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			Book Presentation: Watchdogs of Democracy? by Helen Thomas

			Book Abstract

			Somehow, the press has lost its way. It no longer appears to be the touchstone of democracy where the truth is mightier than money. Thomas believes three things have changed journalism for the worse: increasing emphasis on the bottom line, decreasing emphasis on diligence and honesty, and heightened competition for ad dollars, which are manipulated by political and business interests. Journalists have to get back to the basics of being detached from a particular point of view/political perspective and a singular devotion to the truth.

			Without the truth getting out, democracy doesn’t stand a chance. Now, more than ever, the American public needs the facts.

			About the Author

			Helen Thomas is a fixture of the Washington Press Corps and holds more than 30 honorary degrees. The White House Correspondent’s Association created the Helen Thomas Lifetime Achievement Award in her honor. Thomas has also written three other books about her time in Washington’s journalistic circles: Thanks for the Memories, Mr. President; Front Row at the White House and Dateline: White House. 

		


		
			Summary of Watchdogs of Democracy? (Helen Thomas)

			Journalism Is Critical to Democracy, The Trick Is Figuring Out How to Be a Journalist

			The biggest problem with journalism today can be summed up by this commonly-heard statement: “You can’t believe what you read in the newspapers or hear on TV.” In an era where the sheer number of ways the public can find out facts is exploding, never have facts been so much in doubt. Part of the problem is a lack of critical discernment by the public. Americans view The Drudge Report as a source as valid as the Washington Post. Americans have these views despite the fact that the Washington Post has fact checkers, reporters and attorneys on retainer and Matt Drudge has only a computer and Internet access.

			Scandals have tainted everybody’s view of journalism, even journalists, and this has helped fuel the belief that the press can’t be trusted. Jayson Blair, the prodigy who turned out not to be as intent on getting at the truth as he was at getting at the paycheck, caused mass firings at the New York Times. Janet Cooke had to return her Pulitzer when it was discovered that her touching story about a child addicted to heroin was concocted. Even the famous Jack Kelley, a veteran reporter respected by the industry, was exposed as a better fiction writer than journalist. (He was caught when he trying to convince translators to “corroborate” his accounts of overseas stories.) Then there was Dan Rather’s story on interesting gaps in George W. Bush’s “military service” that caused CBS to fire Rather, but not to look further into the truth about Bush’s service.

			Without a doubt, journalism’s integrity is questioned by many Americans today as a result of these events. However, there are other problems that have made things worse. For example, the Bush administration has paid journalists to laud their programs and they have sent out video-footage that looks like newsreels, but isn’t. The Pentagon has paid foreign journalists to plant stories in the foreign press that give a positive “spin” to the American military. There was a man who “reported” for a news service with GOP ties under a pseudonym and asked questions designed to make Democrats look foolish.

			The problems of today are not new. Reporters erred in the past, but they also uncovered things that did change history for the better. The Woodward and Bernstein team is an excellent reminder of the good that the press does. Both men worked hard to uncover the facts. They were able to reveal serious problems within the Nixon White House because they worked with their publisher, Katherine Graham, their editor, Ben Bradley, and their source, “Deep Throat.” In June 2005, this anonymous source finally stepped forward and disclosed his identity that had been kept secret by the Post editorial staff and both reporters.

			If it weren’t for the reporters of the past, America would be a different place. It has been honest, hardworking reporters of integrity that have kept the personal ambitions, greed and power-lust from overwhelming Washington completely. Standard Oil’s monopolizing ways halted when Ida Tarbell, a pioneering female reporter, uncovered a conspiracy between Standard Oil and the rail lines to make it impossible for smaller oil companies to compete. Paul Y. Anderson, a freelance journalist, tracked down rumors to uncover the Teapot Dome oil lease scandal. When Daniel Ellsberg leaked the Pentagon Papers to the New York Times and the papers were printed, it signaled to the government that they were being watched. Nixon and Kissinger went to court to prevent the papers from being published and were slapped down. The Supreme Court made it clear that the duty of the press was to expose duplicity by the government and that duty outweighed any other consideration. The environment that this court decision established kept Watergate from being swept under the carpet. It made reporters and editors very aware of the importance of their work.

			The Iran-Contra scandal came to light via reports from a Lebanese newspaper. The Washington Press Corps picked up on this story and demanded answers from President Reagan and Vice President George H.W. Bush. Bush denied the story. Later, it was discovered that Bush had known and had participated in Iran-Contra after saying that they were simply renegades in the administration who planned and executed the entire thing. It was unfortunate that nobody went back to investigate further and confront Bush on his lie.

			From that point forward, it almost seems as though journalism lost its focus. Instead of pursuing Bush to ask about that lie, the press corps became more interested in Clinton’s sex life and financial dealings than why drug smuggling and arms sales were covered up by the administration before his.

