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RHETORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE MEDIA AND HISTORY 

Since the beginning of the 18th Century when John Campbell 

started America's first regular newspaper The Newsletter in Boston, 

and 1728 when Benjamin Franklin founded the Saturday Evening Post, 

newspapers have been a familiar source of news in the United 

States. Benjamin Franklin's Poor Richard's Almanack was the first 

of America's news periodicals followed in future generations by 

magazines such as Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News and World Report. 

With the coming of the Twentieth Century came the development of 

motion pictures, and in 1916 the first newscast was broadcast over 

radio (Smith, 76). Right after World War II, people got most of 

their news from radio, papers, and the newsreels shown at movie 

theaters. Although the first regular broadcasts by CBS began in 

1939, television news was just beginning to develop in 1950 when 

Walter Cronkite, a war correspondent and former Moscow bureau chief 

for United Press, entered the broadcasting booth as the first 

reporter assigned exclusively to television in CBS's Washington 

bureau (Smith, 76) . At that time there were only about ten million 

homes with television sets in the entire country, compared with the 

more than ninety million today. By 1970 things had changed. Most 

Americans were getting most of their news from the three television 

networks CBS, NBC and ABC (Smith, 77) . Today, on a typical weekday 

evening, over 100 million Americans tune into the national 

newscasts of the 3 major networks (Robinson, 13). This number is 

increasing with the addition of the round-the-clock cable news 



channel CNN. 

Americans rely on television for their news. A public opinion 

poll conducted by the Roper Organization Inc. in conjunction with 

the Television Information Office revealed that in the early 80s, 

nearly 65% relied on television as their primary source and that by 

1982, four out of ten named television as their only news source. 

The trust Americans placed in the hands of the television news 

media also expanded quickly. Between 1960 and 1980, the proportion 

of the population that thought television gave them the most 

complete news coverage had tripled (Bower 1985, 133). Americans 

trust television news, perhaps in part because we see it (Iyengar, 

1) . People are more apt to trust what they see with their own 

eyes. But television did more than allow people to see the news 

being reported right before their eyes, it brought the news into 

the comfort of their own homes. "Anchormen and reporters talking 

to people in their kitchens and living rooms had become so familiar 

it sometimes seemed as if they were members of the family," says 

Desmond Smith. He adds that "Cronkite, the eager young newscaster 

of the 1950s, was maturing into the trusted father figure of the 

70s and would become the silver-haired Uncle Walter of the 80s, 

loved by millions, voted in polls the 'most trusted man in 

America'" (Smith, 77). Television became more trustworthy as it 

made the news a member of the household. This sense of trust that 

Americans have in TV is the primary reason why so many have named 

it as the most reliable news source. Television has quickly become 

an authority with a high rate of credibility. A report conducted 
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by The Roper Organization clearly shows that Americans trust 

television over all other news media. Part of this study posed a 

question asking which medium one would be inclined to believe if 

there were conflicting reports on a particular issue. The choices 

given were: radio, television, magazines, or newspapers. A rising 

trend can be seen starting in '61 where television is named most 

reliable over all other media. 

PRINCIPLES 

Along with the rapidly increasing credibility and perceived 

trustworthiness of the news media, the public has developed certain 

expectations. Americans expect the media to live up to certain 

standards. Similar to the legal and medical professions, 

journalists have a set of standards called a code of ethics. The 

Society of Professional Journalists, Sigma Delta Chi, believes the 

duty of journalists is to serve the truth. They also believe 

journalists have a responsibility: the public's right to know of 

events of public importance and interest is the overriding mission 

of the mass media. The purpose of distributing news and enlightened 

opinion is to serve the general welfare. Also in their code is a 

statement referring to the United States Constitution: "Freedom of 

the press is to be guarded as an inalienable right of people in a 

free society" (Ward, 521). 

"Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 

religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging 

the freedom of speech, or of the press; or of the right of the 
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people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a 

redress of grievances." By the First Amendment of the United 

States Constitution the American people are guaranteed freedom of 

the press. By practice, television has come to be considered 

protected under this as well. 

It is the duty, responsibility, and "overriding mission" of 

every journalist to report the news (Ward, 521) . The U.S. 

Constitution provides them with the freedom to report the news and 

modern technology provides them with the capability to reach the 

entire world. Americans have learned to trust television news and 

have come to expect the media to cover pertinent issues thoroughly. 

Journalists state in their code that part of their job is to serve 

the general welfare and that it is their mission to inform the 

public, but they do not always live up to their own code (Ward, 

521). Sometimes the media does not take things far enough and push 

for answers to questions. In addition to reporting accurately and 

fairly, the media must make every effort to cover important issues 

thoroughly. 

Problems of Application 

Although many factors contribute to the way the news is 

portrayed, the way the news comes across to the public is 

ultimately the media's responsibility. In the coverage of the 

Vietnam War, television did portray the North Vietnamese as cruel 

and ruthless, but as Richard Nixon said they remained "uncritical 

of North Vietnamese atrocities" (Hallin, 147). He felt that the 
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continual role that terror, murder and massacre played in the 

Vietcong strategy was one of the most under-reported aspects of the 

entire Vietnam war (Hallin, 147) . A former Vietnam correspondent 

said that the tragedy was that the Americans and the South 

Vietnamese were seen as the instigators of violence, but TV never 

showed what the VC did day after day (Hallin, 147) . TV stressed 

the dramatic, and the result was a "one-dimensional coverage of the 

conflict--apparently meaningless destruction of lives and property 

in operations which rarely led to visible success" (Lewy, 433). 

Although there were no specific battle victories to point to, 

over time the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese were being pushed 

away from most densely populated areas and control by the South 

Vietnamese government gradually increased. But there was a 

difficulty with the media: TV requires visual images it is easy 

to show a village being bombed and the innocent dead and wounded, 

but as in all wars, when troops are attacked from a village, they 

fire back into that village. All of this was filmed and sent to 

American homes with commentary on the horror and futility of 

actions, creating an impression of an aimless, inconclusive war 

although our side was making slow progress--but also of an 

unusually cruel and destructive war (Herz, 44). 

After the initial restrictions were loosened, the Vietnam War 

was virtually uncensored, but the media faced a difficulty in 

trying to capture the whole in bits and pieces. In an effort to 

report the facts, correspondents were required to produce one-to-

two-minute film clips and present this as a "typical," or a 
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"microcosm," not as that small part of the total action or total 

situation that they were able to record and fit into a tight 24-

minute news program (Herz, 39) . What resulted was a very personal 

and conclusive story. Kurt Volkert, CBS News cameraman says that 

"A cameraman feels so inadequate being able to record only a minute 

part of the misery, a minute part of the fighting. You have to 

decide what the most important action is. Is it the woman holding 

her crying baby? Is it the young girl cringing near her house 

because of the exploding grenades? or is it the defiant-looking 

Vietcong with blood on his face, just after his capture?" (Herz, 

36) . 

Americans went into Vietnam believing it was a struggle to 

defend democracy against aggression, which we would surely win, not 

only because we were more powerful but because the right was 

clearly on our side (Braestrup 1977, 209). It did not work out 

that way, and television was the one to bring the bad news. Many 

blame the media for the post-Vietnam political troubles, which is 

an easy conclusion because no other explanations were put before 

them (210) . Television never explained why; "it never re-examined 

the assumptions about the nature of the war it had helped to 

propagate in the early years" (210) . It seems that in this war we 

lost focus of what we were really fighting for, and the media did 

too. 

The media seemed to lose focus during the Persian Gulf War as 

well. The important issues were "unasked, unexplored and unsolved" 

(Zatuchni, C-6) . Granted) some reporters made an effort to get to 
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the heart of the matter, but it seems that reporters just did not 

go far enough. In an article for the Houston Post. Stephen 

Zatuchni, who earned his doctorate in Strategic Studies, 

International Relations and American Government, said that although 

the media did an admirable job, there were many questions left 

unanswered. He comments that ABC explained that it was doing well 

despite rigid censorship. The problem is that no one at ABC asked 

the questions that would indicate censorship was a barrier to 

obtaining information (Zatuchni, C-6) . Zatuchni said that Persian 

Gulf commentators, anchors and reporters neither understood nor 

bothered to learn about the subjects they reported. He says that 

they were not even educated enough to ask basic questions. 

It is their job to know the subjects that they report and 

analyze. He says that "If reporters are going to report only what 

they are told, and if commentators do not have the training or 

knowledge to go beyond the pat answer, then why do we need them?" 

