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Unit One
((‘
Mass Media

| i et
Introductory Reading Passage

1 Current events, as deplcted by the news medla, bombarded our consciousness

, . with one catastrophe after another, reinforcing a “victim” mentahty Reporters and

" newscasters endlessly parade for our hterary or visual consumption, the bodies of
those killed, malmed or noticeably dlmlmshed by war, disease, v101ent crime,

economlc recessron, poor parentmg, drug or alcohol addlctlon, sexual abuse food - ¢

p01somng, train wrecks air crashes autdmoblle coHrsAon, tornadoes humcanes

floods and the like. Although we remam attentive, we' numb ourselves, trying to put
some distance between us and the brutahty of those onslaughts In the evening, we
wonder how we made it through the day in one piece or, worse yet, how we will
survive the unseen catastrophes of tomorrow.

2 We could decide, flat out, to stop watchrng and listening to the news... and to
stop reading it, too. We have made an addlctlon out of being “informed”, as if
knowledge of disasters could somehow contrlbute to our sense of well-being and
serenity. Our lives will never be enriched by the gloomy pronéuncements of
unhappy people, fearmg and Judélng all that they see. ’Ihey follow fire engines
racing toward b1110w1ng black clouds of smoke and 1gnore the smiling youngster
helping an elderly woman carry her grocery bags. One dramatic traffic accident on a
major highway sends reporters scu’rrymg, while the stories of four hundred thousand
other vehicles that made it home safely g0 unnotlced Newscasters replay over and
over again a fatal plane crash captured on v1deotape but rarely deplct the tenderness
of a mother nurturing her new—born mfant

3  Simple acts of love, safe amvals peaceful exchanges between nelghborlng
countries and people helping each other are noteworthy events. The media bias
toward sensationalism and violence presents a selectrve distorted and, in the final
analysis, inaccurate portrait of the state of affairs on this planet No balance here

We feed our minds such bleak 1magery, then feel lost, depressed and 1mpotent
without ever acknowledging fully the devastating 1mpact these presentatlons have on
our world view and our state of mind.
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4  Why not msplre ourselves rather than scare ourselves? We choose our focuses
of atte{‘ftlon from the : t m?nu of hfe s experiences. Wanting to be happy and
more loving on a sustai ed basis d1rects us to seek peaceful roads less _traveled.
Thou, gh we might not determme all the events around us, we are ommpotent in
deterfmmng our reaction to them. Some will lift the stones and see beauty beneath
Our em%race of life will be determined not by what is “out there”, but by how we
mgest what is “out there”. Our view becomes almlghty
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all-powerful F Ol 1 ~

a pompous display; promenade

a formal, official statement of an
opinion, fact, judgment

the use of sensational matter or

methods, especially in  writing,
journalism, or politics ‘

Questions for Discussion

1. What does the author of this passage hold against news media?
2. What devastating impact do they have on people, according to the author?
3. Why do you think news media focus on those catastrophes?

Text

e tiod) Tom Commandmemsf of the

1 A newspaper or TV station is something more than an objective fact-recording
organization that does not make moral choices; indeed if they are not moral human
beings they cannot be good professionals either. That means they must have
positive moral objectives as well as negative prohibitions.

2 A moral media, making a contribution to global culture, cannot be legislated
into existence, or bullied into existence, either. Having described the negative side
of the media—its grievous, habitual sins, let me now look at the positive qualities
those who constitute it should possess.

3 So here are my Ten Commandments—my rules of moral conduct—that apply
with particular force to editors and TV producers but are addressed to all those who
exercise media power and influence. »

4 The first imperative is the overriding desire to discover and tell the truth. That
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is much more than a purely negative command not to lie or distort or bend. The
truth is often difficult to discern, hidden, evasive, slippery, dangerous, complex and
even in the end undiscoverable. What is required is huge energy in search of the
truth, dbjectivity in recognizing it, scrupulosity in telling it and a willingness to
make clear to readers and viewers that it is not always simple.

5  Energetic and positive truth-telling must be balanced by a sense of
responsibility. The second commandment is that journalist must always think
through the consequence of what they tell. When a riot breaks out in one town, will
certain forms of coverage make it occur in other towns? What will legitimately
inform, and what will needlessly inflame? What will warn—and what will corrupt?
Those in charge of the media must always be totting up these moral balances, and
while they may not get the answer right every time, the process of evaluating
consequences must be both informed and instinctual.

6  That leads directly to the third commandment: truth-telling is not enough,
indeed it can be positively dangerous, without an informed judgment. We all have
Opinions—too many of them perhaps—so I stress “informed” . Journalists should
be educated; more important, they should be self-educated too, a lifetime process.
They should be reading men and women, taking advantage of the unrivaled
opportunity that work in the media brings to broaden and deepen their knowledge of
the world and its peoples. Those who own the media must do all in their power to
encourage journalists to study and think and sharpen their judgment, and to see and
analyze events not merely in their immediate impact but in their long-term
implications.