			Presidents, Press Secretaries and Journalists—History Made and Unmade

			Many things have changed dramatically over the years, but there are some constants to the news game. Good journalism still takes legwork and an unwillingness to settle for less than the truth. Reporters in the 40s and 50s did not have the nice offices and computers of today, but they had the immutable sense of doing an important job. Reporters weren’t paid in money as much as knowledge and real access. Reporters were invited to state dinners then and reported on conversations with heads of state, foreign dignitaries and Presidents. The last President covered by Helen Thomas, George W. Bush, has had just five state dinners in six years.

			The openness of the past has all but vanished. Reporters used to walk with the Presidents or jog alongside them in the park. Today, it is virtually impossible to get near the President, much less talk to him. Most reporters have to be content with second-hand access via the Press Secretary. In the Bush-2 presidency, the Press Secretaries have more loyalty to Bush than to the country. Not only do they simply repeat whatever their “message” or talking point of the day is, but they do so without questioning the policies or whether what they’re parroting is the truth. That harms the nation.

			During the Kennedy administration, the Assistant Secretary of Defense appalled the press by saying “governments have a right to lie.” This statement seems naively charming compared to the incredible and unchallenged mendacity of the Bush-2 administration in leading the nation into war in Iraq. In their fear of being perceived as “unpatriotic,” the press failed to protect American and Iraqi families from an unnecessary war.

			Leaking, Spinning and Other Forms of News Management

			Every President balances news and its impact in the way that he informs the public. It is impossible not to manage the news, but when the management process alters the quality or value of that information, that is when problems arise. The government can present information any way it wants, but it is up to journalists to make sure that what the public gets is as close to the truth as possible. Journalists need to suspect the government’s motivation and ask questions of as many sources as it takes to figure out what is actually going on.

			There are many techniques of “news management.” Presidents and their staff can withhold or “deny” information to the press. Another technique is to harass the press and make it difficult to do their job. Revoking press passes or staging press conferences that the reporter is not invited to are common harassment techniques. Presidents can also avoid calling on reporters who ask tough questions.

			Nixon took news management to a completely different level; he had reporters’ phones tapped. Reporter Daniel Schor was investigated by the FBI at Nixon’s behest. Another writer who wrote an article on Nixon found that his sources were being called by the White House and the writer was investigated by the IRS.

			The attempt at news management during Watergate was extreme and so was the outcome. Thirty Nixon aides were sent to prison because of Watergate. Unfortunately, politicians did not take away the correct lessons from Watergate. Every single press fiasco prior to the administration of George W. Bush led up to the extreme news management being practiced at present. There is no doubt that this administration observed and documented the mistakes of the past. There is equally little doubt that the American public knows that this Bush administration wants to control information. At least 94 percent of the respondents to a CNN poll on the topic believe that the Bush administration wants “to control the media.” Apparently, Bush-2 did not learn the most important lesson about news management: it inevitably creates more problems.

			Among the various scoundrels, liars and propagandists lying in wait for the unwary reporter, there are nuggets of actual gold: whistleblowers. These are people who act on their conscience to expose wrongdoing. It was through a whistleblower that the activities at Abu Ghraib came to light. Sergeant Joseph Darby saw horrible photos of his fellow guards abusing prisoners, conferred with his mom and gave a CD with the photos to an army investigator. His buddies thought that he had betrayed them, but his family applauded his integrity.

			Today as never before, Bush-2 administration members, appointed judges and members of the Department of Justice collude to prevent journalists from ascertaining facts, building informant networks and informing the people. These same individuals are ignoring constitutionally protected citizens’ rights as well as traditional press rights. Since many press freedoms are conventions and traditions rather than law, they are being slowly eroded by tactics such as jailing reporters until they reveal sources, subpoenaing notes and confidential information (such as visits to psychologists/psychiatrists by reporters). Attempts to suppress news and protect both reporters and their sources are being taken up by state shield laws. Shield laws protect confidential informants. There are too few of these laws in existence to make the practice universal. However, without shield and whistleblower laws today, Watergate could not have happened.

			Since the Bush administration is so fond of citing the “intent” of the founding fathers as a reason for many of their actions, it might be wise to review what a founding father said about the press and its rights. To paraphrase Thomas Jefferson, a signatory to the U.S. Constitution, he said that he would rather have a press without the government than a government without the press.

			When News Is Treated as a Business, The Public Gets “The Business”—Not the News

			Newspapers and the broadcast media are under attack by both economics and government regulatory agencies. Their subscriber bases and advertising revenues are dwindling. With the exception of the Hispanic media, newspapers are losing ground and going out of business faster than they are being created. Even as the circulation of “white” newspapers has

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Why was Israel, with a clearly established nuclear arsenal, not a danger while Iraq, with no known nukes, a threat?

					Why did President Bush announce that he deplored the innocent deaths in Israel, but not the deaths of innocents in Iraq?

					Why does the President not ask the Iraqi people if they want a regime change?

			

			
			
			
			Great Journalists and Why We Need To Cling To Those Memories More Than Ever Before
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