(Zatuchni, C-6) . For example, Zatuchni explains that "maneuver 

warfare" is the use of high-speed and shock tactics to win wars. 

He says that ABC spent hour after endless hour commenting on the 

possibilities of Operation Desert Storm. Maneuver warfare was 

mentioned only in passing. Also, U.S. high technology devastated 

Soviet firepower. Not a single U.S. tank was lost to enemy armor. 

Hundreds of Soviet tanks were destroyed. Not one commentator 

recognized this epic, monumental justification of maneuver warfare 

and its tools. Not one commentator realized that, by direct and 

unavoidable implication, all Soviet ground forces are obsolete 
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(Zatuchni, C-l). Another example is that NBC spent much time 

discussing the impossible: a direct amphibious assault against 

massed guns and armor in heavy fortifications. NBC and the other 

networks should have had someone who knew how to ask about textbook 

military tactics. They would have learned, as General Norman 

Schwarzkopf later said, that successful direct assaults require an 

attacking force three to five times larger than the defending 

force. Amphibious landings work only if either the enemy is not 

prepared or the attacker is willing to suffer enormous casualties. 

Nobody knew these basics (Zatuchni C-l). 

Zatuchni said that if any of the commentators had known their 

subjects, they would have realized that the U.S. had a contingency 

plan in case maneuver warfare failed. CNN was quick to report the 

devastation in Iraq, but did not have the time to consider whether 

there was any plan to limit U.S. casualties. If CNN had done its 

homework, it would have discovered that, if maneuver warfare had 

failed, the United States was prepared to use nuclear weapons 

against military targets (Zatuchni C-l). No one asked whether, in 

keeping with U.S. doctrine, nuclear weapons were deployed in Saudi 

Arabia. They spoke about chemical and biological weapons, but had 

no understanding of the threat. For example, Dan Rather quivered 

in anticipation of the next Scud attack without knowing that there 

was no danger of Iraq's delivering chemical weapons with missiles. 

Martin Fletcher injected himself on the air with an antidote for 

nerve gas even before missiles landed. In order for chemical 

warheads to work on Scuds, they have to be deployed before the 
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Scuds land. When the Scuds hit, they destroy the warheads they are 

carrying. Iraq never had the ability to use chemical warheads on 

Scuds. But if Rather, Fletcher and their colleagues truly believed 

that Iraq could use chemical warheads on missiles, then why did 

they not press the issue with the Pentagon instead of assuming that 

they knew the answer? (Zatuchni C-6). 

Even though the war is over, its potentially momentous effects 

have still not been examined. The important questions have not yet 

been asked (Zatuchni, C-6). No one asked the question of whether 

Iraq would use the West Nile Fever organism that it purchased from 

the U.S. Centers for Disease Control in 1985. More ominous was the 

possibility that the U.S. was prepared to retaliate in kind for any 

Iraqi use of chemical or biological weapons. No one questioned 

whether the U.S. had those weapons ready for use (Zatuchni C-6). 

Zatuchni says that we have been given information without 

context, and therefore we have gained no knowledge. He thinks that 

TV news shows focussed too much on the entertainment value of 

journalism. He says real journalists might have focused on the 

nature of the U.S.-led coalition. The commentators failed to 

realize that these U.S. allies (Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Syria--not 

democracies) would permit popular demonstrations only within 

government-defined limits. When the limits were reached, the 

demonstrators would be arrested or killed. That did happen. It 

was covered in passing, but no one wanted to admit the mistake. 

They did eventually turn their attention to the widespread riots 

throughout the rest of the Arab world, but by this time it was 



10 

almost too late to be news because the riots were well under way 

(Zatuchni, C-6). 

The media need to keep focussed on the issues at hand rather 

than the drama. They should explore the significance and 

underlying causes of the news they deliver, especially concerning 

war, by demanding answers to questions and not by trying to answer 

them themselves. War cannot be treated superficially by the media 

or they will be violating their code for they are not truly 

informing the public. The media must be bold enough to go out and 

get the story, while at the same time exercise a certain degree of 

caution in their reporting. Concerning the Vietnam War the media 

may have been too bold by trying to answer questions that the 

government was avoiding. Concerning the Persian Gulf War, the 

media did not ask enough questions that they should have been 

asking. 

The Civil Rights Movement: Successful Application 

Journalists believe that the purpose of distributing news is 

to serve the general welfare. But the media have to be especially 

careful when reporting on sensitive, controversial issues. There 

is almost no way to remain completely objective when covering such 

sensitive issues. There are always going to be people who see 

things from different perspectives. But by covering events, the 

press exposes issues that may not otherwise be addressed. During 

the Civil Rights Movement of the 60s, a white woman from Selma felt 

that Selma got a "bum rap" (Raines, 219) . She says that the people 
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who sat back in their houses and watched the march on television 

did not see the true picture. She claims that they only walked for 

the TV cameras. She saw them stopping along the way and she saw 

the boy with the peg leg ride in an ambulance some of the way then 

get out and march for the TV cameras. She says that if she had sat 

back and watched her television she would have thought Selma was 

the worst place in the world, but she claims to have known the real 

situation (218). Neil Maxwell, who covered the march for the Wall 

Street Journal went along on the march (he did not walk, he rode) 

said that "it was interesting to cover that and then to read some 

of the things that were supposed to have taken place there" (383) . 

Whatever actually happened, the TV cameras captured what was to 

become the accepted truth to everyone who was not there. 

Robert Patterson believes that the South has been mistreated 

by the nation's news media. He said "it all started probably with 

a case of a young Negro boy named Emmett Till getting killed in 

Mississippi for offending some white woman." Following that there 

were other incidents in the South, and "whenever something happened 

to a Negro in the South, it was made a national issue against the 

South" (Raines, 299). 

The press lived up to their code of ethics in their coverage 

of the Civil Rights Movement in that- they did not ignore an issue 

that deserved attention despite the controversy and emotion 

involved. Some may feel that the media were biased, but 

considering the nature of what they were reporting, there are 

inevitably going to be people who feel strongly about what is being 
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reported. Television coverage did have a great deal of influence 

over the movement by controlling the way in which events were 

portrayed, but it seems that under the circumstances, the press did 

the best they could at covering events as objectively as possible 

to expose what was really going on in America that had been ignored 

for too long. 

In the 60s the Civil Rights Movement saw a black minority 

asking a white majority for their piece of the pie. In the 70s and 

80s in South Africa we saw a black majority asking a white minority 

for equality. In America we have a Constitution that guarantees 

equality. In South Africa blacks were specifically written out of 

the constitution so that they would never be equal (Robins, 52). 

From June 1986 when Pretoria declared a state of emergency with 

press-censorship regulations, scenes of violence were no longer 

shown on TV and there was a significant drop in network coverage of 

the story (Mehta, 58). 

The pressure for change is similar to that of the 60s in 

America with the Civil Rights Movement. American networks freely 

and aggressively reported that movement so why should they ignore 

this one? Is the lack of network coverage due to the ban or is it 

self-censorship? If CBS, NBC and ABC chose to defy the decree of 

1986, they could have been frozen out of all stories (Jones, 49). 

But isn't that a risk worth taking when an issue of this magnitude 

is at stake? Aren't principles worth the risk? In Soho, New York 

Rory O'Connor's Company, Globalvision Inc. produced a weekly half-

hour news magazine called South Africa Now. O'Connor said "Critics 
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of the Big Three news operations have lauded South Africa Now for 

stories and pictures that the networks have avoided since South 

Africa's imposition of tough press restrictions" (Reece, 17) . 

South Africa Now believes that the network news departments have 

abdicated much of their responsibility for covering the region. 

Danny Schechter, the program's co-founder and executive producer, 

believes that the networks have practiced a form of self-

censorship. Too often, the violence that is part of daily life 

under Apartheid never makes the news (Robins, 53). 

It may be easier for South Africa Now to bring comprehensive 

coverage of the strife-ridden region because the networks have more 

to lose. The networks have a bureau in Johannesburg that can be 

shut down (Reece, 17) . But what good is having a bureau if you are 

not delivering the news? O'Connor says "I think what South Africa 

Now demonstrates is that the pictures are there, if you have the 

will to put them on the air" (Reece, 17). 

There is no room for apathy in the media. They have been 

guaranteed freedom of the press, yet there are times they have 

succumbed to censorship. There are also times when they have left 

questions unasked and unanswered. If it is their "overriding 

mission" to report the news accurately and fairly then they need to 

make that effort at all times for all significant issues. 

Constraints 

Dan Rather says that its difficult to meet the ideal. 

