talk and listen to people across the town or around
the world using telephones and cellular phones. Increasingly, we
send and receive faxes, use e-mail and use electronic-based systems
or commercial network services. We use video-conferencing and
chat with people in any corner of the world through internet.
These and many other means of communication have opened new
avenues for accurate, fast and instant communication among
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people but humankind’s thirst for communication and infor-
mation is still seemingly unquenchable. Multimedia technology
has helped a great lot in the field of communication.

Mass communication is often used loosely to refer to the
distribution of entertainment, arts, information and messages by
television, radio, newspapers, magazines, movies, recorded music
and associated media. In this usage mass communication refers
to the activities of the media as a whole and fail to distinguish
among specific media, modes of communication, genres of texts,
production or reaction situations or any questions of actual
communication. Therefore, the present book makes description
on media and communication at the outset, and then describes
concepts, processes and theories of mass communication. The
book also delves on modern systems of communication network.

Deepak Nayyar
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1 \
Media and Journalist

Ignorant, inaccurate, partisan even in presenting fact, negligent
of the serious, tenacious of the trivial, greedy of bad news—jour-
nalists are worth studying, because study might remedy a few of
their weaknesses; and that would be a result worth reaching,
because their work can be important to the way the world is run.

No journalist of any length of service could deny that he has
at one time or another earned all those labels. The question is how
to achieve an improvement. You could establish a body with power
to compel improvement. But wherever its power came from, its
standards could not suit everyone: some people would still find
that journalists were being allowed to put the wrong things in or
leave them out; and since all power comes from the state in the
end, the standards which would win would come from the state
too, or from the people in charge of it at the time. Willingly or
unwillingly, journalists would then grow ignorant of the state’s
failures, inaccurate about the size of its successes, partisan about
its proposals, unamused even by the trivial unless it carried the
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state seal, and silent about bad news. There are countries where
that happens already.

Reaching that point in the argument, journalists tend to
suppose that there is no more to be said. Life in the confident
Northcliffe tradition can go on.

But an encouraging movement in late years has been the
growth, in the United States and now in Britain, of the study of
broadcasting and newspapers by dons. University people, students
as well as teachers, can examine the business of journalism with-
out any of the risks which would flow from their having authority
to put it right. Academics have no authority, after all, beyond the
auality of their findings. But if their findings are clear enough,
and their case against journalists sound enough, then a strong
moral impulse is set up towards the only kind of reform likely to
last or work: reform put in hand by journalists themselves.

What a working journalist can add to this study is a little
experience of how journalists work, how they work on politicians,
and how at least some of them see their function. Since our work
has been with radio and television news programmes and a ‘quality’
newspaper, and mainly with the kind of news which makes up
the subject matter of politics, we think of those parts and topics
of the trade in particular when we use the terms journalism and
journalist.

The reason why journalism is worth saving from its sins is
that it forms a first line of defence for the rule of reason in public
affairs. That rule is now under insistent threat.
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Print Media versus Television

If it is true that television’s range will not now increase signifi-
cantly, then there is a case for saying that newspapers have sur-
vived the coming of broadcasting to remain the leading means of
communication in public affairs. The case is only worth making
at the outset because it indicates where the responsibilities of
leadership rest.

If the race were to the swift, newspapers would not have a
chance. Technical progress is a struggle they often seem to have
given up. British newspapers do as well as those of any other
Western country in improving, with computers and cameras, a
technology which was invented in the fifteenth century and brought
substantially to its present state in the nineteenth. But the flag of
advance is flown in the provinces, not the capital: interested
foreigners are taken to Hemel Hempstead, not Fleet Street; and
the ideas which British national newspapers ought to have been
looking at are in full use in Japan. The system of printing by
remote control at a second location which is now used by Japan’s
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leading daily paper, Asahi Shimbun, was in fact devised for the
Manchester Guardian before it began to print in London in September
1960; but the Guardian did not use it.

People who make a business of peering into the future like
to look forward to a time when newspapers are delivered to each
subscribing household electronically. Successive sheets will fall
from a televisual photocopier inside the front door. But the vision
is slow in materialising; and meanwhile more ordinary methods
of delivery continue unimproved. In many parts of continental
Europe, as in rural Britain, the only way to get a newspaper deli-
vered to your door is to have it brought by the postman— yesterday’s
paper at twice the price. In urban Britain and America your
paper is delivered by child labour, if at all. In Britain the child is
normally employed by a local newsagent, who can exercise some
supervision; and the culture dictates that the paper should be
dropped near the front door, if not through it. In America the
child is employed by the newspaper itself, so that the supervision
is more distant; and custom asks no more than that the paper
should be thrown towards the door. In bad weather it can be
unreadable when recovered.

Written news will never travel as fast as broadcast news. Its
edge is not speed but penetration. Reading has this advantage in
particular over listening, that it can be done in the reader’s own
time. To him an interruption or a distraction is merely a delay.
But distraction is peculiarly damaging to the listener, because the
moment of inattention cannot be made up.

The spoken word on television and radio runs a constant
gauntlet of distractions. On television it has to compete not just
with the pictures but with all the trivial alarums of domestic life.
Radio lives on distractions, in the sense that what has saved it
from extinction in the television age is the fact that you can do
something else as well as listen to it—drive a car, bake a cake.
Anyone who has listened to the news as he drives is aware that
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he has sometimes missed a detail because he has been attending
to a child crossing the road, a traffic light, another car. Just as
well, too.

It would be absurd to decry the power of the spoken word.
Orne of the most powerful poems in the history of man, the Iliad,
almost certainly began its life before the invention of writing. Its
mere existence is proof that it triumphed over the natural inatten-
tiveness of its after-dinner authences in ill-lit Aegean banqueting-
halls. But the rhapsode who declaimed a story from it had a number
of advantages not vouchsafed even to television newscasters.

He was a rare presence, although his story had a delightful
half-familiarity to his listeners. More than that, he was a real
presence. He compelled attention where a moving photograph
only asks for it. He would notice the discourtesy of inattentive-
ness. But also he was there. He supplied a verbal image of the
battle-fields beyond the firelight; but he was not himself an
image. If he had been on a television set in the corner of the hall,
his story would have been at a double remove from the real:
images furnished by an image.

There is another Hellenic parallel for television, drawn a few
hundred years later by Plato with chilling foreknowledge. In the
Republic, he ascribes to Socrates a long simile designed to show
the great distance which the natural man must travel before he
attains a state of reasoned understanding. Shackled prisoners in a
cave see pictures projected on a wall in front of them. The pro-
jector is a fire behind them: the objects are carried on the heads of
people walking past it. The technology is of the cinema: the
prisoners are in the front stalls, and the carriers (as far as the
simile is clear) parade across the back of the circle, with only their
burdens in line with the light from the projection-box. But the
product is television. The objects, images of men and beasts and
instruments, recur on a partially predictable pattern, and are taken
by the prisoners to be real. In fact they are not just images but
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images of images; and the slow process of learning which Plato—
never an admirer of the common man—proposes for his prisorers
is that they should look first of all at the original or material
images, then (their eyes dazzled by exposure to the daylight) at
the shadows of real objects in the real world outside, then at the
real objects themselves, and finally—only for choice spirits, this—
at the sun, which represents the controlling source of goodness
and intelligence. Then they are ready to go back down the rocky
slope into the cave and start spreading the news—with the likely-
hood of getting killed for their pains. (Plato allows Socrates, his
narrator in the dialogue, that much foreknowledge of a more
immediate future. By the time the Republic was written, Socrates
had already been executed for the insistent radicalism of his
teaching.)

Images of images? True of a television play, clearly. Not always
true of television news. The film camera often shows things which
would have been there anyway .as part of the real world. But
people are very seldom quite unconscious of anything as obtrusive
as a sixteen-millimetre sound film camera, and much that is shown
on news bulletins is a modification of normality with television
in mind: an interview, a press conference, a street protest, a pause
in a doorway. A television interview or discussion, the standard
tool of investigation and reporting, is a representation on the
screen of a representation in front of camera:, of how two or three
people might have talked if they had been by themselves. It is not
in any important sense fraudulent, since the viewers understand
all this if they bother to formulate it: they are better off than the
shackled prisoners in the darkened cave; but it is an image of an
image.

The printed word, on the other hand, is not an image. It is as
direct a representation of thought as speech is, and more con-
trollable. Further, its subject matter is not an image, or need not
be. Out of sloth or necessity, writing journalists sometimes use an
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arranged situation like a press conference; but they can live
without it, and their work is better if they do.

The philosophical arguments for the primacy of the printed
word thus shade into the practical. Making the change from tele-
vision to newspaper work, we have been struck by how much
less easy it is for a television reporter to find out what has hap-
pened or is happening than it is for a newspaper reporter.

