
Media Revolutions, Political Repercussions 

‘It would diminish the importance of newspapers to say they serve to maintain freedom. They maintain civilisation’, or so thought de Tocqueville, writing in the nineteenth century. Such lofty idealism, such an important claim, but, in reality, how accurate is this assertion? Clearly, in some authoritarian regimes a free press is a bulwark against tyranny and is the most important catalyst for creating a more open society. In a democracy journalists can give people the information needed to make informed decisions about how to live, what to believe, how to vote. A well-ordered, stable democracy is said to require a balance of powers between the Three Estates; the executive, the legislature and the judiciary. The press has sometimes been described as the Fourth Estate, a guardian of democracy and defender of the public interest. There is always a risk of this ‘balance of powers’ getting out of balanced, with the Fourth Estate becoming too dominant over the others. As Thomas Carlyle wrote in 1905: ‘In the Reporters’ Gallery, yonder, there sat the Fourth Estate more important than the [other Three]….whoever can speak, speaking now to the whole nation, becomes a power, a branch of government, with inalienable weight in law-making, in all acts of authority.’ Clearly, with such power the accuracy of reporting is of paramount importance. ‘Comment is free, but the facts are sacred’ as CP Snow put it. And so we need to ask: what if news about government policies cannot be separated from spin, and if comment and campaigning are merged with reporting fact? What do we really mean by ‘freedom of the press’; that journalists should offer only their perceptions of politicians and personalities, or that the public is given trustworthy and reliable information so people are able to make informed choices? Can the press maintain freedom while also defending civilisation? 

In the age of globalisation power itself has become democratised; the centre of power is no longer at the centre; ours is the age of the narrative; the one who tells the best story has the most power. A good story can bring much fame and a small fortune, while a bad story can drive policy-making or oust leaders. Politicians need journalists, who can then control, interpret, distort and suppress as they wish. The power of the description can be devastating; in the early 1970s Washington journalists Woodward and Bernstein told a story that brought down the Nixon government. Watergate has led to ‘mediagate’; ever since then, journalists have been looking for another Watergate, often to their own discredit. For every hint of a political scandal journalists have tried to claim it is another 

‘-gate’. Arguably, journalists are in a stronger position than politicians because they can criticise without having to act on any real responsibility themselves. The power to judge, expose, doubt and ridicule is essentially negative. Some journalists seem to regard all politicians as inveterate liars; their cynicism comes before a careful examination of evidence and fact. Thus The Daily Mirror published fake pictures of British soldiers abusing an Iraqi detainee. The editor, Piers Morgan, had once said ’you have to be a scoop led newspaper to generate excitement in your product and drive sales.’ Weaving a finely spun tale is an art form and reality may be represented, rather than reported. 

While in 1960s Britain there was the assumption that politicians were far more powerful than journalists, this attitude has to a large extent gone. Journalists often seem aggressive, competitive and power-hungry. They can now judge and determine what is important in politics and society. In France the state still commands respect from the media. Thus, every year the President gives a television interview; he can veto the choice of journalist, he decides where the interview will take place; the journalist does not ask any question more than once. In the United States the up-market papers are exceptionally responsible about their own faults and failings. Thus when Jayson Blair, a reporter for the New York Times, falsified a number of stories he was fired and the New York Times published a 7, 500 word apologia in one of its issues. By contrast, the UK press appears more irresponsible, yet also more powerful. British politicians, in the past, may have been able to exercise power from the centre, with a paternalistic worldview, now they need to carry the majority of the population with them. To do so, they need to get the support of tabloids such as The Daily Mail and The Sun, and the media moguls who own these papers. Since the 1980s British politicians have been trained to be shrewder, more effective in their dealings with the media. They are uncontroversial, unsensational and politically correct. Many journalists, however, feed off whatever is sensational, provocative and controversial. With these diametrically opposed ends, there may appear to be a battle of words and wits between journalists and politicians. Who is cleverer at catching the other out? It is a fight which neither side ever finally wins. Sometimes it seems being photogenic is of greater concern than having good policies, posturing is more important than communicating, and being a media star is an admirable end in itself. At one level spin is professionalism, but arguably it is contributing to a downward spiral in public engagement with politics. The hope that the new information age would be one of greater enlightenment, rational discourse and greater participation has not necessarily come true. Many segments of the public do not seem to trust either politicians or journalists. While newspaper sales have been falling, voter turn out at elections has also been decreasing.