Reporters try to be accurate and fair, but Rather says it is like 
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the Ten Commandments, no person can meet that ideal. "Every 

minute, every hour, every story" reporters "strive to reach this, 

but know that they can not," says Rather. News organizations try 

to remain unbiased in their reporting as they strive to achieve 

accuracy, relevance and fairness. They make every effort to do the 

best job they can in covering events, if not for the sole reason of 

adhering to their code, then because they are aware of the 

competition. Competition between news organizations keeps them 

honest and keeps them on their toes. Competition pushes them to 

strive to get the story quickly and to report it clearly and 

accurately. Because of this competition, news agencies act as a 

kind of check on each other. 

Although news agencies may be making an effort to report the 

news thoroughly and accurately, there are certain aspects inherent 

in the media itself that keep them from meeting their ideal. The 

rhetorical implications of television on the news are important to 

consider. Network news is only 30 minutes long (including 

commercial breaks), seldom leaving enough time for thorough 

reporting which may cause the message to be transient and 

superficial. There is also a potential problem with ambiguity in 

the picture image which creates a potential danger of misleading 

viewers. In dealing with a subject as delicate as the news which 

is meant to be factual, problems arise when the picture does not 

convey the intended meaning. It is difficult to take a picture of 

an idea. This is especially true when considering abstract issues 

such as freedom. For example, a picture of someone burning an 
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American flag may represent freedom to one person and treason to 

another. 

Aside from the possible problems with ambiguity, Rather says 

that television provides us with an image that is perhaps the next 

best thing to being there. But by bringing the news right into the 

living room, TV has made news so readily available that the 

audience becomes a passive viewer who is fed the world through a 

screen. The general public seldom has access to an actual news 

source, which creates a kind of dependence on television, leaving 

viewers with virtually no choice but to accept what is presented to 

them on the news. Since it is not viable for the general public to 

get the story directly from the source, they must rely on 

television to show them the story through the reporters eyes. 

There is an obvious problem with seeing the world through another 

person's eyes: the possibility of bias and prejudice in the news. 

News becomes personalized to a certain degree by reporters, 

anchormen and editors. Although the goal of the newsman is to 

present an accurate, unbiased story, everyone has prejudices no 

matter how subtle, and these personal perceptions and 

interpretations creep into the news. 

POWER AMD IMPACT 

There is no doubt that any event touched by TV news has been 

affected by the coverage to some extent. There are many events in 

American history that may not have had the same outcome had it not 

been for the impact of the television media. TV news obviously 
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possesses a great power, one that some feel has become too 

powerful. Alexander I. Solzhinetsyn, the Russian writer who won 

the Nobel Prize in 1970, said during his commencement address at 

Harvard University in June 1978 "Hastiness and superficiality are 

the psychic diseases of the 20th Century, and more than anywhere 

else this disease is reflected in the press. Such as it is, 

however, the press has become the greatest power within Western 

countries, more powerful than the legislature, the executive, and 

the judiciary" (qtd by Seldes, 391) . Vice President Spiro Agnew in 

1969 called television a "pervasive and concentrated power" during 

a speech in Des Moines, Iowa on November 13. He said TV news with 

"its concentration in the hands of a tiny, enclosed fraternity of 

privileged men, decides what millions of Americans will learn of 

the day's events in the nation and the world. The newsmen can make 

or break by their coverage and commentary, and can elevate men from 

obscurity to national prominence within a week. They can reward 

some politicians with national exposure and ignore others" (Bower 

1973, 102). During an interview with David Frost after Watergate, 

Richard Nixon said " the greatest concentration of power in the 

U.S. today is not in the White House, it isn't in the Congress and 

it isn't in the Supreme Court. It's in the media. And it's too 

much It's too much power and it's power that the Founding 

Fathers would have been very concerned about" (Frost, 191) . Nixon 

felt that in government there is a balance of power, but there are 

no checks on the networks. Some have gone so far as to refer to 

the media as a fourth branch of the government. Even as far back 
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as 1828, long before television, Thomas Babington Macaulay 

recognized the power of the media in his Review of Hallam's 

Constitutional History when he said that "The gallery in which the 

reporters sit has become the Fourth Estate of the realm" (Macaulay, 

285) . 

Albert Mehrabian has done some interesting studies which 

suggest that, in public situations, people only weight what is said 

at 7%, while vocal inflection accounts for 38%, and facial 

expression 55% of the total understanding (qtd by Kernan). 

According to this study, by adding the visual element that neither 

radio or papers provides, television has displaced over half of the 

total understanding of the news. There is no doubt that the 

pictures and facial expressions presented in conjunction with news 

stories have an influence on the way the news is received by the 

viewer. Marshall McLuhan states that "the medium is the message" 

as he asserts that the meaning that we experience in a 

communication transaction is more dependent upon the medium than 

upon content. McLuhan is among the first to tell us that man's 

image of the world is changed significantly by the various media 

through which it is filtered (Golden, 259). The effect print had 

on man was dramatic, but McLuhan argues that the greatest impact 

came with the onset of the electronic age. "Electric circuitry has 

overthrown the regime of 'time' and 'space' and pours upon us 

instantly and continuously the concerns of all other men. It has 

reconstituted dialogue on a global scale" (McLuhan, 16). 

In America alone as many as 150 million people are said to 
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have at one time or another simultaneously watched a particular 

sporting event, such as baseball's World Series, or a public 

occasion like the funeral of President Kennedy. "But amid this 

vast multitude, each individual sits mostly alone, usually in the 

dark, watching quietly the staged images of the world" (Kernan, 

149). Their situation as viewers re-enacts the isolation of the 

members of "the lonely crowd," passive consumers being manipulated 

by those who control their sense of the world (Kernan, 148) . 

"Television is not just a new way of doing old things but a 

radically different way of seeing and interpreting the world. 

Visual images not words, simple open meanings not complex and 

hidden, transience not permanence, episodes not structures, theater 

not truth" (Kernan, 151). 

When considering the many different ways that the medium 

affects the viewers perception of the news it is obvious that the 

medium possesses the potential to shape American public opinion 

profoundly. It seems that the importance and the significance of 

what happens in the real world becomes unimportant compared to what 

happens in the world presented on the TV screen. The picture 

presented by the news media is the reality that the public sees. 

Often times too much emphasis is placed on surface appearance 

rather than concentrating on the underlying causes. Television 

news often stresses the dramatic and fails to consider the 

underlying causes or implications. Although perhaps 

unintentionally, by choosing the angle from which we see the world, 

the news media may be in essence creating the world that we see on 
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the television news. Images supplied by the media are "more 

interesting and more attractive than spontaneous events," and so 

for modern Americans, says historian Daniel Boorstin, "fantasy is 

more real than reality," and "the image has more dignity than its 

original." In his book The Image (1961), Boorstin discusses 

pseudo-events which is the name he chooses to call images more true 

and real than what used to be called reality. The pseudo-event 

favors the image and the sound over the printed word, and 

linguistic authority now has to be understood in terms of 

television, "where the most significant signs in modern culture are 

seen and heard rather than read" (Boorstin, 39) . It is frightening 

to think that within a few short minutes, a few individuals can 

shape an entire nation's public opinion, and even more frightening, 

shape the course of history. 

The 1960 Debates 

History clearly shows the great extent to which a medium 

affects the message. One example is the Kennedy-Nixon debates. A 

revolution in American Presidential politics was made by candidates 

John F. Kennedy, Richard Nixon, and moderator Howard K. Smith when 

they held the first nationwide televised debates in 1960 (White, 

306) . The debates brought both major candidates together with the 

same viewing audience for the first time. But these televised 

debates did far more than simply double the exposure of each 

candidate. As exemplified by these debates, it is obvious that 

"the real and tangible consequences of elections are all affected 
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by the glare.of the television camera" (Iyengar, 122). 

Kennedy prepared for the debates with careful attention to 

organization. He and his personal "Brain Trust" arrived at the 

Knickerbocker Hotel in Chicago the day before the first debate. 

They brought with them the portable Kennedy campaign research 

library - a footlocker full of documents. White likened this 

twenty-four hour preparation to "young men at college cramming for 

an exam (311) . They came up with probable questions and discussed 

relevant facts. Kennedy was extremely well prepared and even had 

time to relax and enjoy a peaceful meal before air time. 