“It is not simply that I can get about better now: that I am
one instead of at least three that I have no camera crew with me
whose movements I delay and who delay mine that the luggage
with me need consist only of a suitcase and a typewriter instead
of more than a dozen bulky boxes.” It is not even that getting a
story into a newspaper is so much less arduous a business than -
getting a piece of television on to the air: a typewriter and a
telephone replace the whole rigmarole of aeroplane and satellite
and film labs and viewing theatres and editing machines, with
the result that the reporter has much more time to work in before
the material need leave his hand. What counts is the psychological
difference between a camera, or any recording device, and a note-
book. You notice it as soon as you sit down with someone who
can tell you what you want to know. If there is a camera behind
you, your man is aware that he is not really talking to you at all.
He is talking to anyone who might be listening, total strangers,
his family, his employers, his voters. His words are guarded, self-
conscious. It is the same if there is a microphone in front of him,
and two rotating rolls of magnetic tape slowly recording the
sound for radio (or even for use in a newspaper; but if they are,
then the newspaper has only itself to blame for their uninforma-
tiveness, since the published question-and-answer form belongs
now to broadcasting if anywhere).

It is not the same if the only piece of recording equipment
produced is a notebook. Even if he is self-conscious at first, your
informant quickly sees that not everything he says is written
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down. (Not everything he says can be written down, since as a
rule the only reporters whose shorthand can compass a verbatim
transcript of any length have perfected it over long years in law
court or parliamentary press gallery, and are in consequence
imprisoned there still.) There will be gaps—there may be long
gaps—between the interesting or important things he says; and in
consequence there will be long periods while the notebook is
unused, arid he rapidly forgets so apparently innocuous a device
in his admirable anxiety that you should see the affair in hand as
he does.

There are many occasions when a newspaper reporter need
not use a notebook at all until after the talk is over. Storing the
mind with things said, like a chipmunk filling its checks with
maize, and then disgorging them on to the pages of a notebook,
is a technique comparatively easily learnt. It has the advantage
that it makes not merely the answers flow more readily but the
questions too, since the reporter is not half-preoccupied with
writing down the answer to one question while he devises the
next. It can only be used if the results of the interview are either
not going to be quoted at all or quoted anonymously, since for
attributed quotation it is not precise enough. But those are often
the most interesting quotations—too revealing, or tQo damaging,
to be fathered on their originator without his express permission:
the borough architect’s reflection on his council’s collective taste,
the backbencher’s unease about the party leadership.

Television reporters hear that kind of observation at least as
often as newspaper reporters—perhaps more often, in moments
of post-interview relaxation, when the subject is relieved and a
little surprised at having guarded himself so well from indis-
cretion. But television reporters cannot use it. They have to use
the interview itself instead, the discreet bromide. Those are the
terms on which they gotiit.

That ought to mean, none the less, that television reporters
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are at least as well informed as newspaper reporters about the
detail of the scene they cover. But it does not: they are spared
having to write it in detail. Writing about something, as a means
to learning it, beats even teaching: areas of vagueness are less
easy to dissimulate. As a television reporter, we are very seldom
needed to know about anything in detail, because we very seldom
wrote about anything in detail. When four hundred words—less
than the length of this printed page—is a long piece, detail is
dispensable.

The cant in the trade, not wholly discouraged by broadcast
journalists, is that it is more difficult and time-consuming to
write briefly than to write at length. So it might be, if the same
volume of information and ideas had to be packed into the short
piece as into the long one. But there is no question of that in broad-
casting. It was natural for a crime reporter on a popular paper to
get as many facts as he could into his piece about an obscure MP
who was acquitted in May 1970 on a spying charge: “The former
pit boy, who had admitted receiving £2,300 from the Czechs in
eight years, walked from the dock after the 13-day trial. Twenty
minutes later he was smuggled out of a side entrance on his way
home to a ham-salad tea at his semi-detached house in Wood-
stock Road, Carshalton.” Even the worst of broadcasters would
discover that a spoken offering could not be quite so full of
currants and stay digestible. And since he did not need to use so
many facts, he would not need to discover them either. He would
have the extra time to get his stuff back to the office instead.

If that scrap of testimony is accepted, it contains the germ of
an answer to the claim that most people in developed countries
get the bulk of their information about public affairs from tele-
vision. The bulk of the information is not on television. If people
do indeed understand and retain what they learn from television,
then their understanding will be in broad terms at best.

The rest of the answer is partly flippant. It is that television
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gets most of its news ideas from newspapers anyway, so people
who get their news from television are in fact getting it from
newspapers at one remove. In so far as this is true, it is to some
extent unavoidable. News bulletins come round more often than
once a day: many broadcast journalists have less time to find
things out in than newspapermen have, technical pressures aside.
For just the same reasons, daily newspapermen draw on the
information in weekly papers. Further, there is the simple point
that broad-casters find it a great deal easier to consult newspaper
archives than their own. Newspaper cuttings have a convenient
physical existence, and television news organisations have cuttings
libraries hard by their newsrooms. Re-running an old news bulletin
or even the tape-recording usually taken of it, is a much more
arduous business. That is part of the pre-eminence of the printed
word. Anthropologists date the dawn of civilisation from the
moment when the spoken word could be written down. It could
then be looked at again. The community’s wisdom became cumu-
lative, not evanescent.

Clearly, newspapermen draw on television too. Few news-
papermen do anything on election nights except watch television.
The results of televised sporting fixtures are regularly taken from
the screen. It would be pointless labour to do anything else, when
the evidence is already so well gathered. And television’s capacity
to harvest its own news can only increase. What has partly held
back the development of the necessary specialist reporters has
been the difficulty (given a news bulletin’s small compass) of finding
them enough to do, and hence of training them to do it with
enough aplomb.

Another reason why television journalism retains few staff
thinkers is that most thinking journalists like an occasional chance
to say what they think, and the chances on television are few or
none. Newspapermen have plenty of opportunities, if they want
them: editorials, signed leader-page articles, diary or notebook
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entries, to say nothing of the kind of reporting of sport or the arts
which is chiefly a critique of performance: anywhere where the
reader is made aware that he is being offered a statement of
opinion rather than of fact. (It can happen even within news
reports, if the reporter feels that his own coming down on one
side of the question or the other is itself an event worth noticing.
When The Times abandoned anonymity, it was the paper’s most
senior correspondents who most freely larded their copy with the
first-person pronoun.)

Television reporters are less lucky. The special genius of the
form demands that their report should be chiefly drawn up in
terms of the comparative objectivity of pictures. More than that,
television news bulletins and current affairs programmes are not
rich in opportunities for staff men to unload their opinions. There
are no leading articles, no expressions of editorial view, on British
television. The BBC and the independent television companies
are specifically forbidden to voice their own views. The prohibition
is in the Television Act and in the terms on which the BBC'’s licence
is from time to time renewed. And there would almost certainly
be no editorials even if no such prohibition were in force. Commercial
television in the United States is free of it, and uses the freedom
sparingly. Broadcasters all over the world have too strong a sense
of officialdom peering over their shoulder—the same officialdom
which allows their organisation a licence to broadcast and a fre-
quency to broadcast on, and whose benevolence is therefore
worth retaining. Whether in an editorial or a piece of reporting,
an opinion which is not balanced by a contrary opinion may call
down sour looks from people in government. But to counter-
balance the opinion of an editorialist, or even a staff reporter, in
this way is to voice total self-mistrust. Better to leave the whole
thing alone.

Newspapers are no strangers to official displeasure; but in
most Western countries they can afford to be undismayed by it,
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because they are not dependent for their very existence on official
goodwill. Certainly a ban on editorialising in newspapers would
be thought as odd as it is thought unsurprising in broadcasting.

For a newspaper, the freedom to editorialise is extremely
useful (quite aside for the moment from the question of whether
it is effective). It allows a newspaper to react to an item of news, a
politician’s speech, a government proposal, more overtly than by
merely putting it at the top of page one or the bottom—of page
five. The newspaper can make it clear that it prints the news with
enthusiasm, with reservations, or with distaste. When Anthony
Wedgwood Benn accused Enoch Powell, during the 1970 election,
of hoisting in Wolverhampton—with his ‘obscene racialist propa-
ganda’'—the same flag that fluttered over Dachau and Belsen, The
Times carried what must have been one of the shortest leaders in
its history. It read, in full: “We publish on another page an attack
made last night on Mr. Powell by Mr. Benn. Though The Times
has always strongly opposed Mr. Powell on immigration, we
believe that this attack cannot conceivably be supported on the
evidence of anything that Mr. Powell has said. We have decided
to publish this attack because we believe that the fact and character
of the attack, including its astonishingly intemperate language,
should be known accurately to the public.”

