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Chapter One

Original Sin

On January 25, 2020, CNN’s Don Lemon hosted a panel discussion with anti-Trump political commentators Rick Wilson and Wajahat Ali to talk about the latest news, meaning it was a discussion of how rotten President Donald Trump was. But this time, they went beyond the usual castigation of Trump. Instead, they went after the tens of millions of people who supported him.

“This is an administration defined by ignorance of the world,” said Wilson. “That’s partly him playing to their base and playing to their audience, the credulous, boomer rube demo that backs Donald Trump.”

Then Wilson broke into a phony southern accent and condescendingly played the role of a Trump backer, saying, “Donald Trump’s the smart one—and y’all elitists are dumb!”

Ali chimed in, pretending to be a Trump supporter: “You elitists with your geography and your maps and your spelling!”

Lemon burst out laughing. His guests continued their mockery of Trump supporters.

“Your math and your reading,” Wilson said.

“Your geography, knowing other countries, sipping your latte,” Ali continued, as all three laughed out loud. “Only them elitists know where Ukraine is.”

After he collected his breath, Lemon summed things up, saying, “That was a good one. I needed that.” 1

For liberals and much of the media, the moment made perfect sense. It was hard for them to see how anyone could support Trump. Mocking half the country made good sense to them and they didn’t think anyone in their newsrooms would criticize them for their narrow-minded stereotyping of tens of millions of Americans. For conservatives, the moment went viral not only because the mockery was just the latest rude and condescending bit of “reporting” from the mainstream media, but also because it made no sense. Trump was from New York City and didn’t have a southern accent, as if that should matter. Trump won the 2016 election thanks to swing voters in the Midwest, from Michigan to Wisconsin. The reliably Republican southern states didn’t elect him. Swing voters in Pennsylvania and in the Midwest did. Plus, among white college graduates, Trump beat Hillary Clinton, 48 to 45 percent.2 I guess those white college graduates include the dumb rubes Wilson was referring to.

Lemon and his guests were able to laugh at this ridiculous stereotype because they spend too much of their time with people in newsrooms who are badly out of touch with much of America. It’s an America they don’t respect, which is why they could so happily go on the air and mock conservatives and Trump voters, with the laughing support of a CNN anchor. It’s a mindset that’s killing journalism and the pursuit of truth. It’s a reflection of how too many newsrooms have abandoned objectivity for subjectivity. It’s an approved-at-the-top, close-minded way of thinking that has led journalists to engage in suppression and deception instead of old-fashioned reporting. It’s a window into how predominantly urban, college-educated Democrats run newsrooms where they publish information designed to appeal to other urban, college-educated Democrats. Day after day, night after night, the reporters and editors who make up the mainstream media have convinced themselves that their audiences—and their opinions—are superior to other people’s thinking. The others are akin to deplorables. They’re racists ready to riot. They’re rubes who can’t read a map or they’re rednecks who don’t know how to spell.

Half the country is keenly aware that they are routinely mocked and looked down upon by much of the media. How the media think this is good for America is beyond me. The disdain shown by too many reporters for too many Americans is a major reason our nation is polarized and divided. It’s not just politicians who are at fault. The mainstream media’s small-minded approach to its job and routine dismissal of conservative or populist thought is an important contributor to our nation’s divisions. This snobbery and lack of respect and understanding of conservatives and populists breeds resentment and increased polarization. The media play a significant role in driving the American people apart.

This is a book about how and why the American people have lost faith in the media. It’s about a once-trusted institution that is now at the bottom of the barrel in terms of trust. Most Americans no longer think the media tell the news fully, fairly, and accurately. It’s what happens when a group of mostly college-educated Democrats, out of touch with much of the country, determine what is and isn’t news, suppressing news they don’t like, repeating deceptions that they do, in a way that resonates with fellow college-educated Democratic readers and viewers, alienating pretty much everyone else.

If you are a conservative or independent in America, you know the media is not fair. However, conservatives often get this conflict wrong. We misread what the media is trying to do, and we misinterpret why they are doing it. There is no secret meeting where liberals decide how to pervert the news. There is no central source of propaganda. It’s worse than that. It comes naturally to the media because they’re too much alike. They have a diversity problem.

Interestingly, liberals, too, suffer because of media bias. America’s liberal base is increasingly untethered from reality. Thanks to a press corps that couldn’t possibly conceive of a Donald Trump victory, Democrats have had a hard time understanding why and how Hillary Clinton did not win the 2016 election in a much-anticipated landslide. There had to be a deeper, more sinister reason. Voila, collusion. Based on media reporting, Democrats knew Special Counsel Robert Mueller would deliver and indict Trump and his top aides. Democrats and much of the media are still having a tough time accepting that Trump and his campaign never did the things they were accused of doing concerning Russia.

In the pages that follow, I’m going to argue that, for all our debates about lies, misinformation, and polarization, we are ignoring a fundamental cause of a crisis driving our country apart: the media itself. So long as the mainstream media continues to engage in suppression, deception, snobbery, and bias, our nation will be harmed. When you hear about Russian collusion, narrow-minded intolerant Republicans, Nicholas Sandmann (the Covington Catholic High School kid on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial), mostly peaceful protesters, and college football celebrations instantly labeled as “super-spreader events” while Democratic celebrations of Joe Biden’s 2020 election victory are not so labeled, but you don’t hear about President Biden’s ethical problems, the Democratic Party chairman in a Texas county who called Senator Tim Scott (R-SC) an “Oreo,” and the Democratic National Committee staffer who opposed hiring straight, white men, and when you read and see descriptions of GOP policies that make Republicans look bad, you will see what’s really been happening. You’ll see an activist press corps that has its thumb on the scale. A press corps that increasingly, aggressively takes sides in our national debates. A press corps that is out of touch, gets things wrong—and just doesn’t care.