Nixon, quite unlike Kennedy, was not well prepared for the 

debates. He had spent the entire day before the debate alone. The 

Vice President was tired and his television advisers had urged him 

to arrive in Chicago the day before and rest, but Nixon arrived 

late on the evening of the debate. His television technicians 

tried to reach him to brief him on the setting of the debate, the 

staging, and the problems he might encounter, but the Vice-

President only spoke to one person for a brief five minutes in his 

hotel room and received one phone call from Henry Cabot Lodge who 

urged him to erase his "assassin image" while he was on the air. 

Besides that, Nixon had no consultation. On the way to the studio, 

one television adviser was allowed to ride with him and hastily 

brief him during the ten-minute drive (313) . 

Spokesmen of both candidates had been in consultation with Don 

Hewitt, CBS producer of the debates, since morning (313). Nixon's 

advisers were nervous because they were unable to reach him, while 
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Kennedy was consulted and had the advantage of taking part in the 

planning of the set-up, Kennedy and his advisors were confident. 

Nixon was unprepared and his advisors were worried. 

White points out the fact that "Mr. Nixon was debating with 

Mr. Kennedy as if a board of judges were scoring points; he 

rebutted and refuted, as he went, the inconsistencies or errors of 

his opponent" (315) . Nixon was addressing himself to Kennedy, but 

Kennedy was addressing himself to the audience that was the nation. 

Nixon's basic strategy had been an "across-the-board" appeal to all 

Americans, but in front of the largest audience to date in American 

history, Nixon was not addressing himself to his central theme 

(315). Nixon was too concerned with his opponent and not with the 

mind of America (316). 

Because of its nature, this television debate required snap 

question and answer back and forth. This allowed no time for 

reflection, the candidates could only react for the cameras and the 

people (320) . White says that "although every experienced 

newspaperman and inquirer knows that the most thoughtful and 

responsive answers to any difficult question come after long pause, 

and that the longer the pause the more illuminating the thought 

that follows it, nonetheless the electronic media cannot bear to 

suffer a pause of more than five seconds" (320) . "Neither man 

could pause to indulge in the slow reflection and rumination, the 

slow questioning of alternatives before decision, that is the inner 

quality of leadership" (321). In addition to limited thinking 

time, the debates did not allow enough time for a complete answer. 
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Each answer was limited to two minutes and most topics that concern 

an entire nation require an answer much more lengthy, but the time 

is not available on television. Television did not allow for a 

reasonable discussion of issues, but allowed the voters to see "a 

living portrait of two men under stress" and let them decide by 

"instinct and emotion, which style and pattern of behavior under 

stress they preferred in their leader" (321). 

The way television news comes across is unlike any other form 

of news media. It is largely influenced by the visual images 

portrayed on the screen. White says that "those who heard the 

debates on radio, according to sample surveys, believed that the 

two candidates came off equal. Yet every survey of those who 

watched the debates on television indicated that the Vice-President 

had come off poorly and, in the opinion of many, very poorly" 

(White, 318) . Aside from the fact that Nixon was less prepared 

than Kennedy, his appearance had a greater impact than anything he 

actually said. 

White reflects that "until the cameras opened on the Senator 

and the Vice President, Kennedy had been the boy under assault and 

attack by the Vice President as immature, young, and inexperienced" 

(316) . The physical contrast of these two men side by side on 

screen was clearly a major victory for Kennedy. White says that 

Kennedy "in flesh and behavior was the Vice President's equal" 

(316) . 

White recalls that Kennedy, who was usually fidgety under 

pressure, was "calm and nerveless in appearance. The Vice 
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President, by contrast/ was tense, almost frightened, at turns 

glowering and, occasionally, haggard-looking to the point of 

sickness" (316). He adds that "probably no picture in American 

politics tells a better story of crisis and episode than that 

famous shot of the camera on the Vice President as he half 

slouched, his "Lazy Shave" powder (a pancake make-up with which a 

man who has heavy afternoon beard growth may powder his face to 

conceal the growth) faintly streaked with sweat, his eyes 

exaggerated hollows of blackness, his jaw, jowls, and face drooping 

with strain" (316) . To begin with, White says that the Vice-

President suffers from a handicap that is serious only on 

television - his is a light, naturally transparent skin. The x-ray 

like projections of a television camera penetrates Nixon's skin to 

show the tiniest hair growing in the skin follicles beneath the 

surface, even after he has just shaved. Unfortunately for Nixon, 

CBS had just equipped its cameras with brand-new tubes for the most 

perfect projection possible - a perfection of projection that could 

only be harmful to the Vice President (317) . 

Nixon's television advisers had been told that the background 

of the scene of the debate would be a relatively dark tone of grey. 

Naturally they urged Nixon to wear a light-grey suit for contrast. 

The backdrop was lighter than they had anticipated and as a result, 

Nixon, in his light suit, "faded into a fuzzed outline against the 

light background, while Kennedy in his dark suit had the crisp 

picture edge of contrast" (White, 317). 

Lastly, there was the fact that the Vice-President had still 
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not recovered from a recent illness, and was unrested from the 

exertions of his first two weeks of intense campaigning. White 

observed that "his normal shirt hung loosely about his neck, and 

his recent weight loss made him appear scrawny" (317). According 

to his advisors, he also lacked the energy to project and Nixon 

does best on television when he projects (318). 

The picture image is what won the debates for Kennedy. 

Although the Vice President was able to recover from the impression 

he made in the first debate, White says that "the beginning of the 

contest, was, as in so many human affairs, half the whole" (318). 

It was too late for Nixon to do anything because he had already 

made a bad "first impression" in contrast with Kennedy. 

When the television debates began, Nixon was generally viewed 

as being "the probable winner of the election contest and Kennedy 

as fighting an uphill battle; when they were over, the positions of 

the two contestants were reversed" (318-319). The television 

debates clearly played a major role in shaping the campaign and 

American opinion. White says that the sight of Kennedy in peoples' 

homes "on the video box, had given him 'star quality' reserved only 

for television and movie idols" (319) . 

"No larger assembly of human beings, their minds focused on 

one problem, has ever happened in history" says White of the 

Kennedy-Nixon debates (321). But even more significant than the 

size of the audience was the "penetration upon them of the 

personalities of the candidates" (321) . There are a number of 

public-opinion surveys to prove this. The most extensive of these 
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surveys was conducted for CBS by Dr. Elmo Roper. Using samples 

from across the country, Dr. Roper estimated that 57% of those who 

voted bel.ieved that the television debates had influenced their 

decisions. Another 6%, or over approximately 4,000,000 voters 

ascribed their final decision on voting to the debates alone.. Of 

these 4,000,000 voters, 26% voted for Nixon, and an overwhelming 

majority of 72% voted for Kennedy. According to White's 

calculations, if these extrapolations are valid, then 2,000,000 of 

the Kennedy margin canie from television's impact on the American 

mind - and since Kennedy won by only 112,000 votes, Kennedy was 

correct in stating after the election: "It was television more than 

anything else that turned the tide" (322). 

MANAGEMENT OF HEWS 

Governmental 

The government saw what a strong force the media was during 

the Vietnam War and how much they influenced public opinion and 

sentiments about the war. Prior to the commencement of the Persian 

Gulf War, President Bush said repeatedly that he did not want this 

war to be another Vietnam. In direct contrast with Vietnam 

coverage where the horrors were brought into the living room, the 

Persian Gulf War was a tv war: The manner in which it was reported 

made this war seem more like a video game than a war with human 

lives at stake. 

Television coverage of the Gulf Crisis has brought about a 

kind of coverage that is unprecedented. The correspondents in the 
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Middle East were reporting live which is much different from the 

taped reports during Vietnam. Americans could watch the war real-

time as things unfolded. TV succeeded in involving viewers in 

current events more immediately than any other medium. Newspapers 

served more as historical documents because they could not keep up 

with television. 

Perhaps as a direct result of Vietnam, both military and 

administrative officials did their best to generate positive 

reports about the Gulf war by imposing restrictions on the media. 

But then is it not possible that people may get a false sense that 

they really know what is going on, when the media is actually cut 

off from the complete story? How were officials at the White House 

learning what was going on? From TV, like the rest of the country, 

said CNN's Charles Bierbauer, who said he'd been sitting in press 

secretary Marlin Fitzwater's office when reports of attacks on 

Israel surfaced (Nicholas, 18-20 Jan. 1A). It seems strange that 

the ones imposing censorship should be seeing the filtered version 

of. the war along with the rest of the world. How could they make 

competent decisions about the war if they were not seeing the 

complete picture? 