The device enables the staff of a newspaper to disclose what
kind of people they are. Newspaper leaders are arrived at in
different ways in different newspaper offices. In some they result
from a meeting of an editorial ‘cabinet’ which is not wholly
unlike a ministerial cabinet, though a little less solemn: there is an
opening statement from the member most concerned, discussion,
a consensus identified from the editorial chair, and a member
detailed to put it into effect in words. In some they result more
often from a straightforward brief to the leader-writer from the
editor. In no case could they for long be wholly at variance with
what most other journalists on the paper could stand: either the
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staff would gradually change, or the leaders would. A leading
article therefore becomes an expression of the highest common
factor of opinion among most of the people on the paper’s staff;
and it is thus a signal to the reader, more rapid and reliable than
he could collect from scanning the way items have been selected
and presented, about what kind of paper he is reading. It is more
than that: it is an acknowledgement that a newspaper is a live
entity, with a mind of its own.
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Media as a Means of Public
Communication

When Anthony Wedgwood Benn became Postmaster General in
the first Wilson Government and wanted to explain to his staff
what the new administration’s aims for the Post Office were, he
concluded that the easiest way to do it was to hire the Albert
Hall. (He got the idea from Sir Stafford Cripps, who had hired
the Central Hall, Westminster, early in the first Attlee Government
to address the staff of the Board of Trade.) Any large department
of state or public corporation presents the same problem: the
right hand has grave difficulty in discovering what the left hand
is up to. Failing the Albert Hall, news organisations can help. The
officials of any large public body will scan the newspapers, in
particular, for word of what is going on not just in the world
around them but in other parts of their own concern.
Newspapers and news broadcasts are undoubtedly one of
the means by which one part of central government learns what
is happening or what might happen in another, and by which
local government learns what is happening in central government.
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They give MPs some of their information and ideas. Backbench
MPs regularly find subject for questions in the press: indeed, it is
not uncommon for a reporter to suggest a subject for questions to
an MP, in order to strengthen his report with the news that a
question is to be asked in the House about it. For events which
fall somewhere between history and actuality, MPs are used to
regarding newspapers as their chief source. When the News Chronicle
closed in 1960, its library of newspaper cuttings went to the House
of Commons.

Our governors have many other sources of information,
though, about what has happened or is happening in govern-
ment. The Vote Office, a mullioned window in the members’
lobby of the Commons, dispenses it to MPs by the armful: records
of debates, order papers, select committee findings, government
white papers, drafts of bills, reports of nationalised bodies, and
so on. The executive has its own more private and even more
voluminous system for circulating papers.

The governed, on the other hand, are without all this. They
are largely dependent, for their knowledge of what government
is up to, on journalists.

If it is lucky, or overbearing, a government can use at any
rate part of the work of journalists simply as a mouthpiece,
presenting its views without inconvenient objections and without
much notice of rival activities or comments. That was how the
ORTF seemed to read its function during the de Gaulle years. Its
view of news began to change after he left office; but as the new
news director of its principal channel, Pierre Desgraupes, said to
L’Express in July 1970: “If a man has fallen into the habit of going
to a government office every day to collect his orders, I know of
no serum which can change his attitude overnight. Not even lion
serum. And if I'd had some lion serum, and transformed one of
these journalists, I'd still have to transform the man he goes to see
as well; because if he’d seen the journalist suddenly coining on
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like a lion, he would have taken him for a lamb and kicked his
bottom (s'1l I’ avait vu tout d’un coup arriver en lion, il Vaurait pris
pour un agneau et il lui aurait botté les fesses).”

If it is less lucky, a government may find factual accounts of
its words and deeds footnoted, in the press or on the air, with
equally factual statements of the corresponding objections: that
the promised bill cannot be law for another three years, that the
new motorway still indicates a rate of road construction far slower
than the rate of new car registration. These may come from an
opponent of the government: they may come from the reporter
himself. Government ministers value the uninterrupted ministerial
broadcast, straight to camera, because it assures them not just of
publication in full but of freedom from that kind of talk-back.
American presidents seem to have found it especially precious.
(The talk-back sometimes comes up all the same, if the broad-
casting organisation arranges for studio comment to follow the
great man’s message—a practice which used to give rise to re-
current Washington arguments between the White House and
the networks.)

Journalists are at least as active, though, in ferrying
information in the opposite direction: from the governed to their
governors. This is not necessarily state-of-the-nation stuff. Where
the information is fact, it is as a rule specific fact. General fact—
unemployment figures, housing statistics—is usually gathered by
official agencies. Where it is opinion, it is often specific opinion,
with a name attached. But governors are also extremely curious
about general opinion, states of mind among people at large.
Journalists take it as part of their task to meet this curiosity.

Few newspapers or broadcasting organisations would main-
tain that actual audience participation is much use for the pur-
pose. Letters to the editor, phoned-in contributions to telethons
or radio talk shows, are the preserve of the untypically self-
confident or strong-minded; and they are chosen, where choice is
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possible, to be interesting rather than representative. Even the
letters page of The Times, enlarged since September 1970 and
unique in journalism as a notice-board for the great and good, is
clearly edited not so much with a view towards giving a small
minority of the paper’s readers their opportunity for a public
statement—they have plenty of others—as with a view towards
entertaining the readers as a whole.

When W.T. Arnold, Matthew Arnold’s nephew, toured Ire-
land early in 1880 for the Manchester Guardian to report on the
condition of the people in a winter when the potato crop had
failed, journalists were still bold enough to be their own socio-
logists. It was an important journey for the paper: it began the
Guardian'’s slow conversion to Irish Home Rule in parallel with
Gladstone’s. In thirteen long articles, Arnold drew on his own
observations of how people lived, his own record of what they
said. He was unabashed by any thought that what he saw and
heard might not be representative: he backed his own judgement
that it was. Reporters continued to use this method, without
suspecting that there might be anything wrong with it, until
about the time of the Second World War. Then two new instru-
ments began to cast doubt on the usefulness of the old one: the
social survey and the opinion poll.

Dr. George Gallup forecast his first American presidential
election result in 1936. (It was not a difficult one: it was the begin-
ning of President Franklin Roosevelt’s second term, when he over-
whelmed Governor Alfred Landon of Kansas by 523 electoral votes
to 8.) The first opinion poll appeared in a British newspaper, the
News Chronicle, in 1937. Sociology made the eastward crossing of
the Atlantic less rapidly, but no less inexorably. It began to
become established at European universities after the Second
World War (when the word sociology itself, and the study, were
already about a hundred years old); and in Britain New Society,
the weekly review which first brought some of the findings
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within reach of ordinary journalists, was founded late in 1962.

The slow consequence of these imports has been to make
journalists in Britain chary of social generalisation except on the
basis of other people’s figures—of which the most comprehen-
sive, the results of the national census, are only collected in full
every ten years—and of electoral or political prediction except on
the basis of opinion polls. In successive general elections, more
and more attention was paid to opinion polls; and in the 1970
election, journalists made them their main focus of interest. At
least as much heed was paid to what the voters thought, or were
thought to think, as to what the candidates said. The lead story in
the Sunday Times was about opinion polls on each of the four
Sundays before polling day.

The result was an interesting débécle. Of five opinion polls,
four gave as their final forecast a Labour victory; and the fifth,
Opinion Research Centre, only hazarded a narrow Conservative
win—narrower than it was in fact—as a result of a carefully cal-
culated guess at the amount by which zeal to vote among Con-
servative supporters would exceed Labour zeal.

Even more interesting was the extreme brevity of the slump
in the standing of opinion polls among journalists. A year later
the debate about whether or not Britain should join the Common
Market was being conducted almost entirely in terms of opinion
poll findings. Mr. Heath had been unwise enough to undertake
not to lead Britain into the Market without the “full-hearted
consent” of the British people, as if that were something which
could be clearly identified; and the claim that consent was barely
even half-hearted was much used by opponents of entry.

The responsibility for encouraging public men in these
simplicities lies with journalists. When they report opinion-poll
findings, journalists do not always explain as rigorously as they
should that sampling error may have distorted each side’s real
score by 3 per cent, which could throw the gap between the two
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sides out by 6 per cent; nor are they always scrupulous in ex-
plaining that, even if there is no sampling error, the results are
only valid for the time (perhaps a week ago) when the questions
were in fact asked. The pollsters themselves could of course insist
that these qualifying points should be made; and so they do,
retrospectively, whenever their judgements are proved wrong by
the hard arithmetic of an electoral result. But the polisters are
uncomfortably aware that newspapers would not print, nor broad-
casters broadcast, propositions of the form: “A week ago the state
of public opinion produced something between a 2 per cent lead
for Labour and a 4 per cent lead for the Conservatives”; and yet
the pollsters like their work published, not least because their
bread and butter is in commercial market research— enquiries
about whether people prefer their chocolate biscuits milk or plain
sometimes appear in the same list as the political questions—and
they believe their political polls to be a useful advertisement for
their firms. So journalists are allowed to go on overplaying opinion
poll results.

On more complicated questions than voting intention, there
is a more serious difficulty. It is that pollsters cannot help eliciting
opinions which are sometimes held lightly or notat all. Evenona
much discussed issue, like Britain and the Market, to have an
opinion requires an effort of mind, and one which—judged by the
impressionistic methods of the journalist—most people were not
disposed to make. They were content to leave the decision to the
Government. But they were not prepared to say so to the pollsters:
few people will cheerfully confess to opinionlessness. So they
summoned up the scrap of information they could most easily
grasp, which was in most cases the likely further rise in the cost
of food, and they evolved from it—on their own doorstep, with
their supper cooling behind them—an opinion they had never
owned till then.