To understand why the media is an institution held in such low regard, let’s go back to the beginning. To the original sin of who becomes a reporter in the first place.

ON MARCH 31, 1998, IN room 1129 of the Longworth House Office Building in Washington, DC, a dozen students from the prestigious Columbia Journalism School were in town for a working field trip, learning about their chosen profession.

I was the communications director for the House Committee on Ways & Means and was asked to meet with them, which I was happy to do. I talked to them about how news is made and how spokespeople and reporters work together. When I was done, I had a question for these future reporters.

“In the 1996 election, how many of you voted for Bob Dole and how many for Bill Clinton?” I asked. I suspected most had voted for the Democrat, Bill Clinton, but I wanted to see how lopsided it was. Eight to four? Nine to three?

“Clinton first,” I said, looking to see how many voted Democratic. Eleven hands shot up. “So only one of you voted for Dole?” I asked in disbelief.

“No,” said the owner of the twelfth hand, “I voted for Ralph Nader.” Nader was the Green Party candidate who ran to the left of Clinton. A 12:0 ratio. That’s just great, I thought.

Flash forward twenty-two years.

In March 2020, I was again invited by the Columbia Journalism School to meet with future reporters, this time on Columbia’s campus in New York City. (It would be my last trip prior to the coronavirus shutdown.)

At this meeting, they asked me to participate in a mock press briefing. The roughly one dozen students played White House reporters, and I took to the podium to pretend I was President Trump’s press secretary. I was happy to do it to help these young journalists get some real-life training.

When we were done, I decided to repeat my question from 1998 to this new generation of reporters. “In the 2016 election,” I asked, “how many of you voted for Donald Trump and how many for Hillary Clinton? Hillary first.”

Every hand in the room went up.

Journalism has a great weakness, an original sin. The people who go into journalism do not represent the breadth and depth of the United States of America. They don’t look like America, nor do they sound or think like America. They are overwhelmingly cut from the same cloth, a fabric that is largely liberal, like-minded, and way too unfamiliar with the circumstances and needs of many Americans, especially those without college degrees, those who come from rural areas, and those who are conservative or Republican. It’s no wonder the media has a hard time understanding 74 million Americans who voted for Donald Trump’s 2020 reelection.3

JOURNALISM IS SUFFERING. BIAS IS rampant. Reporters take sides. News gets suppressed; deceptive stories run wild, in the hands of an increasingly activistic press corps. Our free and independent press, an essential part of American democracy, is dying.

In an October 2020 survey conducted by the Pew Research Center, eight in ten American adults said that they get different facts depending on where they turn to for news.4 A significant number of Americans think journalists cannot be trusted and that they have agendas.5 Journalists are seen as people who can’t understand what many Americans are experiencing. They’re out of touch, and the stories they cover, especially the palace intrigues in Washington, aren’t important to their readers’ lives. They’re largely seen as very well-educated liberal Democrats who understand fellow Democrats but tend to be intellectually dismissive of many Republicans, especially conservatives and working people.

A recent survey shows just how out of touch the press has become. According to a 2018 study by the Pew Research Center, the only group of Americans who say the press understands them are college-educated Democrats. The majority of Americans with a high school education or less feel misunderstood by the news media. Nearly three-quarters of Republicans say the news media “don’t understand people like them.”6 These numbers are devastating. It’s gone beyond the old issue of liberal bias—it’s deeper. People used to count on the press to tell them the facts and the truth. But now, many Americans conclude the press do not even understand them, let alone tell them the truth.

Except for one notable group. College-educated Democrats. They’re the one group, according to Pew, that thinks the press can relate to them.7 That’s a rotten position for the press to be in. It’s a narrow position, out of touch with most of the country.

How could the press have distanced themselves so much from their readers and viewers? Ask any reporter, and they will tell you that journalism is about serving the public and providing them with the information they need to make decisions about things that are important in their lives. But today, too much of journalism is written by college-educated Democratic voters for college-educated Democratic voters. It’s a slice of America that talks to a slice of America, without acknowledging how out of touch with America they truly are.

Which takes me back to the Columbia Journalism School, where young, college-educated, mostly Democratic voters are trained how to become journalists by older, college-educated, mostly Democrat-voting professors.

For the rest of society—especially for those without college degrees, gun owners, religious people, most independent voters, people in rural areas, conservatives, and Republicans—the media are not credible, in touch, or trustworthy. We don’t trust the media because the media doesn’t trust us. Much of the media looks at conservatives and concludes: If only “these people” would read the New York Times or watch CNN, they would understand the facts and not support Donald Trump, Senator Ted Cruz, Senator Tom Cotton, Governor Ron DeSantis, Governor Kristi Noem, or numerous other Republicans. It’s why many reporters condescend to these Republican voters, thinking the only people in America who support extremes and think narrow-minded thoughts are conservative Republicans. It’s why Don Lemon laughingly declared, “That was a good one. I needed that.”

For much of society, journalism is broken.

Jim VandeHei is the cofounder and CEO of Axios, an influential, highly read online group of newsletters that provide in-depth coverage of all things Washington. He cofounded Politico and was a White House reporter for the Wall Street Journal and the New York Times.8

Two weeks after the 2020 election, he wrote a stunningly critical analysis of the state of journalism:


The media remains fairly clueless about the America that exists outside of the big cities, where most political writers and editors live. The coverage missed badly the surge in Trump voters in places obvious (rural America) and less obvious (Hispanic-heavy border towns in Texas).