Not quite a month after Iraq invaded Kuwait and George Bush 

sent the first U.S. forces to Saudi Arabia, Murray Gartner, 

president of NBC News complained that "much of the news that you 

read or hear or see is being censored. . .there is no excuse for 

this" (Braestrup 1991, 16). The Pentagon originally proposed 

restrictions that prohibited impromptu interviews and the 
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photographing of severely wounded soldiers. Those regulations were 

dropped after news executives complained--a change that allowed the 

Pentagon to appear conciliatory while retaining the restrictions it 

believed to be essential ("Talk of the Town", 21). The Pentagon's 

apparent strategy was to limit the amount and the nature of the 

news reaching the American public, and to control its timing (21). 

The restrictions they imposed allowed the Pentagon to promote 

coverage of subjects and events that it wanted to be publicized and 

to prevent reporting that might cast it, or the war, in a bad light 

(21) . 

"We are getting an orchestrated version of the war" (22) . The 

restrictions during this war are much more severe than those in 

effect during the Vietnam War, and can be traced back to the 

Pentagon's policy during the American invasions of Grenada and 

Panama ("Talk of the Town", 21). "Since the Grenada conflict, the 

Pentagon has linked victory with censorship" said Browne of the New 

York Times Magazine. Journalists made some effort to be outspoken 

about censorship. The networks labelled some videotape censored, 

but this device fails to convey the essential truth--that most of 

the news we saw, heard, and read about the Gulf war has been either 

directly provided or indirectly approved by the United States 

military. 

This live coverage, where anything said can be picked up by 

either side, can be dangerous if military secrets are inadvertently 

revealed over the air. A degree of caution must be exercised by 

the media, but there is certainly no need for government censorship 
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of matters that are of no aid to the enemy. "When censorship 

becomes unacceptable is when it is used not only to protect 

military security but to protect the military from criticism" (21). 

Fred S. Hoffman, who 'was the second-ranking Pentagon spokesman 

during the Reagan Administration, has criticized the present 

security-review system, charging that it represents an attempt by 

the Pentagon "to impose defacto field censorship without calling it 

that" (21) .• 

In Vietnam we did not see this degree of censorship. At the 

beginning of the war in 1965, American command tightened 

restrictions on the media which produced a wave of protests from 

news organizations. By insisting on their freedom of the press, 

restrictions were loosened and they were essentially free to report 

"what really happened" (Hallin, 132) . Vietnam became the 

uncensored war. But although the press was free to report what 

they saw, they ran into some difficulty because they could not get 

equal access to both sides. The government of Ho Chi Minh did not 

allow the media access to report on their side, whereas the 

government of Ngo Dinh Diem offered plentiful material for 

reporting on the weaknesses and failures of our South Vietnamese 

ally (Herz, 35) . Martin F. Herz from the School of Foreign Service 

at Georgetown University said "Diem was essentially done in by the 

American press" (Herz, 35) . In Vietnam the press made a specialty 

of those things that in other wars were not permitted: "failures 

and shortcomings and mistakes and the cruelty and suffering of war 

and the innocent victims and the occasional cases of cowardice or 
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dishonesty" (Herz, 35). 

"The Western observer, essentially unable to check out the 

claims of the communist camp, was left with the image of a tough 

and highly effective enemy while at the same time he was daily 

exposed to the human and bureaucratic errors and shortcomings of 

his own side." "Image was bound to triumph over reality" (Lewy, 

127). The Viet Cong did not allow Western cameramen to shoot 

"pictures of the disemboweling of village chiefs or other acts of 

terror, while scenes of South Vietnamese brutality, such as 

mistreatment of prisoners, were often seen on American TV screens" 

(Lewy, 433) . 

Some news reports were highly critical, exposing what the 

government refused to admit about the war; "the news organization 

upholding journalistic autonomy by standing by its reporter, 

despite the political consequences" (Braestrup 1977, 132) . One 

such report that caused political controversy was Morley Safer's 

August 1965 report on CBS which showed marines burning the village 

of Cam Ne. In his report, Safer said that this showed the 

frustration of Vietnam in miniature and added that "there is little 

doubt that American firepower can win a military victory here. But 

to a Vietnamese peasant whose home means a lifetime of backbreaking 

labor, it will take more than presidential promises to convince him 

that we are on his side" (Braestrup 1977, 144). In this case the 

reporter reported what he saw despite the possible political 

consequences. 

The Tet offensive of 1968 especially shook the American 
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public. "Much of the doomsday atmosphere generated in the U.S. by 

the Tet offensive was caused by extremely pessimistic reporting by 

the press and television" (Lewy, 127). ABC commentator Joseph C. 

Harsch, in his February 1 analysis of the offensive, charged that 

the Administration was putting out a "last gasp" theory (Braestrup 

1977, 133) . He charged that what was happening was the "exact 

opposite of what American leaders have, for months, been leading us 

to expect" (133). On February 2 Walter Cronkite of CBS said that 

"The allies proclaimed today that they have broken the back of the 

five-day-old communist offensive in South Vietnam, but dispatches 

out of that pathetic country tell a somewhat different story" 

(134) . He quickly assessed the "impact of the recent communist 

offensive" after his arrival in Saigon. He commented that to him 

it was clear that "the only rational way out then will be to 

negotiate, not as victors, but as an honorable people who lived up 

to their pledge to defend democracy, and did the best they could" 

(134). In effect, Cronkite seemed to say, the ruins, the refugees, 

the disruption of pacification that came at Tet, added up to a 

defeat for the allies that wold force President Johnson to the 

negotiating table (135). Frank McGee of NBC presented a special 

report on March 10 that was a dramatic show focusing on Vietcong 

soldiers (who were presented, in contrast to the ARVN, as "ready 

and willing to die"), the ruinous aftermath of the Tet attacks, and 

the peril to Khe Sanh. He ended by taking a jab at the Saigon 

regime by saying that the grand objective-the building of a free 

nation-is not nearer, but further from realization. "In short, the 
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war, as the Administration has defined it, is being lost" concluded 

McGee (135) . 

The dramatic Tet surprises of late January were shocking, but 

did not necessarily point to defeat. The media assumed this defeat 

and led their viewers to do the same (Braestrup 1977, 515). After 

the recapture of Hue on February 24, news agencies went for a 

"second look" (518). The media were hasty in declaring Tet as a 

definitive defeat, but by March 1 it would have been possible to 

observe and to report that: (1) enemy military pressure had 

slackened, except at Khe Sanh; (2) the fighting was shifting back 

to the countryside; (3) ARVN, despite its 50 percent strength level 

and some extraordinarily incompetent senior leadership, had held 

together and fought back; (4) pacification, although hit hard, was 

not "dead"; and (5), amid many problems and much human suffering, 

urban recovery was beginning here and there (518) . It was a mixed 

picture, but clearly not a disaster. 

Both Cronkite and McGee described the Tet attacks in the 

emotive terms characteristic of much television Tet coverage: 

gunfire, destruction, vast numbers of refugees and wounded GIs-and 

all, as ever, matched against prior Administration claims of 

progress. They did not wait for the fog to lift; the allies were 

not "victors, " they were not "winning" but "losing" (Braestrup 

1977, 135). Meanwhile, Hue had been retaken, allied troops were 

preparing for the catch-all "Resolved to Win" offensive, and enemy-

troops were pulling back as other newsmen were reporting that all 

is not lost. TV news interpreted the Tet offensive as a defeat for 
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South Vietnam and as a repudiation of President Johnson's policies. 

Some feel that the Tet offensive was objectively a defeat for the 

North Vietnamese and the Viet Cong, but subjectively perceived in 

the United States as a defeat for the U.S. and their South 

Vietnamese ally (Herz, 50). Nevertheless, it was the 

interpretation of Tet, not its reality, that shaped subsequent 

events. This interpretation had important consequences. It 

created a wave of pessimism because if was seen as evidence that 

the enemy was strong, the American people had been lied to, the 

allies were weak and the war was hopeless (Herz, 50). It ignited 

a political firestorm in Washington that led to Johnson's 

withdrawal from the 1968 presidential contest, and generally 

strengthened the anti-war movement in Congress and around the 

country (Green, 123). 

Peter Braestrup feels that the media simply acted as they do 

in all fast-moving events where they tend to get facts wrong 

initially and jump to conclusions (Herz, 51). But Herz said that 

"It was the total unwillingness of the media to correct the very 

misimpression about the Tet offensive that they had created which 

seems to me more important the initial reporting of it" (Herz, 51) . 