On issues which have not been the subject of much public
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discussion, this virtual fabrication of public opinion by the pollsters
becomes an active absurdity. With commendable honesty, Opinion
Research Centre demonstrated this in a poll it ran in April 1971.
The issue chosen was the desirability of a referendum on Market
entry: it was a device which a few politicians who foresaw the
impossibility of changing Mr. Heath’s mind by any other means
were beginning to advocate. Would it be a good idea, ORC
enquired of its sample of opinion, if the Government asked the
people to vote yes or no before it decided whether we should go
into the Common Market? Yes, a majority thought it would. But
a majority also said—as each suggestion was put to them—that
they would like the same motions gone through before MPs’ pay
was put up, before food prices were increased and before a wage
freeze was imposed. It was an impressively consistent demand
for more power to the people. But then a similar majority spoilt it
all by saying that they thought important national decisions
should be taken by the elected government rather, than by the
people.

The inescapable impression is of people prepared to hail
anything that looks like a good idea as their own opinion. But
such a measurement is strictly valueless. It does not mean that
the body of opinion of which this is supposed to be a sample does
in fact exist: it does not even mean that public agreement could
be secured to the idea put forward, since it has been put forward
by the pollsters (quite properly) without the due objections. Opinion
Research Centre had intended to test the idea that public demand
for a Market referendum was weak and thoughtless. The idea
proved all too well founded. The result suggested the dangerous
thought that almost any opinion discovered by a pollster might
be weak and thoughtless too.

Surveys, treading more factual ground than polls, come up
against another obstacle. Because a question is factual, the ans-
wer is not necessarily factual too. Jeremy Tunstall, an academic
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sociologist, compiled his entertaining book Journalists at Work
from questionnaires sent to a number of specialist journalists.
The questions were all perfectly fair and sensible; but some of
them were impossible to answer truthfully. How often did you
call your news desk? We had absolutely no idea, without running
a laborious exercise in self-observation over what might then
turn out to be a quite untypical period. How many of our stories
did we think up, and hov many did our office? Most stories seemed
to think of themselves: they simply happened. Did we make
more telephone calls than we received? Well, probably; and yet it
seemed such an acknowledgement of an unloved life that we
were sorely tempted to fiddle the figures. Did we ever have to
treat our news sources with deference? We would be reluctant to
say so if we did. .. .

When Mr. Tunstall put the book together, he was clearly aware
of such problems and kept them scrupulously in mind. The fact
remains that, since the man answering this kind of questionnaire
has to put something down, if only to get the thing off his desk,
not all the answers are of the same degree of reliability.

Happily, even if the journalist is shy now of imf)ressionistic
evidence, surveys and opinion polls are not the only first-class
source material available to him as he goes about the task of
telling governments about the physical and mental condition of
the governed. There remains the journalist himself. It is a common-
place of television or radio interviewing technique that the inter-
viewer asks those questions which the ordinary intelligent and
concerned citizen will want answered. How does he know what
questions are in that citizen’s mind? By looking into his own.
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Commission and Omission
by the Media

If the journalist asks questions of government with the voice of
his readers or listeners or viewers, then he ought in some sense to
be like them. It is a matter of common complaint that he is not.
He exhibits social and political biases which contrive to separate
him from one group after another in the population which
surrounds him.

Most journalists working for organs of mass communication
can be said to be on the side of the established order. They would
stop well short of the assertion that whatever is, is right; but
much of their work shows a broad approval of the way things are
arranged in their own country and of the standards current among
people most disposed to accept that arrangement, together with a
marked scepticism about alternative systems—particularly if they
come from abroad.

That observation is not entirely cancelled out by the fact that
journalists are also regularly attacked for exhibiting the opposite
tendency. No journalist can expect to stand up in front of a
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Conservative audience without being made answerable for the
shortcomings of all journalists, from making fun of anti-porno-
graphy crusaders to disrespectful editing of Conservative speeches.
But this charge of iconoclasm, of cultural and political subversion,
is not incompatible with the charge that journalists are forehead-
knucklers in their hearts. To misapply the language of the Church,
establishmentarianism and disestablishmentarianism can coexist
in the same body. It is possible to believe in the natural inferiority
of the working classes (without setting out the belief in so many
words) and still supply them—in order to keep them contented in
their cave—with an occasional dig at their betters. Popular organs
do it a lot. One of the men who taught me the craft of writing
commentaries for news film on commercial television used to take
as his imaginary referee, his guide to the choice of phrase and
illustration, a figure he called ‘Mum in Wigan'—a name filled with
the scorn felt for the uneducated by the half-educated; and Mum
in Wigan was known to relish a little naughtiness, an occasional
irreverence, as long as the context left no doubt that the Queen
was still on her throne and the flag still flew.

Nor is it a total explanation of either tendency, towards con-
formism or towards irreverence, to say that they are both a natural
consequence of literacy—that the educated mind recoils from
extremes, whether of anarchism or reaction. The sad fact is that
journalists, as a body, are not as literate as they would like to think.
In any newspaper on any day you can find examples of words
misused (pristine to mean shining instead of ancient, hopefully to
mean ] hope instead of in hope) and commas left out (“Mr. Barber,
the Chancellor of the Exchequer said last night . . .”): the immediate
effect is to impede understanding, and the slow effect is to lessen
the language’s precision and versatility.

Unmeditated metaphor abounds. On the day of writing this
paragraph a well-known freelance columnist in The Times, with
plenty of time to write carefully, takes a “sudden evaporation of
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interest” to mean that an issue has “come off the boil”. Sudden
evaporation more ordinarily follows from staying on the boil. On
the same day, a well-known columnist in the Guardian discusses
a quarrel between an MP and his constituency party: three times
(until it is put right in the last edition) the wrong town is named.
Accuracy, of phrase and fact, is not an unfailing commodity even
at the top of the trade. And a mistake made in-nine-point type
will be acknowledged—if at all—in much smaller six-point type.

‘OH, ENGLAND, ENGLANDY The Daily Mirror’s huge page-
one headline, ten days before polling in the June 1970 general
election, was not a lament for the falling standard of political
debate. The England football team had lost to Brazil in the World
Cup by a single goal. The next day, though, the Mirror turned back
to the election in what the paper thought were the terms that
mattered: “Man for man, who would you put YOUR money on?”
The question was developed over the next few issues of the paper
in paired studies of leading people in both main parties. “Who do
you want on your side in a crisis? Unruffled Jim—or Excitable
Quintin? Cool-it Callaghan or Hot-beneath-the-collar Hogg?”

Determined triviality, deliberate personalisation—the failings
are not hard to document; and they are less excusable in print
than on the television screen, where the need for pictures some-
times enjoins them. To them is often added a preoccupation with
violence, or with any situation that gives promise of it. No eggs
were so much counted as the ones thrown at Harold Wilson during
that campaign. Demonstrations are another draw. They are
mounted to demonstrate belief: what brings journalists out is not
the belief but the chance that there will be a rough encounter
with unbelievers or the police.

Besides what might be called social biases of that kind, there
is also old-fashioned political bias to be reckoned with. The long-
heard Labour cry about Britain’s Tory press has a certain force.
By one method of reckoning, the national press is evenly balanced
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between the two main parties. If you add together the cifculations of
the national newspapers which declared in the June 1970 general
election for one party or the other, and count daily papers six times
for a Sunday paper’s once, then the two sides show remarkable
symmetry. Some fifty-seven million papers a week were being
sold on each side of the argument. But that simple sum leaves
several considerations out of account.

First, it omits provincial morning and Sunday papers, which
are almost uniformly Conservative. More important, Labour
papers only declared their decision towards the end of the cam-
paign: except for the Sunday Times, the ones that came out for the
Conservatives made very little secret of their allegiance from the
start. There were three tabloid dailies then in existence. Of these,
the Sketch was the first national daily paper to give its readers
advice on how to vote, with exactly a month still to run before
polling day. “If the choice is between Happy Harold’s half-hour
on TV and a return to honest government at Westminster . . . we
know where we’d put our X on the ballot paper.” The next day
the Mirror and the Sun, in leaders which they ran as their lead
stories, both made it clear that the party which was to get their
endorsement would have to wait for it. The Mirror wrote: “This
newspaper will give a fair show to each political side. . . . When
the time comes, nearer polling day, . . . the Mirror won't be sitting
on the fence. You will be hearing from us loud and clear.” And
the Mirror’s sworn rival: “The Sun has a mind of its own—like
you. We will speak our mind.” They both kept their nerve, and
their counsel, when a prospective newspaper stoppage (which in
fact lasted four days) made it seem that their issue nine days
before polling would be their last of the campaign; and they only
spoke their minds in the end, for Labour, with a day to go.

Conservative newspapers did not simply pin their hearts to
their sleeves earlier than Labour: they also let their enthusiasm
seep out of their leader columns and into their news columns. Unfair
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things are said on both sides in any election: the Conservatives
were better supplied than Labour with newspapers prepared to
stress the unfair things said on their side and omit the awkward
things, while making as much as they could of the flashes of
truthfulness on the other side. The Daily Express used a rhetorical
prediction of Edward Heath’s about “the three-shilling loaf” (the
price was then a little over half that) as a main front-page headline:
it reported a speech of Quintin Hogg’s about Enoch Powell, an
Express hero for his low view of black immigration, without carrying
the crucial sentence “The Conservative party does not support
Mr. Powell”; and a mild observation by James Callaghan to the
effect that a Labour government would have to “give attention”
to wage increases after the election was greeted with a page-one
shout of “Callaghan lets it out: new pay freeze threat”. Parallel
examples were to be found in the Daily Mail.