Let’s be honest: Many of us under-appreciated the appeal of Trump’s anti-socialism message and the backlash against the defund-the-police rhetoric on the left.

The media (and many Democrats) are fairly clueless about the needs, wants and trends of Hispanic voters. Top Latinos warned about overlooking and misreading the fastest-growing population in America—but most didn’t listen. Hispanics will shape huge chunks of America’s political future, so a course correction is in order. . . .

The media filter bubble is getting worse, not better. Look at what’s unfolding in real-time: Trump supporters feel like Fox isn’t pro-Trump enough, while reporters and columnists bolted The New York Times, Vox Media, and others because they were not “woke” enough.


	This is an urgent sign that we are collectively losing the battle for truth and open debate. . . .



Twitter is a mass-reality-distortion field for liberals and reporters. The group-think and liberal high-fiving was as bad as ever and continues to be a massive trap and distraction for journalists.9



VandeHei is right. Journalism is in deep trouble.

If America wants good journalism—fair and neutral—then six hands should go up for Hillary and six for Trump when asked whom they voted for. Six for Bill Clinton and six for Bob Dole. But when it’s 24–0, journalism has a problem, and all Americans suffer the consequences.

Imagine if twenty-four hands went up for Trump and none for Biden. Or twenty-four for Dole and none for Clinton. If you don’t think journalism would be different with those results, then you don’t understand the reality of newsrooms today. This imbalance is the core of journalism’s problem. Journalism will never fix itself until it fixes who becomes a reporter in the first place. Liberal self-selection of journalism as a career is killing fairness in journalism. I don’t care how neutral a journalist is taught to be—if the field of journalism consists mostly of liberals and Democratic voters, it will never be fixed.

It will only get worse.

In 2013, three professors, two from the University of Indiana and one from Syracuse University, conducted an in-depth research project titled “The American Journalist in the Digital Age: Another Look at U.S. News People.”10 The study, later published in 2018, found that journalists were four times more likely to be Democrats than Republicans, way out of proportion to the roughly even split among the American people. The survey also showed only 7 percent of reporters consider themselves to be Republicans. Additionally, the survey found most reporters consider themselves independents, an assertion I find to be window dressing. It’s an assertion reporters use so they can tell themselves they’re not biased toward either party. I don’t buy it, and I’ll show why throughout this book.

During the 2016 presidential campaigns of Hillary Clinton and Trump, all you had to do was follow the donor trail to uncover journalists’ overwhelming support for Clinton. In 2016, according to the Columbia Journalism Review, “People identified in federal campaign finance filings as journalists, reporters, news editors or television anchors—as well as other donors known to be working in journalism—have combined to give more than $396,000 to the presidential campaigns of Clinton and Trump, according to a Center for Public Integrity analysis.”11

The story’s headline was “Journalists Shower Hillary Clinton with Campaign Cash.”

CJR reported that more than 96 percent of that cash went to Clinton: About 430 people who work in journalism had, through August 2016, combined to give about $382,000 to the Democratic nominee. About 50 identifiable journalists had combined to give about $14,000 to Trump. (Talk-radio ideologues and paid TV pundits are not included in the tally.)

Jane Coaston is the host and editor of the New York Times’ opinion podcast The Argument. She was previously senior politics reporter at Vox. In May 2021, Coaston appeared on Hugh Hewitt’s radio show, where she was asked a series of questions about the makeup of her fellow mainstream journalists. Her answers blew the cover off the press as she revealed how lopsided her colleagues are.

Hewitt stipulated there are some 5,000 elite people who make up the mainstream media, consisting of reporters and producers at the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal, Associated Press, Reuters, Bloomberg, networks ABC, NBC, CBS, PBS, CNN, and MSNBC, the Atlantic, the New Republic, and Time magazine, along with the Sunday shows and most columnists.12

How many of these 5,000, Hewitt asked Coaston, voted for Trump in 2020?

Her reply was 2 percent.

How many for Trump in 2016? he asked.

About 4 percent, she said.

What about Romney in 2012?

Maybe 7 or 8 percent, she replied.

McCain in 2008?

Coaston estimated 4 percent for McCain.

Bush in 2004, she said, came in at about 7–9 percent.

Hewitt continued: “I love that you’re doing this with me. Thank you. A lot of media refuse to play this exercise, but it’s very useful for the audience. What percentage of that legacy elite media are pro-choice, do you guess?”

Her answer was, “Access to pro, yes. Writ large? I would say seventy-eight percent.”

“How about own a gun?” Hewitt asked.

“Ooh, I would say, interestingly, I would say probably about ten percent would own a gun.”

“What percentage of elite media favored confirmation of Amy Coney Barrett [to the Supreme Court]?”

“Five percent.”

“What percentage of elite media favored confirmation of Brett Kavanaugh?”

“Oh, three percent.”

Hewitt kept asking, and Coaston kept answering, blowing the whistle on how liberal reporters are compared to the American people.

“Okay, what percentage are solidly pro-Israel, I mean, solidly pro-Israel like Hugh Hewitt pro-Israel in the current war?”

“Hmm, twelve percent.”

“Okay, what percentage think climate change is an ‘existential threat’?”

“Seventy to seventy-five percent.”

“What percentage of elite media, legacy media as previously defined, these five thousand people who make the news, favor building the border wall to its proposed length of 850–900 miles?”

“Ooh, that would be pretty low. I would say eight percent.”