In 1968 an NBC producer suggested to the news department that they 

commission a series showing Tet had indeed been a decisive military 

victory for America and that the media had an exaggerated view that 

it was a defeat for South Vietnam. This idea was rejected because 

editor Northshield said that Tet "was already established in the 

public's mind as a defeat, and therefore it was an American defeat" 
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(Herz, 52). What has actually happened is often less important 

than what people think has happened. 

The fact that Tet is remembered as the "event that shattered 

American morale at home" demonstrated the immense power of the 

media (Hallin, 168). This was the first time in American history 

that a war had been declared over by an anchorman. People began to 

feel that the war was going badly and that the United States had 

made a mistake in entering the war. These sentiments were no doubt 

influenced by the media, but were also a response to what they were 

not hearing from Washington (Hallin, 169) . The media may have been 

too critical and a little hasty in their coverage of Tet, but they 

must share the blame. This media reaction was no doubt a result of 

governmental silence. Hallin says that "the media are most active 

when the administration fails to maintain the initiative on a major 

public issue" (Hallin, 169). If the administration had been clear 

enough on its direction to maintain an active public stance, 

Cronkite might never have had to make a policy statement of his 

own. In his report on the war, Cronkite had traveled to Vietnam to 

report personally on Tet. He concluded: 

"To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in 

the face of the evidence, the optimists who have been wrong in 

the past. To suggest we are on the edge of defeat is to yield 

to unreasonable pessimism. To say that we are mired in 

stalemate seems the only realistic, yet unsatisfactory 

conclusion" (170). 

Journalists mediate between officials and the public, but 
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their primary role is to establish the legitimacy of presidential 

authority, not to interpret events on their own (Hallin, 185) . 

With officials divided and a lack of communication, television 

became a forum for airing political differences rather than a tool 

of policy. Tet coverage may have emboldened political opponents of 

the administration to speak out, which in turn may have caused TV's 

treatment of the war to become more critical after Tet as visible 

and legitimate political elites became outspoken in their dissent 

from the administration's policies. There was television coverage 

of anti-war statements by Senator J. William Fulbright, Senator 

Eugene McCarthy and others as well as dramatic film of anti-war 

protesters. TV took its cues from official sources reporting the 

collapse of consensus within Washington elites (Green, 132). 

Although the media definitely had a great impact on public opinion, 

the media was influenced by the general collapse of consensus 

especially in the growing divisions in Washington, declining morale 

among American troops in the field, and the spread of the antiwar 

movement into parts of the political mainstream (162). Due to a 

combination of Administrative silence and hastiness on the part of 

the media, politicians and ordinary citizens began to question 

whether the U.S. war effort could succeed and even whether it was 

morally justifiable. 

The press cannot be held totally responsible for their 

hastiness because they are forced to make assumptions when the 

government remains tacit. But instead of taking this job into 

their own hands, they could have demanded that the government make 
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statements and then check these statements. But one thing that the 

press can be held totally accountable for is neglecting to exercise 

more caution. 

We see a similar problem between the government and the media 

in the Gulf War. On ABC Thursday, January 17, 1991, anchor Peter 

Jennings and Pentagon correspondent Bob Zelnick expressed 

dissatisfaction with the Pentagon. "Two briefings a day on the 

record, on-camera with officials who can bring us right up to the 

minute on what is going on, did not occur, " said Zelnick. Jennings 

agreed saying "We'll be blamed for a lot of speculation... but 

there is a whole information bureaucracy in the Pentagon which has 

not briefed us for a second time as we were told." (Nicholas, Jan. 

18-20, 1A) . This is a situation not unlike Vietnam where the 

administration is not supplying enough information. In order to 

meet the demand for news, the media are sometimes forced into 

speculation by government silence. 

The president and other Pentagon officials were determined 

that this war not be covered the way the Vietnam War was. Aside 

from any personal dislike for journalists, the military's ground 

rules for covering the Gulf war embody a disregard for the 

principle of an independent press (21). These rules required that 

reporters travel in "pools," which must be accompanied by public-

affairs officers at all times while the reporters are conducting 

interviews. Every news story must pass a security review by 

military censors before it can be released (21). "Pool journalists 

can scarcely be called journalists at all if they have no say about 



36 

what they see, what they photograph and record, and whom they 

interview, and no soldier can be expected to speak candidly when an 

officer is on hand" (21). There were many complaints about the 

pool reports. " 'Why didn't we get the oil spill? Why wasn't a 

pool on the (battleship) Missouri when it fired its guns?' asked 

Thomas Giusto of ABC, who coordinated pool coverage for the four 

U.S. networks" (Zoglin, 29). He added that " 'The pools have not 

been granted access to things when they are happening' " (Zoglin, 

29) . Bravo! to the reporters who circumvented military restrictions 

in hopes of getting a better picture of the war. Military 

officials refer to them as "unilaterals", reporters call them 

"free-lancers", when in effect they are "pool busters: reporters 

who are circumventing the superintended pool system imposed by the 

military to limit the number of journalists venturing into the 

Middle East battlefield" (Zoglin, 39). These reporters were taking 

risks to give audiences a fuller picture of what was happening in 

the gulf. To skirt the rules, many disguised themselves as 

military personnel, thus increasing the chances of being mistaken 

for combatants by the Iraqis (Zoglin, 29). And although there are 

no formal penalties for violating the rules, U.S. military 

officials have reported offenders to the Saudis, who have 

temporarily revoked some press credentials. For that reason, 

editors are reluctant to admit that they are encouraging reporters 

to break the pool restrictions. But it is clear that they condone 

the practice (Zoglin, 29) . Some reasons for breaking away from the 

pool are the fear that military censors, who screen pool 
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dispatches, would purge any material deemed unfavorable to the 

military; and also the news emerging from the pools is too limited, 

and too late to be of any use in the competitive news climate. One 

example of this was the battle of Khafji. Pool reporters were 

stationed with the 1st U.S. Marine Division outside the Saudi city. 

They were not allowed into the town until 18 hours after fighting 

started between Iraqi armor and coalition forces. Early accounts 

of the battle came mostly from reporters operating on their own. 

One of them, John King of the Associated Press, said that " 'The 

pools did not get an accurate view (of the battle) because they 

didn't see it' " (Zoglin, 39). Military officials claim that the 

pool system is the best way to protect allied forces from being 

overwhelmed by reporters and to safeguard the journalists (Zoglin, 

29). One wonders if these are the true reasons they favor the pool 

system, or if it may be to keep control of American opinion of its 

government and military operations. 

When the war news is consistently manipulated by the military, 

we are being told that some of our concerns are irrelevant-- that 

this war, which we are paying for with our children's lives and 

with our tax dollars, is not our war at all. The news media 

succumbed too easily to the restrictions that were placed on them. 

Reports of the first attacks on I-raq were cautiously billed as 

successful, as the brave correspondents incurred significant risks 

to do their job. In his post-raid press conference, Defense 

Secretary Dick Cheney said that CNN's impact was undeniable. CNN 

especially distinguished itself in running commentary from Bernard 
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Shaw. "The coverage on all fronts was gripping, historic and 

perhaps more clear-headed than in other such pivotal times. That 

may be because this was a TV war even before conflict began, with 

experts and correspondents all in place since the countdown 

started" (Nicholas, Jan. 17, 1A) . CNN's Bernard Shaw, Peter Arnett 

and John Holliman were believed to be the only TV reporters 

remaining in A1 Rashid Hotel after the bombing. Others were in the 

hotel's bomb shelter. These three reporters communicated via 

satellite. Each network had its own satellite uplink in Saudi 

Arabia, but with no power, none could use them (3A). CNN was the 

only one allowed the four-wire hookup. CNN's broadcast is seen 

around the globe. CNN's executive producer Bob Furnad said that 

"We have to approach the news not as an American news network, but 

as a news network, period" (3A). This may be the reason CNN was 

allowed coverage and four-wire hookup. Because of its global, 

unbiased attitude, it is not merely an American network but a world 

news channel. 

An editorial in CJR said that Arnett and other television 

reporters in Baghdad persevered admirably under tough conditions, 

yet some aspects of their performance remain troubling. The 

question remains "whether they adapted too readily to their host's 

scenario, whether they might not have found more ways to talk to 

viewers over, behind, beneath, and around those friendly minders" 

(the minders followed reporters making sure they were reporting 

only "appropriate" news) (Goodman, 31) . He adds that "It's a close 

call: I can't fault any correspondent for staying on, but if 
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Arnett had in fact been ejected for doing the journalist's job 

instead of the regime's, well, that would have been illuminating, 

too" (31) . "Military censorship and other techniques of news 

management, combined with tacit acquiescence on the part of most 

news organizations, have until now guaranteed that we Americans 

know about this war what our government wants us to know, and 

little else" ("Talk of the Town", 21). 