Public men have sometimes had the idea that the antidote to
this kind of partiality is the impartiality of broadcasters, secured
not so much by the camera’s inability to lie (in which there are
few believers left) as by the extent to which broadcasters are open
to political bullying. Impartiality is then indeed secured, but at
the expense of pungency. The 1970 general election furnished an
impressive volume of examples. ITN’s News at Ten, the longest
and most watched news programme on television, was displaced
by party commercials (with the happy connivance of the BBC,
which also had to carry them) on thirteen out of the last sixteen
weekday evenings of the campaign. The Conservatives added
parody to larceny by casting their own commercials in very much
the same form as News at Ten. Using the fact that under the
Representation of the People Act 1969 the withdrawal of any one
party’s spokesman from an election programme meant the pro-
gramme’s collapse, the parties were able to veto the BBC's most
cherished election project—two-and-a-half-hour courtroom exami-
nations of each party’s policies. They had no difficulty in stopping
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reports on any constituency (and there were several) where any
party had a candidate which embarrassed it, nor in imposing a
virtual ban on any programme which risked bringing politicians
into contact with actual voters. Harold Wilson succeeded in
imposing his choice of anodyne interviewer on both ITV and
BBC at the beginning of the campaign, and in dictating his own
choice of party spokesman and therefore of subject to the BBC's
Panorama at the end.

To these enforced absurdities the broadcasters added one
or two of their own. Even before the campaign began an ITV
company, Thames, withdrew an episode of a popular thriller
serial because it was about an attempt on the life of a politician
with certain similarities to Enoch Powell; and the BBC suppressed
an item on an arts programme about Edward Heath as an organist.
During the four-day newspaper stoppage in the middle of the
campaign itself, the rigidity of commercial programming meant
that only the BBC could lengthen its news and current affairs
coverage; and the time was given over to unsynthesised outside
opinion rather than to any additional analysis of the news by the
BBC's own specialist reporters.

Television had its industrial misfortunes as well as news-
papers, Granada, another ITV company, had intended to wall up
a hundred voters in a hall of residence at Leeds University and
bombard them with political television of a quite untypical rigour.
The hundred would have been exposed to largely academic lectures
which gave the fullest information possible on each of ten issues:
only then would they have been laid open to the rhetoric of party
spokesmen. The lectures would themselves have been broadcast,
albeit to small midday audiences; and the hundred subjects
would have had their voting intentions tested before and after
each stage, to see if either fact or argument made any difference.
But Granada had a technicians’ strike, and the experiment was
called off.
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Broadcasting’s feebleness at election time is only part of a
larger phenomenon: systematic sins of omission by news organi-
sations in general. There are a number of wide open spaces where
the journalist treads rarely. Foreign affairs is in danger of be-
coming one such, even for newspapermen. No British newspaper
can now claim to be a journal of record for even the principal events
in even the foreign countries most important to Britain, like America
or France; and newspapers and broadcasting organisations turn
more and more to a figure who should have died with the thirties,
the fit-all foreign correspondent. He jets from trouble-spot to
trouble-spot, equipped with little besides a portable typewriter
and a serviceable turn of phrase: his principal sources are taxi-
drivers, barmen and other fit-all foreign correspondents. British
staff journalists abroad dwindle all the time; and there are several
capitals where the day-to-day interests of British readers and
viewers are very patchily served. A few years ago I was approached
by a Greek in Addis Ababa—not the least active diplomatic capital
in Africa—who showed me a card which seemed to indicate that
almost every newspaper in London regarded him as their local
correspondent. On nights when there was news in Addis, the
paper which paid him the least generous retainer must have had
to wait a little while for word.

Even at home, there are large tracts of government where a
journalist is a rare sight. Whitehall is largely unwatched: the
doings of ministers are regularly brought into the open, but their
officials ply their trade in private. And what is true of Whitehall
is truer still of town halls and local government offices, where
even the doings of elected representatives are to a great extent
unscanned. Admission to council committee meetings has been a
right much demanded by local newspapers. One council which
lets the press in is at Weston-super-Mare. In September 1971 a long
meeting of the council’s finance and general purposes committee
passed 49 minutes on matters like local government reorganisation,
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capital expenditure and rural bus services. Yet the only two items
which the local evening paper thought fit to print dealt with a
staff social club (“Civil servants’ rest room”, said the headline)
and a lavatory for the information bureau (“It's such relief”).

Even if the whole of government were well reported, there
would still be a lacuna in the coverage of public affairs. The gap
is dissent. Journalists are better at reporting the fact than the
matter of protest. The antics of the unilateral nuclear disarmers
were always better copy than their arguments—to the point where
journalists must bear some of the responsibility for the fact that
their arguments are now so little heard. Trade unionists have often
voiced something of the same complaint. A report prepared by
the union which covers technicians in television itself, ACTT, pointed
out that BBC television news went right through an evening of
long reports on a day of protest against the Industrial Relations
Bill in January 1971 without any interviews to elicit the views of
protesters. The political fringes—anything to the left or right of
those two great coalitions of the centre, the Labour and Conser-
vative parties—are seldom written about now by political corres-
pondents: they get their mentions, if they get any at all, from the
gossip columnists.

The young, perhaps the most notable omission, are heard from
hardly at all; or if they are, in last year’s slang, and patronisingly.

It is no sufficient answer to say that the alternative society is
reported by its own alternative system of communication, the
underground press. The trouble with the underground press is
that it is largely unread. The name suggests smudged sheets
passed furtively from hand to hand behind the backs of the
police. In fact its papers can be bought at any bookstall which
cares to carry them. But they are not bought. “Idiot International
has collapsed, Black Dwarf is dormant, the bailiff is at IT’s door,
Friends flails valiantly. . . .” The list is from a 1971 editorial in Oz.
It is a striking echo of a 1712 letter of Jonathan Swift's to Stella,
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when he told her that Grub Street was dead: “The Observator is
fallen, the Medleys are jumbled together with the Flying-post, the
Examiner is deadly sick. . . .” But that was the effect of a new
newspaper duty in the Stamp Act. The modern Grub Street's
problem looks much more like a plain failure of professionalism.
The barely legible typography, with coloured print plastered on
top of coloured pictures; the insistent use of a few short and ugly
words, whether or not they fit the sense; the fascination with a
very narrow range of experience, returning again and again to
pop music and drugs: all this argues an indifference to the reader.
That its chosen public does not read the underground press is
perhaps no great matter. The sad thing is that it is unreadable by
the very people who need to read it. The conformist world needs
to be made aware how the non-conformist world thinks and
lives, and these papers cannot do it. The message is hardly to be
deciphered even by journalists. So the gap in news from the
alternative society remains.

The common point in all these gaps is that available knowledge
is not drawn upon—about the administration of national and
local affairs, about people whose views are not heard within the
ordinary processes of government. The citizen’s oldest complaint
against journalists is that as soon as they report on anything he
knows about, they get it wrong. This is partly the natural man’s
instinct to make a mystery of his own specialty, and to contest
the notion that anyone can learn in a day or two what it has taken
him years to master; but the general scepticism which it suggests
has a grounding in truth. Specialist knowledge is the great scar-
city. Advances in scholarship, or in the multitudinous disciplines
which now subsist on the borders of scholarship, risk going un-
recorded. Discoveries stand their best chance of being disinterred
from specialist journals if they are amusing (as that toothpaste is
after all no use) or ghoulish (as that the end of the world is at
hand).
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There is a body of people who make a living by claiming
that they can overcome, for a fee, this tendency among journalists
to leave uncovered what they ought to have covered. These
people are public relations men: flaks, in a useful Washington
coinage. (Flak came to mean anti-aircraft fire as the acronym of a
long German compound. William Safire, in his dictionary The
New Language of Politics, traces the transference to the fact that
anti-aircraft shells emit smoke puffs and public relations men
verbal puffs.) Where the flak’s task is to secure coverage for a
motor-car or a holiday resort in a form which is in effect unpaid
advertising, he can sometimes manage it—though it often hap-
pens that, by an arrangement which does credit neither to the
newspaper nor to the advertiser, paid advertising for the same
client is to be found close by. Where the problem is to secure
coverage for events or opinions which might otherwise go un-
noticed, the flak is a good deal less successful, notably in the
world of politics and public affairs. That is why senior politicians
in London are undisturbed by the number of junior politicians
who become flaks in order to eke out their salary as MPs: their
activities have very little effect on the course of journalism, let
alone the course of events. This becomes a shadier area when
flaks are in effect lobbyists, and seek to secure not so much press
interest as government interest in some cause: commercial broad-
casting, or friendship with the regime in Greece.

The trade survives because many things to which flaks draw
journalists’ attention do in fact get published, and no one can
ever demonstrate that the flak’s action was wholly irrelevant. He
capitalises on this uncertainty. He cannot show his client a list of
journalists whose intentions he has changed, but he can produce
a list of journalists to whom he sent a press release or a party
invitation. Much of his activity, in short, i> an exercise in justi-
fying his fee.

