N
THE
McGILL LECTURE
Claude Sitton
Editor, The News and Obsemer
Vice President,The News and ObserverPublishingCo.

Claude Sitton

Georgia is fonunale in many respects,but in nonc more so than in
having one of the finest collegesofjoumalism in the nation. It is a
tribub both to its dean and faculty and to the suppori it receives frorn
the Georgia press.The distinguishedGeorgianfor whom the college is
named-Henry Grady-was an editor who provedequal to the challenge of change.We meet in tribuk to Ralph McGill, an apostleof
changein his time. And we meeaat a time whenchangechallengesour
profession as never before,
No one can say how McGill would deal with our challcnge.But I do
know this. He kept his cyes on fte future.And I tlrink he would tell us
to do lie same-to look at where we are, where we need !o go, and
what we needto do to get ftere. His principlescould guide us. And
chief among them was his belief that if a newspaperis 1osucceedit
musl offer s€riouscontent,it must have somethingto say.
I grew up on a farm in RockdaleCounty in the 1930s.Back then it
was theAtlqnta Journal that coveredDixie like the dew. WSB Radio
was the king of broadcasthill. Televisionwas an interestingexperiment.
Noauntil I retumed!o Cmrgia aalhe end of World War II did I come
to rcAdrheAtlsnla Constiraion utd ahecolumnof ils greateditor.Even
then McGill's pen had earnedhim a placeamongsuch leadingSouthem editorsas DouglasSouthallFreemanand Virginius Dabneyof
Richmond [Virginiaj, Josephusand JonathanDanielsof Raleigh [Nonh
Carolinal, Mark Etheridgeof Louisville [Kenaucky],and Hodding
Caner Jr. of Greenville,Mississippi.
I first met Mccill in 1949.He and JackTarver were getting offof
an elevatorir $e old Reddy Kilowatt Building, which housedthc