You get the picture.

While most reporters would refuse to play along with Hewitt or would claim to be independents, Coaston told the truth. I suspect her sentiment about how far left most reporters are is right on target.

In August 2017, Politico and Morning Consult took a poll of registered voters, and they asked a simple question regarding the political leanings of various entities.13 “Generally, would you consider each of the following liberal, conservative or centrist/nonpartisan?” Among the groups Politico and Morning Consult asked respondents to think about was the “national news.” If you think the American people perceive the media as centrist or nonpartisan, you guessed wrong. If you think the American people perceive that the press is liberal, you guessed right. Very liberal or somewhat liberal clocked in at 54 percent. Very conservative or somewhat conservative barely registered at only 16 percent.

Sometimes you don’t have to scratch very hard to find the bias that lurks below the surface of the national news.

Listen to Ken Stern, the former CEO of liberal National Public Radio. Stern undertook a yearlong trip to better get to know Republicans, especially those who live in rural areas. He wrote about it for the New York Post in 2017.14

“Most reporters and editors are liberal—a now-dated Pew Research Center poll found that liberals outnumber conservatives in the media by some 5 to 1, and that comports with my own anecdotal experience at National Public Radio,” Stern wrote. “When you are liberal, and everyone else around you is as well, it is easy to fall into groupthink on what stories are important, what sources are legitimate and what the narrative of the day will be.”

In Stern’s travels, he went hunting and handled a gun for the first time in his life.

He observed, “Gun control and gun rights is one of our most divisive issues, and there are legitimate points on both sides. But media is obsessed with the gun-control side and gives only scant, mostly negative, recognition to the gun-rights sides.”

He came to know devoutly religious conservatives and National Rifle Association members. By getting to know them, he saw them in a different, less political, more personal light.

He bemoaned his industry’s loss of trust as he reflected on what he learned.

“Some of this loss of reputation stems from effective demagoguery from the right and the left, as well as from our demagogue-in-chief [President Trump], but the attacks wouldn’t be so successful if our media institutions hadn’t failed us as well.”

Good for Stern. He’s on to something important. He recognized that his industry is out of touch with much of the country, and he also knows that the media has failed.

When I say the press is mostly a group of college-educated Democratic voters, it’s a fact. Reporters who care to think deeply and reflect upon their industry realize that. Even if they don’t want to be biased, there are few people around in newsrooms to tell them when they are engaging in bias. Some may continue to deny it or say it doesn’t matter because they’re professional reporters who know how to shed their bias. They’re wrong.

Start with the White House press corps, the elite of the elite. They as a group are tremendously influential in setting the national agenda as they and their editors decide what is and is not news, and how, or if, the information will be shared.

The White House briefing room has forty-nine seats. On June 7, 2021, every seat was filled for the first time in over a year as the social distancing rules resulting from the COVID pandemic were relaxed.

By a ratio of 12:1, the seats were occupied by Democrats!

Only one reporter—just one—was an identifiable Republican, John Gizzi of the conservative publication Newsmax.

While twenty-two reporters, a plurality, registered as independent voters, twelve reporters were registered Democrats.

Yamiche Alcindor of PBS was a registered Democrat.

Katie Rogers of the New York Times was a registered Democrat.

Molly O’Toole of the Los Angeles Times was a registered Democrat.

Justin Sink of Bloomberg News was a registered Democrat.

Asma Khalid of NPR was a registered Democrat.

An additional nine reporters live in states without party registration information, but based on which party’s primary they voted in, six were likely Democrats, two were likely Republicans, and one was likely an independent. (Five reporters are foreigners who can’t vote in U.S. elections.)

Throw these nine into the mix, and the ratio is still lopsided for the Democrats. No matter how you cut it, the White House briefing room does not look, sound, or register to vote like America.

To find this information, all of which is publicly available, I did what reporters do. I dug into the facts.

I hired a Washington, DC–based research firm, Delve, and they looked through public registration information of the forty-nine reporters sitting in those seats. Most of these reporters are registered to vote in Washington, DC, or Maryland, where people register by party if they choose.

Delve prepared a chart showing who sits where and how they’re registered.

From entry-level reporters leaving journalism schools to the peak of the profession at the White House, reporters’ political habits are out of line with the American people. Most reporters, at least publicly, will furiously claim none of this matters. They report the news fairly and honestly, they will claim, regardless of any individual points of view they hold. This book will show that’s not true.

[image: image]

I guess the good news is that the ratio wasn’t 24:0, like it was during my encounters with students at Columbia Journalism School. It was only 12:1.

But why isn’t the ratio 12:1 Republican to Democrat? If fewer Democrats became reporters and the field was dominated by Republicans (and independents), don’t you think the news would come out differently? Of course, it would.

IN 2020, THE PRESS WAS hit by a stinging indictment in the form of a study conducted by the Gallup organization and the Knight Foundation.

The study showed that a plurality of Americans thinks the press is failing in its most important job—providing objective news reports to the American people. Almost a majority, 44 percent of those surveyed, said the media is doing “poorly” or “very poorly” providing objective news reports, while only 28 percent said the media was doing “well” or “very well.”15

[image: image]
Source: Gallup/Knight Foundation Survey. American Views 2020: Trust, Media, and Democracy. November 9, 2020.


When asked the simple question “What is your overall opinion of the news media in the United States today?” 46 percent said it was “very” or “somewhat” unfavorable. Just 31 percent said it was “very” or “somewhat” favorable.16

Democrats, however, do like the press. Fifty-three percent of Democrats have a “somewhat” favorable or “very” favorable opinion of the news media, while only 46 percent of Democrats have a “very” or “somewhat” unfavorable opinion.17 Of course, Democrats like the press. The press tells them the news they want to hear.