The reef which flaks founder on is the powerful distrust



32 : Commission and Omission by the Media

which most journalists entertain for them. Since many flaks are
journalists who have for one reason and another left journalism,
journalists tend to regard them as failures or deserters. This is
less strongly felt about the staff of Whitehall press offices, even
where they are ex-journalists, because their role is a comparatively
neutral one: they pass out documents and answer questions,
usually on a basis of no greater information than has already
been published. Perhaps journalists recognise that they are them-
selves toilers in the same vineyard, although with different loyalties.
Or perhaps they simply need the information.
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Political Perspectives on Media

Besides technical and economic reasons, there are also political
reasons which go some way to explain the evident imperfections
of the way the news gets out.

If journalists do indeed live in the pockets of people in
power, to the neglect of people who are not in power and not
likely to be, it argues a certain brutal insight into what life is like
and what their clients want. The private citizen, just as much as
the citizen engaged in government, wants to learn first about
people and bothes whose doings can affect him—by raising or
lowering his taxes, improving or worsening his surroundings;
and so on. In people with better ideas who are out of power his
interest may be lively, but it will be secondary; and the more
distant they are from power, the more distant will be his interest.
When journalists neglect dissent, even expert dissent, and over-
cultivate the established order, they are only interpreting the prime
needs of the customer by sticking close to where the power is.

There is a more mechanical reason still. Perhaps in order to
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feel that they control at least scraps of it, people like reading
about the future. A good deal of journalism is an attempt to meet
this wish. A good deal of journalism, too, itself depends on fore-
knowledge. You cannot turn up to report the key meeting, still
less get a picture of it, unless you know when and where it is
going to be held. There must be times and places written in the
news desk diary. By far the most prolific source of them is the
orderly and resourceful world of government. Governments set
timetables: oppositions only react to them. Journalists who want
to witness the present and foretell the future must pay their main
court to the people in power.

Or take the personalisation of political news. For television,
and even for radio, this is almost a technical necessity: it is very
hard to report an idea except in terms of a spokesman for it. But
for all types of news organisation it is a political obligation too, at
any rate in Britain. Ministerial responsibility is the name of the
doctrine. The useful constitutional fiction is that the minister, the
politician at the top, himself takes every decision which comes out
of his department—even one like the Department of the Environment,
which puts out dozens of detailed planning decisions every day,
and could only get through the work on a system whereby some
are not even seen by junior ministers. The minister no longer resigns
if his department is shown to have made a deplorable decision,
but the discovery will do his career no good; and the system is at
any rate non-fictional to the extent that he must answer for the
decision in public. So journalists have a good deal of excuse for
seeing the measure in terms of the man. And if they try not to,
the departmental press officer will try to see that they do. It will
make the minister available to the press, or at any rate a state-
ment in his name; but it will shield his officials, except from the
most gentlemanly and no-names-named enquiry, with a maternal
protectiveness.

This is chiefly why Whitehall is so badly reported. Constitutional
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theory, and civil servants’ reading of it in practice, make it difficult
for the journalist to get at anyone in a Whitehall departmént
between the minister at the top and the press office at the bottom.
Shortage of expertise is a cause too: journalists are often not well
enough informed even to know where the gaps in their own
knowledge are. .

The system has virtues. It preserves a non-political civil service,
and one which can speak as it finds. Officials who were publicly
identified with a certain line of policy might not be wholly trusted
under new masters, and with that possibility in mind they might
speak less freely to their present masters. Most of them like the
arrangement. They are not sorry to be spared standing up for
their policies in Parliament. It is not exactly power without res-
ponsibility: a civil servant identified with a bad decision is as
much haunted by it later as a minister. “A really bad mistake is
known all around Whitehall”, Anthony Crosland said of civil
servants after he had left office as a Labour minister in June 1970.
“The gossip that goes on is something absolutely out of this
world.”

Whitehall men must occasionally sigh for the system per-
taining in Washington, where officials who find the prevailing
current of opinion running against them can take their case to the
press. But if they invoke the aid of the press when they want it,
they cannot complain at getting it when they would rather do
without it. The minister would learn to look to the press as a
regular party to the argument; and the officials would lose what
is most precious to them, the prize for which they count wordly
notoriety well lost— the monopoly of the ministerial ear. A press
ignorant of the detailed arguments cannot dispute it with them.

Often it is right that the press, and therefore the public,
should be ignorant of the detailed arguments going forward. For
six days, in October 1962, President Kennedy kept secret the
knowledge that there were Russian missiles on Cuba. It gave him
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time for cool discussion with his advisers: telling journalists
would have meant bringing the Russians into the debate before
counter-measures were decided. Commercial and economic de-
cisions sometimes have to be taken in almost the same strategic
secrecy. But a fine line separates what it is in the embattled state’s
interest to conceal and what it is in the embarrassed official’s
interest to conceal.

Britain’s first Official Secrets Act became law in 1889 after a
temporary clerk in the Foreign Office had covered his superiors
with confusion eleven years before when he learnt by heart, and
sold to a London evening paper, the eleven clauses of the Anglo-
Russian treaty negotiated at the 1878 Congress of Berlin. (The
pace at which stable doors were shut was slower in those days.)
Stifler acts were passed in 1911 and 1920, both remaining on the
statute book; but in February 1971 the Home Secretary set up a
committee of enquiry into the working of part of the 1911 act after
the failure of a prosecution under it. The occasion had been the
publication in the Sunday Telegraph in January 1970 of a British
diplomat’s private report on the Nigerian civil war.

The acts had not been originally aimed at the press, though
the point that the press were prime traffickers in official information—
missed in the charged heat of the 1911 summer—was raised in
both Houses before the 1920 bill went through. But in 1932 an
elderly clerk at Somerset House was imprisoned under the 1911
act for disclosing, and a Daily Mail reporter for receiving, details
of three wills; and there were a handful of other such instances
between then and the Sunday Telegraph case.

Officials, and even ministers, found the acts particularly useful
to scare gullible reporters away with; and they had another
instrument in D (f9t Defence) notices, warnings to editors that
certain items might contravene the acts. It was a system of selec-
tive censorship set up after the passing of the 1911 Act: Harold
Wilson conceded, in his record of his years as prime minister,
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that his own attempt to call the arrangement in aid in February
1967 was one of his costliest mistakes. On that occasion the Daily
Express had published an account of a banal arrangement for the
government scrutiny of international cables which had been
unchanged for over forty years. Mr. Wilson—“gratuitously”, to use
his own word— complained in the House of Commons that the
story was a breach of two D notices, and inaccurate as well. A privy
councillors’ committee found that it was neither. Mr. Wilson re-
jected their report. Journalists in other organisations, at least one
of them in the light of direct experience, read the affair as a sign
that they were increasingly expected to be in the Wilson corner or
now here. He himself wrote: “I was wrong to make an issue of it
in the first instance. It was a very long time before my relations
with the press were repaired.”

There are times when the nation’s safety demands secrecy.
Wartime is commonly conceded to be one of them. Yet even in
time of war, once the argument has shifted from national safety
to the shakier ground of national morale, concealing facts known
to government can be a way of stifling discussion about whether
the war in progress ought to be fought at all. It was the method
used over Vietnam. When in June 1971 the New York Times and
then the Washington Post began to publish copies they had obtained
of the secret report prepared in the Pentagon on the origins of the
Vietnam war—a publication challenged by the United States
Government and upheld by the Supreme Court—admirers of the
system of open government in Washington were cast down by
what they learnt. The system was not as open as all that. It was
not open enough to have kept the Administration from totally
hiding the truth—that the main pretext for American military
involvement, the “unprovoked’ North Vietnamese attack on two
American destroyers, in fact came at a time when South Vietnamese
guerrillas were bombarding and harassing the North under strict
American control; or that the American war aim, contrary to
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everything said by public men, was to rescue American prestige
much more than Viethamese democracy. As a result the informed
public debate that ought to have been a forerunner of any military
action was never held. Without the New York Times it would not
have been conducted even in retrospect.

The United States authorities could claim that they were not,
in the words of the First Amendment to the Constitution, “abridging
the freedom of speech, or of the press”. There are cruder ways of
doing that. In the course of 1971, to take examples almost at ran-
dom, the Pakistan army compelled Pakistani TV to make and
show films of the ‘return to normalcy’ in the area of East Bengal
which the army had overrun before the war with India: the Prime
Minister of Singapore forced the closure of two newspapers and
imprisoned four senior men on a third: in Russia (where some
1500 journalists had lost their jobs in 1970, according to the Inter-
national Press Institute, as part of a political purge), people heard
nothing of Nikita Khrushchev’s death for 36 hours after it happened,
and then only as the eleventh item in a radio news bulletin: in
South Africa, official newspapers themselves demanded sanctions—
and looked like getting them—against papers that dared to criticise
the working of the Terrorism Act, which allows detention with-
out trial: in Greece, the editor of an English-language paper was
given a fine and a prison sentence for a misleading headline about
Vice-President Agnew’s visit (it read ‘Bombs, recruited school
children greet Agnew’, which was true, but the substantiating
paragraph had fallen out by mistake): in Spain the Ministry of
information closed down the country’s only independent-minded
daily paper.