7 Education media are essential because its primary function is to educate
through information. This is its moral imperative—its principal contribution to the
improvement in world culture. So the fourth commandment is that journalists
should possess the urge to educate—the missionary spirit. They should not be
content to tell the public what it wants—or what they think it wants—to know, but it
ought to know and needs to know. The great American editor Horace Greeley?, in
creating The New York Tribune in 1841, insisted that his paper would not merely
record congressional, domestic and foreign news but also “whatever shall appear
calculated to promote morality, maintain social order, extend the blessings of
education, or in any way subserve the great cause of human progress in ultimate
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virtue, liberty and happiness”. That is an ambitious aim, and I wonder how many
editors today would have the self-confidence and hardihood to endorse it. But they
should.

8  The fifth commandment is in some ways the most difficult one of all to follow,
and the most important. Those running the media must distinguish between “ public
opinion” in its grand, historical sense, that creates and molds a constitutional
democracy, and the transitory, volatile phenomenon of “popular opinion”. James
Madison®, the primary author of the American Constitution, argued that in a
republic it must be the reasons, not the passions, of the public that sit in judgment.
9 That is why he thought the revision of the Constitution should be possible, but
should not be easy. Editors and TV producers in their quest of readers and ratings,
find themselves the captives of mass emotions that are no more than moods, rather
than genuine, necessary public needs. Northeliffe* put up in his office the mystic
slogan “ It is Ten” —meaning the mental age of Daily Mail readers. H. L.
Mencken’ laid down: “No newspaper ever lost circulation by underestimating the
intelligence of its readers.” But these are the slippery roads to media delinquency.
Moral media conduct a reasoned dialogue with its public, and avoid an emotional
one like the plague.

10 At times, too, the media must show the willingness to lead, the sixth
commandment. Power entails responsibility and responsibility means leadership. It
is inescapable. A TV network must be prepared to make a moral stand and stick to it
in the face of pressure and criticism. A newspaper must not only give its readers
news they do not wish to hear but urge them to do things they find unpalatable. The
risk of losing readers and viewers must be taken—and can, I believe, be taken with
confidence. It is hard to recall any great newspaper that has been permanently
damaged by taking an unpopular but principled decision. Leadership that is
informed, reasoned and consistent is always respected, and it is usually followed.
11  But to exercise leadership requires courage, and to show courage is the
seventh commandment. The older I get, and the more I see of public life and
events, the more convinced I become that courage is the greatest of virtues, and
one most lacking in the media. It is required at all levels, from the humblest
reporter, who must always evaluate his orders morally, to the richest tycoon risking
his fortune to create new media outlets or make existing ones better and more
responsible. My old colleague Nicholas Totaling, killed on journalistic duty on the
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Golan Heights, was once asked what quality a journalist needed. He replied,
“Ratlike cunning.” He might have added, “Lionlike courage,” which he himself
showed.

12 The eighth commandment, indeed, is also a form of courage—the willingness
to admit error. All media organizations inevitably make appalling mistakes of fact
and judgment, and are egregiously reluctant to correct them except under the
fiercest legal pressure. But where great power is exercised, accuracy is paramount,
and judgment and taste must be refined and sensitive to criticism. A willingness to
apologize is the mark of a civilized person and a contribution to a dynamic culture
always seeking to purge its grossness and imperfection. The handsome and unforced
admission of error is the best of all proofs that a newspaper or a TV network has a
corporate sense of honor—and possessing such a sense is another way of saying
that it has a conscience.

13 But admitting error is not enough. My ninth commandment enjoins something
more positive—a general fair-mindedness. If there were a moral quality, it is the
ability to be habitually fair, because it involves so many others: the imagination to
see other points of view, tolerance of them, temperance and restraint in expressing
your own generosity and, above all, a rooted sense of justice. Fair-minded
newspapers stick out a mile—because they are so rare. All TV networks make a
display of their balanced approach, and hardly any display fairness when they wish
to make a point. Yet fairness is one of the deepest human yearnings—it is the first
moral point a small child recognizes—and lack of it the commonest complaint the
public flings at the media. Conversely, nothing is more likely to build confidence in
the media than the public’s awareness that it prizes fair-mindedness.

14 My last commandment is the most positive of all: respect, value, treasure and
honor words. The media, even the image-media, are essentially about words, for
words are inseparable from truth, the only way in which it can be conveyed. “The
media have to use words in haste and sometimes in excitement—that is their
nature. But they must also and always use them with care, with respect for their
precise meaning and nuance, and with reverence for their power. Word can kill, in
countless different ways. They can destroy. characters as well as possessions.

15 But words can also enlighten, comfort, uplift and inspire. They are the basic
coinage of all culture, the essential units on which a civilization rests. Respect for