When Supreme Court justice Antonin Scalia died in 2016, it was a front-page banner headline in the Washington Post.

Four years later, when Justice Ruth Ginsburg died, she, too, received a banner, front-page headline from the Post, but the headline for the liberal icon read differently than the one for the conservative champion. Ginsburg’s headline read “A pioneer devoted to equality.” Scalia’s headline read “Supreme Court conservative dismayed liberals.”

[image: image]
Source: Washington Post, September 19, 2020.


[image: image]
Source: Washington Post, February 14, 2016.


One justice was devoted to equality—and she received a glowing headline upon her passing. The other justice was, for Washington Post editors, devoted to dismaying liberals—and he got a nasty, political headline upon his passing.

No wonder, according to Gallup, 73 percent of Republicans hold an unfavorable view of the media, with only 13 percent holding a favorable view.18 A majority of independents have a low opinion of the media as well.19 If the press wonders why conservatives don’t trust them, it’s because of headlines like these.

Everyone knows Republicans don’t hold the media in high regard. But when voters of all parties see how the press lionized Ginsburg and taunted Scalia, everyone should blow a whistle. Republicans aren’t the enemy. They shouldn’t, especially in death, be slapped. No one in America is served well when the press loses objectivity and takes on the role of activists.

The press is in trouble, but they sure do not act like it. The only change they are willing to make is, amazingly, to become even more opinionated and out of touch. They can read the polls, too, but they stopped trying to do anything about them a long time ago.

Chuck Todd is the host of Meet the Press on NBC. He is a longtime Washington reporter, who wrote for Politico just prior to Joe Biden’s inauguration:


One of the laziest tropes in conservative circles is the issue of media bias. It’s such a reflexive response these days.

It’s about all many conservative infotainment hosts on TV and radio have left to fire up an audience, since Trump presents no seriously identifiable ideology to promote or defend. Media bashing works with much of the GOP grassroots; that’s translated into various Senate GOP press shops wanting to avoid poking the rabid right-wing bears by appearing on legitimate news shows.

It’s obviously hard to watch the media get abused this way so a few grifters can sell more newsletters or scam a few bucks. But such is the state of how the current Trump-centric conservative ecosystem works.20



Grifters? Scam a few bucks?

Chuck Todd and any reporter who thinks like him remain in denial. For decades, independent pollsters like Pew and Gallup have reported a longtime decline in people trusting the press. But Todd has his head in the sand if he thinks this is a Trump-driven, conservative trope. Any other business that has lost as many customers as the media would react by asking, “What’s wrong with us? What can we do differently or better?” Instead, the press concludes there is something wrong with its customers, especially those customers who don’t have high school degrees, come from rural areas, are religious, pro-life, conservative, and those who voted for Donald Trump.

There is almost no one left in America who doesn’t think the press is biased. Except perhaps those who work in the press.

Right on cue, four days after Chuck Todd’s dismissal of media bias as a conservative trope, Axios headlined a story, “Media Trust Hits New Low.”21

The story read:


For the first time ever, fewer than half of all Americans have trust in traditional media, according to data from Edelman’s annual trust barometer shared exclusively with Axios. Trust in social media has hit an all-time low of 27%.


	56% of Americans agree with the statement that “Journalists and reporters are purposely trying to mislead people by saying things they know are false or gross exaggerations.”

	58% think that “most news organizations are more concerned with supporting an ideology or political position than with informing the public.”22





Most Americans think the press misleads people and that the media is politically biased. Don’t tell that to Chuck Todd. He knows better than his readers and viewers.

Michael Steel was the press secretary for Republican Speaker of the House John Boehner, and he also served as Congressman Paul Ryan’s press secretary when Ryan ran for vice president on Mitt Romney’s 2012 ticket. He graduated from Columbia Journalism School in 2003, in a class of about two hundred students.

He told me he was one of three Republicans in his class.23

Steel recalled a visit by a guest lecturer in the famed Pulitzer Hall on Columbia’s campus who asked the assembled class whom they voted for in the 2000 election: Al Gore, George Bush, or Ralph Nader.

“It was an even split between Gore and Nader,” Steel told me with a chuckle. “Two people raised their hands for Bush. I was a third Republican in the room but didn’t raise my hand because I was a reporter in 2000 and didn’t vote.”

Recalling his discussions with classmates about political issues, he said he used to tell them, “I can only argue with two of you at once.”24

So long as journalism schools fail to confront their diversity problem and continue to crank out mostly liberal, Democratic-voting future journalists, journalism’s problems will only get worse.




Chapter Two

Deceptions and Double Standards

In 2019, Speaker Nancy Pelosi and other congressional leaders had a meeting at the White House with President Trump. It was a typical meeting between Pelosi and President Trump, meaning it did not go well. The various sides disagreed about pretty much everything, prompting Pelosi at one point to rise from her seat, point her finger at the president, and make her case.

The president later took to Twitter to show Pelosi’s finger point, writing, “Nervous Nancy’s unhinged meltdown!”1

Pelosi liked Trump’s tweet so much she made it a pinned tweet on her Twitter account.2

The press loved it and praised Pelosi for it.

“Iconic photo,” said Mika Brzezinski on MSNBC’s Morning Joe.3

CNN’s Dana Bash gushed: “One woman standing up and you know giving it to the President of the United States at a table with all men there. I mean, of course she’s going to own that.”4

[image: image]
Source: Donald Trump. Twitter. @realDonaldTrump. October 16, 2019.