The United States imposed censorship during the war, but not 

alone. Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Israel, and Great Britain did also. 

None of those countries, however, are blessed with a First 

Amendment protecting the right of the press to publish what it sees 

fit ("Talk of the Town, 22) . That constitutional imperative should 

be reason enough for the Pentagon to soften its press restrictions. 

One soldier even told a reporter from the Times that "You start to 

wonder what they are keeping from us" (22). 

The Bill of Rights contains an absolute prohibition against 

federal interference with the rights of free speech and of the 

press. Article I of the Constitution restricts Congress from 

limiting freedom of expression. In her preface, Anne Branscomb 

says that "The underlying assumption upon which democratic 

discourse has been based is that the public shall have available a 

diversity of sources of information and opinion." She adds that 

"the First Amendment was devised to protect the independence of 

those diverse sources from government interference" (Branscomb, 

iii) . 
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Individual and Group Hews Management 

The government is not the only one to manipulate the media. 

Leaders of the Civil Rights Movement realized the power and force 

of the media and used it to their advantage. National coverage is 

what made it a "movement." Many personal accounts in Howell 

Raines' oral history of the Deep South remembered, entitled My Soul 

is Rested, point to TV as a key factor in determining the fate of 

the movement. 

Ruby Hurley, who opened the first permanent NAACP office in 

the Deep South in Birmingham, Alabama, said that many people knew 

about the marching of the 60's because television was there. 

Before wide spread coverage he said that whenever he was out there 

by himself there were no television cameras with him to give him 

any protection. He said that "when the eye of the camera was on 

the situation, it was different" (Raines, 136). "Bull" Connor, 

police chief of Birmingham, know that he had to behave himself when 

the nations' eyes were on him. During the 50's they didn't have 

that protection and houses were burned on Dynamite Hill in 

Birmingham when Negroes moved into a white section. These problems 

existed before the 60's, but it took television coverage to attest 

to that fact. 

James Farmer, race-relations secretary with the Fellowship of 

Reconciliation, a staid, old-line pacifist organization in Chicago, 

remembers that the Chicago Tribune printed an article about a "sit-

in" where four students (all black) from North Carolina A&T College 

in Greensboro tried to get service at a Woolworths lunch counter, 
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refused to leave, and decided to stay there for two or three hours 

until closing time or until they were thrown out, whichever came 

first (Raines, 33). There was no television then, therefore no 

television coverage. It was news coverage of the first sit-ins that 

sparked the beginnings of the Civil Rights movement. For the first 

time attention was drawn to the everyday racial discrimination that 

all blacks faced in America. Television news reinforces the 

experiences of everyday life, and for blacks it reinforced the 

racial discrimination that affected them as a group. This group 

identification eventually led to mobilization and strong political 

action. 

Lonnie King said "my position was that the situation in 

Greensboro would again be another isolated incident in black 

history/ if others didn't join in to make it become something that 

the kids ought to be doing" (Raines, 85) . King realized how 

important it was to the movement for news to spread and with the 

aid of television can spread like wild fire. 

The more TV exposed events of the movement, the more people 

joined the movement. Some joined because the problems hit so close 

to home. Others joined for the principle. When J.T. Johnson, who 

was working in New Jersey in 1961, turned on a television newscast 

and saw his sister marching in a demonstration in his hometown of 

Albany, Georgia, he decided to return home and join the movement. 

He soon signed on as an SCLC (Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference) field organizer (Raines, 455). Connie Curry, a white 

college female heard the report that four students from A&T college 
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were arrested for sitting-in at a lunch counter at Woolworths. She 

joined the sit-ins because she felt that white students going to 

interracial meetings was not good enough when others were being 

arrested and beaten (Raines, 103). 

What started with four crazy kids stirring up trouble at a 

lunch counter soon became a much more serious issue. With the aid 

of TV this isolated incident inspired others to rebel against the 

injustice that was being done. 

Realizing how important television was to their cause, key-

people in the movement tried their best to make it work for them. 

Dr. Martin Luther King had gained recognition by leading the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott in Alabama, which received a great deal of 

publicity and was very effective (Raines, 68). As a result, King 

was elected president of SCLC. Ed Gardner said that they had asked 

the SCLC to come to Birmingham because it was "the very thing we 

needed" because King had become a national symbol. The attention 

that the media gave to Martin Luther King gave him the opportunity 

to emerge as a great leader. 

Considering that Martin Luther King had become such an 

interest to the media, and realizing the great influence of the 

media, Lonnie King came up with a plan. His plan was to get Martin 

Luther King arrested with them so as to influence the election. He 

planned to send telegrams to Nixon and Kennedy asking them to take 

a position on the Civil Rights Movement there. "We thought that 

with Dr. King being involved in it, that would create enough of a 

national uproar in the black community and we would really see 
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where these guys stand," said Lonnie King (Raines, 89). Some 

historians said that the jailing of Martin Luther King and the 

intervention of Bobby Kennedy swung the election in the black 

communities in Philadelphia, Cleveland, and big cities away from 

Nixon. Lonnie said "I didn't have a preference, believe it or not, 

between Nixon or Kennedy" until this influenced him (90). 

By bringing the Presidential election into the picture, the 

movement received national coverage. This also forced the 

candidates to take a stand on an issue strong enough to swing the 

election in the black communities. Television let America know 

that Kennedy favored integration. Robert Patterson (the General's 

grandson) said that "if you're going to be a segregationist, you 

got to do so in secret, just like the Kennedys. The Kennedys don't 

integrate. They've sent all their children to private schools, and 

they're seen with the right Negroes... in front of the right 

cameras. But they don't integrate with Negroes any more than they 

need to for political purposes" (Raines, 301). Whether Robert 

Patterson's observation is correct or not is irrelevant because 

what is important is the image America saw through their television 

sets--that their national leader was for integration. 

The turning point in the Civil Rights Movement coincides with 

Jthe showing of violence on television. From the early stages of 

the movement, violence was always prevalent. But when the American 

people saw the violence with their own eyes, emotions swelled and 

they became outraged at this injustice that had been going on well 

before the cameras captured it on film. 
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Two accounts of violence are recounted in Howell Raines' book 

Mv Soul is Rested, but one of them had a tremendous impact on the 

movement whereas one slipped by virtually unnoticed. The act of 

violence that slipped by was one where there was an actual death. 

This may seem surprising, but it is also the one that had no 

television coverage. 

Jimmie Lee Jackson was shot by a policeman who had been 

beating Jimmie's mother. The news media was there and got some of 

the initial riot on film, but the rioters made certain that they 

got the cameras out of the way first before they captured much on 

film. It was lucky that the cameras got any of it on film. The 

only reason they were there is because Dr. King was scheduled to 

speak there in Marion, Alabama that night. Willie Bolden, who was 

speaking in King's place, recounts the story. He remembers that 

after his speech, they were going to have a march, but a riot broke 

out. He said it was a peaceful protest that became a bloody 

affair. "By the time they got the cameras going, the bloody part 

was over" (Raines, 191) . Richard Valeriani, NBC News correspondent 

who went with a crew to Marion, remembers that "it was a hairy 

situation" and that "the townspeople were out in force." "They 

harassed anybody trying to cover it, sprayed black paint on the 

lenses of the cameras, and generally jostled and intimidated us" 

(Raines, 371). There was no filming going on. The camera never 

lies and apparently these rioters realized that because they did a 

good job here of preventing Americans from seeing the truth. 

The murder of Jimmie Lee Jackson was the thing that determined 
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the "Bloody Sunday" march of March 7, 1965 which marked the real 

beginning of the Selma movement as a national issue according to 

Albert: Turner. During the "Bloody Sunday" march, Alabama troopers 

and Dallas County deputies beat and gassed voting-rights marchers 

in Selma. The march captured national attention whereas Marion 

escaped, notice even though there was an actual shooting there.-

Turner points out that one of the factors that affected this 

difference in the amount of national attention is that Martin 

Luther King, by this time a well-known national figure, was there 

in Selma to draw the national news media. He adds that "the thing 

that happened that Sunday--and this, is the biggest mistake I think 

George Wallace and so forth made in the Movement-- they allowed the 

nation to see brutality on the screen nationally, and this irked 

the whole world. And that was the turning point of the Civil 

Rights Movement" (Raines, 196). 