And it should not be supposed that this kind of attitude
towards journalists is confined to countries with notoriously illiberal
regimes. It is not unknown nearer home; and it goes some way to
suggest another reason besides capitalist caution why news organi-
sations sometimes slip into a self-protective identity of view with
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the powers that be. Even for journalists in the Western democracies,
keeping government sweet has a long history. In England and
America the first cautious champions of liberty were not at all
sure that it ought to be extended to journalists. Cromwell’s parlia-
mentarians believed in censorship. The first American newspaper,
published in Boston in 1690, was suppressed by the Governor of
Massachusetts after one issue; and its successors showed the
circumspection natural to journals published from government
post offices. At the end of the eighteenth and in the early nine-
teenth century in England, papers which supported the Govern-
ment could expect heavy official advertising and even subsidy; a
succession of radical working-class papers, on the other hand,
was harassed into the ground. The last of the newspaper taxes
was removed in 1855; but the notion that the newspaper-man
should know his place in relation to his rulers persisted in the
British breast. Axel Caesar Springer, the West German newspaper
emperor, got his start after the Second World War by showing a
proper regard for the sensitivities of the occupying British.

Some of the countries where the songs of freedom are most
fervently sung have been most forward, since then, in abridging
the freedom of the press. The Parliament of Ireland, in September
1971, legislated against the encouragement of certain kinds of
manifestation although the new law effectively prohibited repor-
ting them as well. The Prime Minister of France, the same month,
held down the news-stand price of daily papers in the full knowledge
that it would mean the death of some of the weaker—and, as it
happened, the less complaisant among—them. (The arithmetic
was inexorable. Average net revenue from the sale of each copy,
25 centimes: average production cost, 65 centimes: average adver-
tising revenue, 31 centimes: shortfall on every copy, 9 centimes.
Only rich papers could sit it out till their rivals fell into their
laps.)

Radio and television have provided new areas for influence.
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In France, the brief reprise of revolutionary fervour in May 1968
did little for the Office de Radiodiffusion Télévision Frangaise:
post-Gaullist politicians continued both to hold it in line and to
denounce it for suspected deviation. In the United States, President
Nixon said nothing to disavow a Vice-President who called American
broadcast news reporting “a cacophony of seditious drivel”.

Broadcasting is always more open to straightforward state
pressure because the state, in order to avoid literal cacophony,
has to control the use of the airwaves. The state also collects the
revenues of state broadcasting chains, through licence fees, and
regulates the take-home profits of commercial chains, through
taxation. For the first fourteen months of its life, in 1927 and 1928,
the BBC was forbidden to broadcast “speeches or lectures contai-
ning statements on topics of political, religious or industrial con-
troversy”. (The Morning Post, opposing the lifting of the ban, opined:
“The average man or woman, when at leisure with the world,
has not the slightest desire to be plunged into disputes on any of
these subjects.”) During the Second World War, the Government
had far less difficulty in imposing its absolute will on the BBC
than on the Daily Mirror.

“It ill behoves those who live by the sword”, wrote the
Guardian in June 1971 during the latest bout of the Labour party’s
long quarrel with the BBC, “to bleat when they cut themselves
shaving.” Labour had lived by the sword: its quarrel, born out of
pique at not being treated with due deference when the party
was first back in office in 1964, was conducted in terms of private
threats to individual staff members and public humiliation of the
Corporation as a whole (notably by imposing a chairman brought
across from its despised rival, the Independent Television Authority);
and when BBC producers or reporters showed signs of returning
a little of this animus, Labour bleated stridently. Well before the
1970 election the Conservatives began to bleat too, in case there
was party advantage in it. One of the two would form the next
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government, and it was hard for BBC men to be sure which. ITV
journalists, aware that their own comparative immunity from
criticism could be destroyed by a single moment of bad judgement,
watched the whole scene uneasily. Small- wonder that both
organisations succumbed without a blow to most of the demands
which both parties made of them at the time of the 1970 election
itself.

The reason why this recurrent struggle between politician
and broadcaster is not fought on equal terms is that the politician
has an ultimate deterrent and the broadcaster has not. Govern-
ments which license broadcasting organisations can also close
them down. It is true that the BBC, being a great deal larger,
would in practical terms be more difficult to replace than any
constituent part of the fragmented ITV; and this might be held to
explain the BBC’s greater daring. On the other hand, commercial
prudence might have something to do with ITV’s greater docility.
Working journalists, in any case, would prefer not to irritate their
own superiors by obliging them even to contemplate that kind of
threat.

Along with the threat comes the blandishment. The alter-
nation of cuffs and kindnesses is a raditional technique of interro-
gation: politicians might sometimes be thought to have forgotten,
in their dealings with journalists, who is getting i»formation out
of whom. But they find blandishment productive, in their
dealings with writing as well as broadcasting journalists; and the
organisation of both Whitehall and Fleet Street sometimes makes
it hard to resist.

The clasp sometimes known as the establishment embrace is
easily enough shrugged off. It gives, in any event, diminishing
returns; even the most impressionable new editor realises in time
that the information to be had at the dinner-tables of the great, to
say nothing of the food, seldom repays the time spent taking it in.
But there is a group of journalists, and not the least important,
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who live their whole professional lives within the arms of that
embrace. They are the Lobby: the corps of political correspon-
dents at Westminster.

All specialist correspondents are to some extent smothered
by their sources. Many of them—specialists in defence, or the
environment, or education, or the welfare services—get by far the
largest part of their information from a single department of
state. They are therefore very well aware that if they gave offence
to that department, their work would become very difficult. They
are susceptible to official suggestions that in the general interest a
certain piece of information would be better unpublished. The
more useful an acquaintance within the department, the less they
will be inclined to use what he tells them, in order that he shall
feel free to tell them more. But they are at any rate nct generalists:
they concentrate their knowledge on a given field; and they
therefore have certain sieves through which to pass the official
information they are fed.

Lobby men are specialists who are also generalists. They are
the top generalists in the trade. Politics covers the whole of human
life, and they cover politics. All reports made to the Government,
all legislation promulgated by the Government, all parliamen-
tarians and their rise and fall and their private causes, all White-
hall, all party activity—they have a big bag to rummage in. And
they seldom have time to travel more than two hundred yards
from New Palace Yard.

They are probably the hardest-working journalists in Fleet
Street. On the rare occasions when they have nothing else to do,
they stand about in the members’ lobby which gives them their
name—the stone-flagged ante-room to the Commons chamber,
where MPs pause to collect documents and messages, and to
gossip. Sometimes the lobby men have no-one to talk to except
each other and the policemen: sometimes the place is like a cock-
tail party without the liquor, with people’s eyes flickering over
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each other’s shoulders to see who else is there. The lobby men
may learn here of an early-day motion by one group of back-
benchers, or an approach to the Chief Whip by another; but the
real stuff of their work is not here. Increasingly, they get the
word from Downing Street.

Every morning at a fixed time, and sometimes every after-
noon too, they wander across Whitehall to the Prime Minister’s
house; and before the first hand falls on the knocker the door
opens, and the doorman bows them in, and they file into the
Press Secretary’s rounded office overlooking the street. He tells
them the Prime Minister’s engagements, and then there is a half-
hour exchange of loaded badinage. On afternoons when the House
is sitting, to save them the walk, the Press Secretary comes across
to a little turret room in the Palace of Westminster, high above
the river, with the names of past chairmen of the Lobby inscribed
on the wall; and on Thursdays he brings the Leader of the House
with him, and sometimes the Prime Minister; and later on the
Leader of the Opposition clambers up; so the Thursday night news
bulletins, and the Friday morning papers, are full of strangely
concordant speculation about the Government’s legislative plans
and the Opposition’s schemes for opposing it. It may be no more
than the mechanics of political life, but lobby men have a delight-
ful sense of being in on the marrow of it.

At the White House, the Press Secretary talks on the record.
The ethos of Washington political journalism prefers a named
source. In London he talks off the record; and so does anyone
else who talks to the Lobby. This privacy is so well observed that
a surprising number of MPs and even ministers—to say nothing
of newsdesks—are unaware of the orderly daily schedule, or the
Thursday galas, or even the little turret room. That is how lobby
men like it, and what their solemn etiquette demands. Besides
the incidental gratifications it offers, the whole arrangement has
its usefulnesses too. Except by express agreement, a lobby journalist
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never names his sources. This leaves him free to protect them—if
he is reporting backbench mutterings against ministers, for
example. It also leaves him free to invent them. It enables him,
after a conversation with one parliamentary secretary, to write:
“Ministers were saying last night . . . ” It even enables him to
write the same thing after a conversation with one departmental
press officer—whose ministers doubtless would have been saying
the same thing if they could have been fallen in with. On a big
day, certain evening-paper lobby men file their first stories from
home before breakfast. In their account of what MPs are dis-
cussing at Westminster there is bound to be an element of
conjecture.

Far more, though, the arrangement has its usefulness for the
Prime Minister, his officials, the Leader of the House, and such
other of his ministers as meet the Lobby when they have pro-
posals to explain. If what they said was to be ascribed to them,
between quotation marks, they would have to make sure that it
was defensible line by line and did them credit. Since it is
ascribed merely to “the quarters that matter” or “those in the
know” or simply “senior ministers”, they can cast what they like
upon the waters: innuendo, denigration, childlike optimism. Lear-
like undertakings to do terrible things: if it floats they can derive
the advantage, and if it sinks with a nasty gurgle they can
disclaim all responsibility.