The New York Times ran a story on the incident with the headline “Viral Photo Captures Power Dynamic Between Trump and Nancy Pelosi.” The subheading read: “President Trump tweeted a photograph meant to mock Ms. Pelosi, but it soon went viral as the opposite: an iconic image capturing Washington’s most powerful woman standing up to him.”5

Flash back, however, to an encounter between then-governor of Arizona Jan Brewer and President Barack Obama in 2012. Brewer, with her finger, did unto Obama as Pelosi did unto Trump. The press skewered Brewer for it, as Brewer pointed out in a tweet of her own.

According to the Arizona Daily Independent, “Brewer was photographed shaking her finger at Obama on the tarmac at Phoenix-Mesa Gateway Airport in January. According to Brewer, Obama was ‘a little disturbed about her book,’ ‘Scorpions for Breakfast,’ in which she describes him as ‘patronizing’ during an earlier meeting.”6

For MSNBC, CNN, and the New York Times, Brewer was anything but iconic. “The photo captured last night of Republican Arizona governor Jan Brewer pointing her finger in President Obama’s face. It’s an image that doesn’t connote respect for the highest office in the land, does it?” intoned Chris Matthews on MSNBC’s Hardball with Chris Matthews.7

[image: image]
Source: Jan Brewer. Twitter. @GovBrewer. October 17, 2019.


On CNN, John King opened his interview with Governor Brewer by saying, “A lot of people are saying he’s the president of the United States. Whether you disagree or not, perhaps you should have shown him a bit more respect.”8

On CNN’s Early Start, Ashleigh Banfield wasn’t gushing: “Jan Brewer and Barack Obama getting testy on the tarmac and Brewer even pointed her finger, shaking it, wagging it at the president.”9

CBS echoed the reprimanding tone. The CBS Evening News with Scott Pelley led its newscast with the story about “that picture that has caused quite a stir.” CBS’s Norah O’Donnell followed up saying, “It’s this picture with the Republican governor’s finger in the president’s face that has Jan Brewer on the defensive today.”10

“Who have you ever seen talking to the president like this?” asked Brian Williams on NBC Nightly News in his lead-up to a report critical of Brewer.11

For the New York Times, the exchange between Brewer and Obama wasn’t a power dynamic, but a run-in that could potentially boost Obama’s popularity among Hispanic voters. The Times headline read: “In Airport Run-in, Democrats See Help for Obama Among Hispanics.”12

Don’t ask me to explain that one. I really can’t.

Writing in an opinion piece for the New York Times nearly three years later, journalist Timothy Egan blasted Brewer for treating President Obama “as if he were some errand boy and not the commander in chief.”13

Point your finger at Trump. The press loves it. Do it to Obama. There’s something wrong with you. When the media tell us that Pelosi was brave and stood for what she believes in, while Brewer was rude and violated the norms, they’re really saying that Republicans are a bunch of unworthy rubes who act badly, can’t be trusted, and probably are missing a few teeth. That’s today’s hypocritical, defend-Democrats, attack-Republicans mainstream media for you.

In October 2021, Gallup asked Americans, “How much trust and confidence do you have in the mass media—such as newspapers, TV and radio—when it comes to reporting the news fully, accurately and fairly—a great deal, a fair amount, not very much or none at all?”14

The results were terrible for the press.

Only 36 percent of the American people reported having a great deal or fair amount of confidence that the media would report the news fully, accurately, and fairly.

Telling the news fully, accurately, and fairly is the press’s job. It’s the heart of what they’re supposed to do for a living. It’s what makes them the so-called fourth pillar of our democracy. It’s a vital role we need them to play. Yet, more than half of Americans don’t feel confident that the press is upholding its responsibilities. It wasn’t always like this. Forty years ago, the press was a highly trusted institution. If the mainstream media, typically the New York Times, the Washington Post, or the network news shows, reported something, people took it as true. In 1977, according to Gallup, 72 percent of the American people had a great deal or fair amount of trust and confidence in the press.15 The press’s decline should be worrisome to all Americans, but make no mistake: The press has done this to themselves. They did it by being biased, and in too many cases, by being just plain wrong.

[image: image]
Source: Gallup Survey. Media Use and Evaluation, “Trust in News Media.” https://news.gallup.com/poll/1663/media-use-evaluation.aspx.


Red-hot, breaking news stories, particularly those with major consequences, often lead to incorrect information making it onto the air and into print. These critical mistakes happen in part because reporters are under intense pressure to break news. In complex situations, like a bombing or mass shooting, information often changes as investigations unfold.

Back on April 15, 2013, two terrorists detonated two bombs near the finish line of the Boston Marathon. They killed three people and injured hundreds.

It was instant, massive, live coverage everywhere. It also was full of mistakes. Mistakes that could have had dire consequences for the FBI’s investigation—a point that the FBI made clear in a statement it issued on April 17: “Over the past day and a half, there have been a number of press reports based on information from unofficial sources that has been inaccurate. Since these stories often have unintended consequences, we ask the media, particularly at this early stage of the investigation, to exercise caution and attempt to verify information through appropriate official channels before reporting.”16

Good luck with that.

According to a New York Times article that followed up on the FBI’s admonishment to the media, “Numerous organizations, including The Associated Press, The Boston Globe, and several local Boston television stations, erroneously reported Wednesday afternoon that an arrest had been made, or that a suspect was in custody, citing unnamed law enforcement sources. . . . CNN and Fox News spent about an hour discussing the news of an arrest with various correspondents and experts before backing off when they received further information.”17

The media debacle surrounding the Boston Marathon bombings came just four months after the media made several major errors in its initial reporting of the Sandy Hook Elementary School shootings in Newtown, Connecticut.