Nelson Benton, CBS News correspondent in Selma says that the 

film from the "Bloody Sunday" march is "the most important piece of 

film" that he has ever been associated with because he thinks that 

"film had a heil of a lot to do with the passage of the '65 Voting 

Rights Act" (Raines, 386). He admits that he did not realize the 

significance of this film at the start, and believes that nobody 

did until the word started going around the statehouse that "there 

was too much film." He also believes that the governor's people 

knew the significance of the film as they uttered that statement 

(386) . By "too much" they meant that the film was too graphic. 

Benton says that it was too graphic and that they "spent the whole 
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afternoon intercutting violence" (386). 

News coverage brought to light old issues presented in a new 

way- through the camera lens. The Civil Rights Movement brought to 

light the inequality people were suffering although we supposedly 

believe that "all men are created equal." Television made this 

movement successful and perhaps caused us to reconsider those words 

of our founding fathers in the context of a changing society. 

Without the influence of TV, it is dubious that many of the 

reforms that resulted from the Civil Rights Movement would have 

been possible. Americans might still be living in a segregated 

society if it were not for freedom of the press. With television 

coverage, there is exposure which may create an atmosphere of 

pressure for change placed on a government. 

There is a similar pressure for change in South Africa. After 

his release from prison, Walter Sisulu, 77, the liberation 

organization's former secretary-general, said he had learned that 

"pressure" was the only way to make South Africa change, and that 

"the struggle in all aspects"should continue. This was the 

consensus among black leaders, including Nelson Mandela, who said 

that protests, boycotts and strikes should go on, while the African 

National Congress works to rebuild its organization inside South 

Africa (Nelan, 68). 

South Africa Now showed images such as the bombing of 

Headquarters of the National Union of South African Students, the 

government's threat to close down Vrve Weekblad (the first 

Afrikaans-language opposition newspaper), and images of the sorry 
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state of medical-care facilities for blacks under Apartheid (Reece, 

17) . South Africa Now also showed the image of Andries Treurnicht, 

the South Africa Conservative Party's candidate for prime minister, 

screaming "We as whites demand to be governed only by whites!" 

They showed Mary Burton, head of a woman's anti-apartheid group the 

Blacksash which in South Africa was active in the "Defiance 

Campaign," and protesters being arrested when South African blacks 

were sitting in at all-white facilities from hospitals to beaches. 

South Africa Now showed exclusive photos of the corpses of twenty 

people executed by South African security forces in Namibia, 

prompting a United Nations investigation into the murders (Robins, 

53). Major newspapers and political figures including South 

African Archbishop Desmond Tutu and Dennis Goldberg of the banned 

African National Congress, have publicly proclaimed the importance 

of South Africa Now in the dissemination of news at the country. 

South Africa Now covered this really important story that for 

whatever reason was not being adequately covered elsewhere (Reece, 

17) . 

South Africa Now brings the harsh reality of South Africa to 

American viewers while the networks passively accept press 

restrictions and exercise self-censorship. Mweli Mzizi, an anchor 

on South Africa Now, says "I wish the networks would do what they 

should do in covering South Africa" (Robins, 54). For the great 

amount of trust Americans place in television, they have come to 

expect TV news to cover all important issues worthy of attention. 

If TV ignores an issue, the world of viewers tends to ignore it as 
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well. "There are important untold stories all over the place" says 

Carolyn Craven, South Africa Now's senior producer and co-anchor, 

as she discusses possibilities for a spin-off show called Human 

Rights Now (Robins, 54). Major American news organizations should 

not remain apathetic toward issues as important as Apartheid. 

CONCLUSION 

As important as television has become in determining the 

outcome of events, the fate of history lies within the hands of 

those with the power to control TV. It is primarily because of 

this power that it is so important that the media meet their 

obligation to adequately cover issues of great importance. In 

addition to reporting accurately and fairly, the media must make 

every effort to cover important issues thoroughly. 

This is especially true when considering the way that a news 

agency in a democratic society deals with issues concerning 

democratic principles. There seems to be a paradox: In American 

history there have been many issues of great importance, dealing 

with a fight to defend democratic principles, that are not always 

adequately covered by the news media which supposedly functions 

according to a code of ethics based on and supported by democratic 

ideals and the U.S. Constitution. 

President Bush has maintained that the fight to liberate 

Kuwait was a fight to uphold freedom and the rule of law. But now 

there appears to be a real danger that in our effort to save Kuwait 

we may be compromising and diminishing our own democratic 
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principles ("Talk of the Town", 22) . We are compromising by 

tolerating censorship and government manipulation of the media. 

Problems in Vietnam could have been solved politically instead 

of through military means. There is no doubt that control of 

images and information is central to the exercise of political 

power. It is also prudent to keep important tactical advantages 

secret. Hallin suggests that greater openness would have produced 

a better decision (215). More sustained active discussion of 

political affairs, more political education would make for a better 

kind of democracy (210) . 

Why are Americans constantly fighting for others to have 

freedom and enjoy the advantages of a democratic society when we 

are not willing to fight for our own freedom? Americans have the 

right to know; the media has the freedom of speech. If the public 

does not demand from the media what the media demands of itself, or 

if the media do not live up to their code, we are in effect giving 

up our freedom. 

During the Civil Rights Movement the press aggressively 

covered a minority struggling for freedom and equality. Why would 

the press virtually ignore the similar issue of apartheid? When 

the press brings these kind of issues into the spotlight, it forces 

people to reexamine their society. By exposing injustice, the 

press places a certain pressure on the government to change. In 

South Africa, the government had the power to suppress criticism of 

its policies, but there was opposition. In America, the government 

does not have this power, so why didn't the press pursue this issue 
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more vigorously. It is evident that other nations can also place 

pressure for change on governments such as the National Party of 

South Africa. South Africa was forced to withdraw from the 

Commonwealth when other member countries did not accept their 

racial policies. If we refuse to accept such policies in our own 

country, why do we shy away from exposing the same in another 

country? 

What happens to a democratic society when censorship is 

imposed and accepted? It is frightening to think what can happen 

to a democracy when censorship is too readily accepted, or 

essentially self-imposed (as when the press chooses not to report 

important issues). In the Federalist Papers Hamilton said that the 

Bill of Rights was not only unnecessary, but even dangerous. They 

would contain various exceptions to powers that are not granted. 

"For why declare that things shall not be done which there is no 

power to do? Why, for instance, would it be said that the liberty 

of the press shall not be restrained, when no power is given by 

which restrictions may be imposed?" (513) . He did not contend that 

a provision such as this would confer a regulating power, but would 

create a pretense for claiming that power (514). Hamilton's 

foresight seems to have proven correct. 

Some may be concerned with the danger of the power of 

television, but the real danger lies not in the power, but in the 

apathy of the news media. It seems evident that the media have a 

definite effect on public opihion, which gives them an enormous 

power. To give up voluntarily, or allow to be taken away the basic 
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right to freedom of speech not only contradicts their journalists' 

code, but also the U.S. Constitution. Freedom of the press 

provides Americans with the freedom to become educated about 

current events around the globe. This freedom allows Americans to 

make educated choices which effect our own destiny. "Without 

freedom of the press there can be no representative government," 

said Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Perigord during his Address to 

the Chamber of Deputies in 1822 (qtd by Seldes, 407). 

French philosopher Claud-Adrian Helvetius once said "To limit 

the press is to insult the nation; to prohibit reading of certain 

books is to declare the inhabitants to be either fools or slaves" 

(qtd by Seldes, 180). English philosopher Francis Bacon said "The 

punishing of wits enhances their authority, and a forbidden writing 

is thought to be a certain spark of truth, that flies up in the 

faces of them who seek to tread it out" (qtd by Seldes, 30). Both 

of these thoughts apply towards the government and the modern 

media. Television has the power to reveal truth only if they 

choose to exercise this power and as long as they are not 

restricted from exercising it. The media must exercise autonomy 

and rebel against any form of censorship in an effort to report the 

news the best they can, as it is their duty to uphold their own 

creed. 

In Nineteen Eighty-Four, Orwell said "Who controls the past 

controls the future, who controls the present controls the past" 

(251). TV obviously has power to control the present, so according 

to Orwell, also has control of the past and future. This is a 
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frightening possibility when we examine how powerful TV has become 

in influencing events of world magnitude. The more people come to 

rely on television for news, the more power it gathers. If the 

media/ does/not struggle to maintain journalistic autonomy and 

freedom from censorship, we may see our democratic society turn 

towards a society not unlike the one in George Orwell's 1984. 
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