Lobby men would not have it otherwise. If the machinery
were public, their job would look too easy. In November 1971
James Callaghan, as shadow Home Secretary, met the Lobby to
talk about Northern Ireland: it is a facility open to senior
opposition figures. The Conservative Government’s policy was
foundering, and he uttered imprecise sounds about radical re-
thinking. Some lobby men thought he meant really radical: the
Mail man, in particular, had a story next morning to the effect
that Mr. Callaghan would soon be suggesting direct rule and the
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withdrawal of all British troops. It was the paper’s lead story: the
headline hardened it, as headlines will, to ‘Labour Pulls Out on
Ulster'. To purge the resulting puzzlement, Mr. Callaghan con-
fessed to a Parliamentary Labour Party meeting that the confusion
had arisen at a lobby briefing. Lobby men were cross: if secrecy
bound them, they said, it bound Mr. Callaghan too. What they
also partly meant was that they disliked their newsdesks getting
the idea that lobby men, so far from engaging in high-level political
detective work, simply went to inefficiently conducted press
conferences.

For lobby journalists, albeit among the senior reporters on
their papers and with long-service stripes stretching back to
Ramsay MacDonald, are by no means immune from the ordinary
curses of competition. They know the terms of that competition,
the anxious scrutiny by their superiors of the rival product; and
they are no strangers to the slight heart-sickness of the man who
fears he is losing his employer’s favour, however few rational
grounds he may have for apprehension. The Lobby is a large
body now, with representatives from all the London morning
and evening and Sunday papers, and from ITN and the BBC, and
several provincial papers and groups; and it is much more active
in pursuit of hard news man it was even in the early sixties, when
reflections on the passing show would still do. A lobby man’s
principal anxiety is that he should not be scooped or left by his
competitors. He will construct conspiratorial cartels in order to
lessen that risk. Until not so very long ago, lobby men from a
handful of Sunday newspapers, not being able to meet at the
shuttered House of Commons on a Saturday, would phone each
other at their offices instead to establish that none of the group
was likely to put the rest at a disadvantage by knowing too much;
and if a stranger answered, they would use false names.

'This was harmless enough. It probably contributed to the greater
good by raising the general level of knowledge. But competition



46 : Political Perspectives on Media

also takes more pernicious forms. Lobby men will pass on fore-
casts of unattainable government successes (‘Ministers will act
soon to curb rent sharks’): they will write a story which they know
to be a waste of their readers’ or listeners’ time, or which they
suspect that Downing Street is particularly anxious for them to
write in spite of its slender link with truth; and they will write it
only because they know that their competitors will write it, and
rather than offer long explanations to the newsdesk when the
phone rings at home at midnight, they find it easier to write the
story now.

The besetting sin of the Lobby, committed nightly for the
same reason—that their competitors will commit it too—is to
present guesswork as fact. “When I was first in the Lobby I was
amazed by the omniscience of my colleagues, and despaired of
ever attaining it; but then I began to notice that they were in the
same places as me all day, and seemed to have few special sources
of information; and the seditious thought began to dawn that
these confident assertions, these detailed readings of the minds of
ministers, could not strictly be classed as more than inferences:
inferences based on experience and evidence, but still not quite
what they seemed. And these men and women (there is a handful
of women among them) are a corps d’élite among journalists; and
if the rest of the trade too supposes that the sun rises out of the
Thames below the Terrace and sets in Parliament Square, and
that pressures towards conjectural reporting need not be resisted,
then the Lobby must bear its share of the blame.”
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Jobs for Broadcast Newsmen

Broadcasting is not a big field of employment. The Television
Information Office estimates there are only 43,000 full-time
employees of radio stations and 32,000 of television stations in
the entire country. The average radio station has less than fifteen
workers, and the average TV station less than fifty-five. The four,
big national radio networks employ a total of 1,000 persons and
the three nationwide TV networks 9,000.

Only a small fraction of the total broadcast employees are
newsmen, because, although all stations broadcast news, only a
minority cover it themselves.

A survey of 2,677 young men and women who graduated
from journalism schools in 1965 turned up only 74 who found
jobs in radio and 85 in television. Of 15,820 journalism students
of all kinds, only 709 were studying major sequences in radio and
television.

These data do not, however, accurately reflect the annual entry
into the broadcast field, since many recruits come not directly
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from colleges but from the ranks of working newspapermen.

As news operations of radio and television are constantly
being increased, more jobs will appear in the future. However,
the number of stations is not increasing, so the United States Depart-
ment of Commerce expects new jobs of all kinds in the industry
to be created at the rate of only 2,000 a year. Of these, possibly
200 will be newsmen. Ultra high-frequency is not expected to
make a great change in the employment outlook since most of
the stations will be small.

TV is typically a big city job. Seventy per cent of all TV jobs
are in cities of over 100,000 population; but 60 per cent of all radio
jobs are in smaller centres. Twenty-five per cent of all broad-
casting jobs are in New York and California. New York City and
Los Angeles are the principal centres of employment, followed
by Chicago and then the larger cities of Texas, Pennsylvania and
Ohio.

News on Small Stations

The smallest stations (Category 9) have no newsmen on their
staffs. The announcer simply tears the hourly, five-minute, radio
news summary off the A.P. or UP.I ticker and reads into the micro-
phone the first seven or eight bulletins, interspersed with commer-
cials and station announcements, leaving a net of three and one-
half minutes of news.

If a local programme is desired in addition, a reporter from
the local newspaper may be hired part time to write a ten-minute
summary of community news that can be read on the air at
breakfast or dinner time. The quality of this local news may be
judged from such typical items as the high school lunch menu,
automobile accidents from the police blotter, catches of fishing
boats in the harbour.

Some small, though not the smallest, stations have a news
staff of one, all-around man. He rewrites the bulletins from the
wire service teletype and also items of community news from the
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local paper. If he has enough time on the air for a feature, he may
tape an interview with a town official or interview a visitor live
in the studio. He then broadcasts the entire news show himself,
including commercials. Indeed, he may also have to go out and
hustle the commercials to realise his salary!

News Staffs of Medium-size Stations

A medium market-size radio station may employ two or three
newsmen, who will share all the duties. A small TV station may
require its only reporter to handle the camera as well as the tape
recorder.

The news staff is increased not only with the category of
station (determined by power of transmitter and population
reachable), but also with its interest in covering news. A staff of
any size will include cameramen, lab technicians, perhaps a film
editor. An active news staff will have at least one mobile unit—
that is, a truck with sound camera, generator, lights, reflectors, all
equipment to broadcast live from the field, such as the scene of a fire. |
Some Typical Operations
Here are a few setups and operations typical of the broadcast
news field outside of the big networks, as cited by the National
Association of Broadcasters:

1. A top power radio-TV station in the Northeast has nine!
reporter-rewritemen and three cameramen handling the two
major newscasts on TV daily through Saturday and one on
Sunday, plus five fifteen-minute radio newscasts, two ten-
minute radio newscasts and half a dozen five-minute sum-_
maries daily.

2. A TV station in Florida has twenty-two men, including a,
day editor, night editor, two newscasters, eight cameramen- '
reporters, three lab technicians, a film editor and a film libra- |
rian. It operates four mobile units. It produces one ten-minute :
and two fifteen-minute news shows and two ten-minute sports
shows daily.
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3. A top power radio-TV station in a big Midwestern city

employs thirty-four persons in news, including a director, a

TV news editor, a radio news editor, an assignment editor,

special events director, sixteen news writers, three two-man

camera crews, two film editors. They produce four fifteen-
minute TV shows each weekday, two half-hour TV local
summaries on weekends, and a dozen newscasts from five
to fifteen minutes each daily.
In addition, here are some other stations, outside the major net-
works, that are important in the news field:

KNX, Los Angeles, biggest news broadcaster outside New
York City, employs twenty-four newsmen. WOR, key station of
the small Yankee Network, has seventeen newsmen in New York
and an equal number of staff correspondents elsewhere, includ-
ing foreign countries, owned by The New York Times, and WINS,
operated by the Hearst chain, are notable among the many broad-
cast stations that are owned by newspapers. They use the paper’s
reporters as occasional broadcasters as the day’s news may
indicate, and thus have available a large staff without employing
them full time.

News Staffs of Networks

The largest employers of newsmen are the three major, nation-
wide networks. Of these, the two giants, Columbia and National,
each have about 500 men and women full time in their news
divisions; American has fewer. Roughly half of each force are
editorial workers, while the rest are manual workers, technicians,
engineers, clerks, administrators and so on.

The three big networks compose the big leagues of broadcast
news. They do the most comprehensive and professional job,
employ the best newsmen, pay the highest wages. Since all three
have headquarters in New York, a majority of their newsmen are
stationed there. Washington, of course, has a good number of
resident correspondents. The rest are stationed throughout the
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world or jetting about on short missions.

A Network Staff Organisation

Of the 250 editorial employees on a network news division, about
170 will be assigned to television and 80 to radio. Some corres-
pondents and some other employees are put to work inter-chan-
geably