In its Morning Edition piece, “Coverage Rapid, and Often Wrong, in Tragedy’s Early Hours,” NPR noted that the “bedlam” involved major news outlets—including CNN, CBS, FOX News, the Associated Press, the New York Times, and NPR among others—erroneously reporting on the who, what, where, when, why, and how of the shooting. NPR noted that “many of the reports relied on unnamed law enforcement officials, typically federal, or even the vaguer ‘the authorities’ in at least one instance.”18

Wise reporters should sit tight and wait to broadcast or print information until it is verified. But today’s reporters are so caught up in the race to break news that they roll the dice and then do their best to catch up with evolving stories. Critical reporting mistakes are also symptomatic of a modern-day journalism curse: anonymous sources. The media today has gotten drunk from anonymous sources. These sources might be right. They might be wrong. But so long as what the source says is treated as news, sources can get away with telling reporters almost anything. In these situations, readers and viewers have no clue whom to believe. Whenever I see a story quoting only anonymous sources, I note the “news,” wonder if it might be true or not, then slide right past it. It’s not worth my time to ponder if it’s true until a source goes public or until the information can be fully evaluated.

During the Trump presidency, anonymous sources were weaponized against President Trump, his family, and the White House. Sometimes the reports turned out to be true. Often they were false. Typically, however, these anonymous sources were only giving us the piece of the story they wanted us to know about, which was fine with most of the press.

Journalism’s credibility crisis reached a crescendo on Friday, December 8, 2017. It began when CNN’s Manu Raju broke a self-described “exclusive” story, based on what he claimed were “multiple sources,” all anonymous, alleging that Donald Trump Jr. had received an email “offering a decryption key and website for hacked WikiLeaks e-mails.”19 In other words, team Trump was given advance access to Hillary Clinton’s hacked documents and emails prior to WikiLeaks releasing them in an effort to harm Clinton’s presidential campaign.

It was huge news, reported far and wide as a CNN scoop. Social media exploded as Trump’s critics believed CNN had found a smoking gun.

If it were true, the president’s son would have been caught in a lie, since he, along with spokespeople for the White House and the Trump 2016 campaign, stated they had no advance notice of the leaked emails. It might also have been a crime for Trump Jr. to be in possession of stolen material, many commentators said live on the air.

Shortly after CNN’s bombshell, CBS News “confirmed” it.

MSNBC jumped into the act, with NBC News national security and intelligence correspondent Ken Dilanian claiming he had independently “confirmed” the damaging news from “two sources with direct knowledge of this.”20

The bombshells were going off everywhere now.

After several hours of “breaking news” about the “latest developments,” with commentators, Democratic congressmen, and news anchors hyperventilating about how serious a story this was and how it might lead to criminal charges against Trump Jr. and others on the campaign, the story fell apart.

The story was never accurate. Not even close.

Instead, a source had dangled something juicy to make Trump look bad, and CNN bit. They accepted their sources’ word about the email, even though CNN reporters never saw the email with their own eyes.21 They took the word of their anti-Trump source as gospel and filled the airwaves with false information.

CNN’s “multiple” sources who described the email said it was dated September 4, 2017, more than a week in advance of the WikiLeaks release of Hillary’s emails. But later that day, the Washington Post did obtain a copy of the email, and the date on it was not September 4. It was September 14, after the hacked information was already in the public domain.22

Think about this. CNN said it had “multiple” sources. How could they all misread the date on the email and tell CNN’s reporter that the email was dated September 4, not September 14? I can see how one person could make a simple mistake like that. But multiple sources?

How could CBS and MSNBC confirm this story? They claimed to have sources, plural, who also, amazingly, made the same mistake. All these smart sources somehow misread the same date on the same email? I’ve often wondered, when a news outlet is quick to “confirm” a major scoop, if they really have any source at all who confirmed the scoop, or if a reporter under pressure told an editor he or she had confirmed the story in order to keep up with the competition. As for the first story, I suspect two anti-Trump congressional aides, or members of Congress, agreed to peddle the story. Who knows if they even read the date on the email. It doesn’t matter. They peddled the story and got CNN to bite. When other media outlets called to “confirm” it, reporters likely called the same two clowns, who of course confirmed it, since it was their story to begin with. A cesspool of wrong reporting was swirling around these two sources, and I’m sure they loved it.

Since all these sources are anonymous, no reader or viewer can know for sure. We’re supposed to simply accept the media’s word that it’s true.

In the case of Donald Trump Jr., the allegations were not true. Far from it.

Neither CNN, CBS, nor MSNBC ever explained how they got the story wrong. They corrected the date on the email, but they did not tell their readers and viewers how this happened in the first place. Notably, CNN changed the number of sources from the “multiple” it originally claimed to just “two sources” when CNN corrected its mistake.23, 24 Next time you hear CNN, or any media outlet, claim to have “multiple” sources, bear in mind that it might only be two people, hardly the definition of multiple.

The damage, however, was already done.