‘Look at it this way. News is what a chap who doesn’t care much about anything wants to read. And its only news until he’s read it.’ So wrote Evelyn Waugh in Scoop, his brilliantly witty satire on journalists. Since economic power has shifted downwards to the mass of the population and away from the exclusively rich the consumer is the news and the mass media panders to us as consumers. Editors and journalists may have the power to tell stories which make or break individuals, but newspapers must also survive and prosper themselves; they are businesses, dependent on sales and advertising revenue. The need to sell papers drives journalists’ sense of what is news, and they are in danger of defining a good story only in terms of what they think the largest number of people, and the lowest common denominator, will find interesting. Editors think they know what we want to watch and read about, but do they construct their audience accurately and helpfully? Revealing what is in the ‘public interest’ often seems to amount to an obsession with celebrities, and the revelation of salacious details about their private lives. With the premium placed on making money, spending money, and talking about those who have money to spend, is there too little value placed on becoming an informed society? Unfortunately private ownership of the media, without stringent public regulating, and competition between media moguls, mean the range of stories being told is getting less diverse. Newspapers are becoming more similar, as politics takes second place to entertainment. In Italy Silvio Berlusconi combines political power with control of the three major independent television channels. Instead of outright propaganda, there is subtle control, with a range of views being given an airing, but the government’s position being put more convincingly. Interestingly, Berlusconi’s media tends to discriminate not in terms of Right against Left, but against politics as a whole in favour of entertainment. In addition, Berlusconi can control legislation to his own advantage; the recent communications act increases the future profitability of Berlusconi’s group through media advertising. He appears to be influenced as much by the wish to expand his business interests as he is by the desire to promote a particular ideological perspective. Similarly, it is arguable that for some British journalists politics is just another form of entertainment; what politicians do may be outrageous and disgusting but these things are, somehow, delicious as much as they are serious. Interestingly, when Murdoch first went into China he sought to control entertainment. He did not seek to influence news and current affairs because these are too sensitive. Entertainment sells and selling is the business. 

Of course, even entertainment can be political, and this may be both a strength and a weakness. Occasionally small pressure groups can manipulate the media and gain more coverage than they deserve, if journalists have not checked the authority of their sources diligently enough. Or fringe groups and activists may seek to highlight their concerns through dramatic demonstrations which feed the media’s voracious need for sensational stories. While such interest groups can exploit publicity opportunities to gain support, or at least attention, for their particular cause, they may also promote only a one-sided view of a problem. If the broader context is ignored, the perception of social and political issues can be distorted and unrealistic. Celebrities who champion only one issue may also be in danger of simplifying both problems and solutions. (As Homer Simpson mused: ‘Rock Stars. Is there anything they don’t know.’) Yet is there anything seriously wrong with politics being presented in the most appealing and entertaining package? It could be that economic questions are just too complex for most lay people to understand, while single issues that have a human dimension can easily engage a broad range of people. Positive change may well come from the mobilisation of popular support for just one issue, quite apart from the efforts of politicians and an ideologically-driven political party. Still, it is a concern if reporting narrows rather than broadens the public space; if there is less fact-based information and wide-ranging debate about social issues in favour of entertainment, commercialism and sensationalism. The premium needs to be on thinking about different, contradictory stories and exploring a range of views to establish the truth. Radio shows such as Any Questions, Any Answers, The Moral Maze and the Today programme can all engage the public in debate about the complexity of issues. People need to gain a sense of different perspectives through exposure to different sources of news and information. 

How open is our ‘open society’? The communications revolution may mean there are fewer closed regimes in the world, but an open society is not necessarily a given.  If stories are indeed one of the most powerful driving forces in our society, we still need to ask how far are they capable of conveying balance, accuracy and complexity? It is a problem that while some tabloid newspapers are able to dominate the market with the power of their narrative and polemic, these might have only a narrow basis. For many political projects or problems there are a rich complexity of themes, but these will go unreported in newspapers which have the tendency to simplify, stereotype and present polemically. Some papers can shut down debate on certain issues, most notably by reporting on national rather than international issues. And when journalists do report on international affairs there is a danger they will be tempted to peddle only stereotypes. Thus when there is a news item about South Africa, it might focus on the problem of HIV/AIDS, or of rising crime levels. While of course HIV/AIDS is a problem in South Africa, the issue is: how is this story told? Do journalists sensationalise the issue and exclude all others? It is necessary to ask: how attracted are we by stereotypes? How open is our thinking? Are we as individuals receptive to new ideas, willing to understand issues in all their complexity and able to weigh up competing claims? 

The power of the media can easily be excessive; serious political issues may be simplified or totally ignored; consumerism is often exalted; or culture is trivialised by being packaged as entertainment. Meanwhile media moguls own more and more, are courted by politicians and are never making enough money. Is there any real alternative? There is widespread insistence that the freedom of the press remains inviolate, an attitude motivated, no doubt, by the fear that government restriction of the freedom of the press would automatically be malevolent. A free press is emblematic of a free society. Yet in a free society there still needs to be a sense of responsibility, among both journalists and the media-consuming public. A sense of responsibility comes from having less dependence on de Tocqueville-style idealism, on exalted claims that the media automatically serves to defend civilisation. Instead of such self-serving rhetoric there needs to be self-regulation and a stronger press complaints commission.  Journalists need to have respect for the unbiased truth; a willingess to suspend stereotyping; the capacity to make conclusions from facts, rather than prejudice; and an openness to seeing issues in all their complexity. Ultimately, however, it is not the media that defends civilisation as much as the people who consume the media. The media must meet the needs of those who wish to be informed about social issues, can grasp the international scope of problems, and have a passion for justice and understanding. Too much cynicism destroys hope, yet too much naïve, uninformed passion destroys credibility. There needs to be commitment, passion and hope, but these need to be informed by balanced knowledge and an international perspective.  What we read in the papers and watch on television should help us to get this balance right.  
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