As independent journalist Glenn Greenwald wrote during his tenure at the Intercept: “It’s hard to quantify exactly how many people were deceived—filled with false news and propaganda—by the CNN story. But thanks to Democratic-loyal journalists and operatives who decree every Trump-Russia claim to be true without seeing any evidence, it’s certainly safe to say that many hundreds of thousands of people, almost certainly millions, were exposed to these false claims.”25

Greenwald’s story was headlined, “The U.S. Media Suffered Its Most Humiliating Debacle in Ages and Now Refuses All Transparency Over What Happened.”26

I can’t help but wonder if this story would have made it on the air if CNN’s newsroom, and other newsrooms, weren’t so anti-Trump to begin with. If CNN’s newsroom was half for Trump and half for Biden, they likely would have been more guarded and more accurate.

When reporters and editors are almost universally against someone, as they are with former president Trump, they let down their guard. If the news is anti-Trump, they want it to be true. It doesn’t take much time, or scrutiny, before the news is aired. If it’s pro-Trump, it’s harder to get on the air. Let’s be more careful. Where’s the hard evidence? Let’s check it out, they’re told.

In this instance, why didn’t editors at CNN tell Raju that unless he saw the email himself, CNN couldn’t put the accusation on the air? If he had seen it, I presume he would have noticed the date was not what his sources told him.

But when a journalism school, and a newsroom, consist of people who overwhelmingly think one way, it’s easier to air information that supports their points of view, especially if it comes from an anti-Trump anonymous source.

The same thing happened in January 2021 to the Washington Post.

An anonymous source told the Post that President Trump made a phone call to an election inspector in Georgia as part of the former president’s claim that he won the state.

The Post headlined its January 9, 2021, story, “‘Find the fraud’: Trump pressured a Georgia elections investigator in a separate call legal experts say could amount to obstruction.”27

The story was based on an anonymous source who told the Post that Trump told Frances Watson, Georgia secretary of state’s chief election investigator, to “find the fraud” and that Watson would be a “national hero” for doing so.

Other media outlets chased the story.

[image: image]
Source: Screenshot. MSNBC’s Weekends with Alex Witt. January 9, 2021.


Except that’s not what Trump said.

Once again, the press trusted an anti-Trump anonymous source. Once again, the press failed the public.

Two months after the Post ran its accusatory story against Trump, an audiotape of the call was found and released by Georgia election officials. The Post quickly changed its tune as it quietly corrected its story.


The Post misquoted Trump’s comments on the call, based on information provided by a source. Trump did not tell the investigator to “find the fraud” or say she would be “a national hero” if she did so. Instead, Trump urged the investigator to scrutinize ballots in Fulton County, Ga., asserting she would find “dishonesty” there. He also told her that she had “the most important job in the country right now.”28



Once again, the media too easily fell for the word of an anonymous source. In this case, the source turned out to be Georgia’s deputy secretary of state, Jordan Fuchs. Trump publicly fought with Fuchs’s boss, Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger, about the accuracy of Georgia’s election results.

The Washington Post wasn’t the only media outlet that fell for the lines they were given about Trump’s call to Watson. In a repeat of when other media outlets “independently confirmed” CNN’s phony story about Donald Trump Jr. and WikiLeaks, the Federalist reported that “[s]everal other major media outlets—including NBC, ABC, USA Today, PBS, and CNN—‘confirmed’ the fabricated quotes from the Post’s anonymous source by, get this, citing their own anonymous sources.”29

The media just don’t learn, do they?

Today, it seems, scoops and clicks in support of a cause are too often more important than truth, accuracy, and fairness. It’s no wonder the fourth pillar is collapsing.

Former journalist Ron Fournier served as White House correspondent and bureau chief for the Associated Press. In early January 2018, Fournier tweeted, “Most journalists get into the business to make things better, to force change, to move the needle. That can’t happen in DC right now.”30

What a refreshing tweet. Fournier didn’t say people go into journalism to cover the news. He didn’t say people become reporters to inform the public about events by providing facts.

He admitted that most people become journalists to carry out an agenda by forcing change or moving a needle.

Whose needle? What kind of change? How do you define better?

I assure you it’s not movement of the needle in a conservative, small government, pro-life, free enterprise direction. Make no mistake—for the four years of the Trump presidency the media’s point of view was decidedly anti-Trump. They were determined to move the needle against a president they intensely disliked. Many reporters decided Trump was a threat to America and they needed to save the republic. Good and fair reporting be damned.

The CNN-WikiLeaks imbroglio hit at a particularly bad time for the press.

Just a few days earlier, ABC News was forced to retract a story by its longtime chief investigative correspondent Brian Ross alleging that then-candidate Trump directed retired general Michael Flynn, at the time a campaign adviser, to contact Russia during the 2016 campaign.31

In a tweet that was later deleted, ABC News reported, “Michael Flynn promised ‘full cooperation to the Mueller team’ and is prepared to testify that as a candidate, Donald Trump ‘directed him to make contact with the Russians.’”32

Once again, the media got its timing wrong. Another anti-Trump bombshell turned into a dud.

Shortly after Ross broke the news, he unbroke it.

In another tweet, which for some odd reason was deleted by ABC, the network reported, “Clarification of ABC News Special Report: Flynn prepared to testify that President-elect Donald Trump directed him to make contact with the Russians *during the transition*—initially as a way to work together to fight ISIS in Syria, confidant now says.”33

During the transition. Not during the campaign.

So ABC News told its viewers that Trump initially directed a top aide to work with Russia during the campaign, implying that Trump colluded with Russia on who knows what. But the truth was that Trump did what every president-elect does: He directed his foreign policy experts to work with foreign countries as part of his transition to office.

ABC suspended Brian Ross for four weeks without pay over this mistake and ultimately parted ways with him a few months later—presumably fed up with the numerous other mistakes Ross had made over his career. (When I was press secretary, Ross reported that Saddam Hussein was behind
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