Cazrlitltron on Fo6yth Stre€t. McGi[ had just hired Tarver as associate editor---{ real stsokeof genius for them both! Tarver b€camepublisher and president of Atlanta Newspapers.And, while Tarver and
Mccill had their differences, it was Tarver who fought off one attempt
after another to kick Mccill out of his pulpit on the front page of the
Constitution.
I got to know Mccill well while covering the South for the New yorlc
Iimes from early in 1958until !a!e into 1964.My oflice wasjust
around the comer from his on he Cozstitztian's fifth floor. He was a
man driven by curiosity-a tmit of all good joumalisls. And often when
I cameback from covering somecivil rights crisis, we would lalk.
For Mccill, the inlerview was a suctionhose.What's the situation
now? How did it get that way? What's it going to be in the future? This
was no idle gossip. Oh, no! I soon found out that if I vr'asdoing a think
piecefor the Sundaypaper,I'd damn wetl betler not tell Mccill. If I
did, he would beat me into print in his column in papersall over the
country. Nobody would ever accuse McGill of stealing from me. No, I
would be the prime suspect.
McGill had more than curiosity. He had a geat love for people, especially those who w€re dou,n and out through no fault of their own.
You knew that when you read him. That great love-fortunately for the
South-was matched by geat iniellect and lalenl No matter how
complex the issue,he could seeit whole. And he could write it clearly.
That's what I want to do now with the challengesthatjoumalism faces.
Press,mdio, and television are being tested as never b€fore. We compete for the attention of a public whose busy lifestyle leaves little free
time. We contend with pressuresfrom within and without that threaten
our credibility. We convey news to an audience whose ability to comprehend is sometimes dulled by a lack of interest or a lack of leaming
or boti. We cope with a demand for content that not only fills the wanl.s
and needsof readersbut does so in a vibrant and compelling way.
News media have undergonea revolution sincethat day in 1949
when I met McGill. Circulation of the nation's 1,643d,ailynewspapers
is up. That's becauseof our Sundaygrowth, which continues.But on
weekdayswe now reachan averageofonly half the nation's households. Weeklies number 7,600, counting paid and free. Their circulation totals 53 million, comparedwith about63 million for dailies.
Radio was once dismissedas a dying medium.But targetmarketing
has turned radio into a scrappy competitor. Television has become a
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gianl But it's a giant with a migraineheadachecalled market fragmentation. Cornmercial netlvorks may soon seetheir shareof the market
dmp below 50 percent. Cable, on the other hand, is thriving. CNN
lcable News Netltrorkl is a major player with a very bright fuhre.
Magazines,bmks, and niche publicationsbid successfullyalong with
broadcasting for readersand advertisers. And the market now embraces
some new competitors-audience-segmented cable channels and all
manner of dalabases.Even the facsimile newspap€ris making ano0er
try at prolitability.
Four major developments in the last four decadeshave affecied the
gathering and dissemination of news:
. First, broadcast has long since replaced print as the town crier who
hits the sreet llrst wilh the hmdlines. Second, changing lifestyles have sent alrnost two-thirds of women
betwe€n 16 and 64 to work outside lhe home. reduced leisure time. and
crcated new ways !o spend it.
. Third, technology lets us serve the special interests created by
those changesand serve them in new ways.
. Fourth, images rather than the printed word dominate oul society.
Television is the medium of that dominance. It has great appeal. It
can bring the famous into our living rooms. It can take us live and in
color to someof the world's momentousevents.And, in skilled hands,
it can serve as a constructive medium of infomation and education.
But television'sappeallies in pan in its ability o deceive.I do not
speak of the ahocity of the docudrama, with its false pictues, false
sequences,and false dialogue; nor do I speak of the reenactrnentor
simulation of news events. I speak instead of tl|e viewer's reaction to
what's viewed.
Reporters deal in summaries, as they must. And summaries can be
d€ceptive. But ihe potential fu deception is far greater when the summary comesfrom television.Just listen to SanderVanocurof ABC.
Vanocur,who was a friend of Mccill, brings to the subjectinsights
gained through years of distinguished work in lelevision news here and
abroad.He puts it this way:
"We do not say so explicitly, but implicit in what we put on your
t€levisionscresns-sirrce the cameraneverblinks, unlike the human
eye nhich does-is the idea that what we are showingyou is truth on
cue. I doubt that we do. I doubt that joumalists,with or without television, can ever do that."
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If you've seenan event and theIl watched it reponed on television,
you know what SandyVanocw meals. You know how much of what
you saw was left on the cutting room floor. But you don't miss it in that
searnlessweb of images that paradesacrossthe screen.
That imagery-the setting, the shapes,the color, and the fast-paced
clip at which t}tey crowd in upon us through the camera's eye,---{an
affect our perceptions in other ways. They stoke our emotions,
manipulate our thoughts, and ransport us into a make-believe world.
Pmple don't listen to television.They watch it. And communication
experts know well the potency of its imagery. Advertising uses it to s€ll
everything from toothpaste to political candidates.Yes, it works
for the prcduct. But when it comes to public affai$ it doesn't work for
the syst€m-no, not for our democracy. Voter lumout has becn on a
downhill slide lhroughoutthe televisionera.
In fact, Joel Swerdlowof NonhwestemUniversity's Annenberg
Washingtonhogram fu CommunicationsPolicy Studiesthinks television is destroyiDgour two-pady system.He saysTV hasled more
and more candidatesto build their own organizations. This breeds the
politics of pe.somlity as opposed to the politics of party and the politics of issues.Today's candidate must.be telegenic. No Harry Trumans
needapply.
Television has another quality that is masked by the impact of its
imagery.It often gives us newsgatheringin the raw. Producersdon't.
like "talking heads." So, we get a staccatorush from one sound bite !o
anocher.This is not the slory of a reporter who has talked to many
sources,done the necessaryresearch,and then pulled the results togetherinto a comprehensivewhole.
Television, too often today, underminesjournalistic credibility. I say
that even thoughpublic opinion polls rank televisionnewssomewhat
aheadof newspapersin believability.I say it becausetelevisionshows
a world that neverwas and neverwill be. But televisiol is by no means
the only contributor10this erosionofcredibility.
Current fends in nen spapercircles raise new theats to credibility.
We hearii said that newspapersneeda fresh mindset.Aggressivecoverage, truthful reporting, interesting writing, and professional behavior
are not enough.No. We must project a warm and cuddly image,one
that saysnewspapersare the fm place !o be. What we have he.e is a
problem of perception.
Two questions:First, can newspapersbeattelevisionas an entertain-

rnent medium? Second, is it smart to play to your opponent's strong
suit?
well, smartor not, somenewspapersare trying. They're soft. They
uivialize conlenL They scom coverage of public affairs. They seek, not
respect, buacheap popularity and the profits they think it will bring.
Millard Grimes, the owoer of the Roc&daleCirizer in Conyers-my
old hometown-focused his laser eye on $e problem five yea$ ago' In
his fine book he edited on the history of fte Georgia press, TrE Las,
Linotype,MTlafi s ys the greatest threat to newspapersmay stem not
from without but from within. His words:
"In 1985,much morc than in 1950,the bottom line is discussedfar
more frequently than the banner line at most newspaperoffices. . . .
There is a gmwing impression that newspapersare looked on first as
'properties'
that produce income, rather than as a primary means of
informing the pubtic aboutnhat's going oll."
He continues:"Financial sEengthis essential,of course,if the Press
is to be free and independent,but several factors in the 1980s are pressuring newspapercompanies !o strive for ever higher Profit margins,
often at the expenseof the news and information function, which is,
after all, the purpose for which they were created and granted federal
constitutional protection."
Why is he right? Excessive prices paid for newspapers.Debt seryice
that demands huge cash outflows from new owners, The scramble for
capital to buy ne$, equipment. Stock sales that render the larger public
companies vulnerable to the demand for shon-brm profils. Don't think
these trends have escapedour readers.
Take a look at the Gallup organization's swveys fc Times MinorThey show a substantial erosion of public confidence in press,radio,
and television.The public continuesto like us, to believe us.But it
doubts that we are disinterested reporlers of the political and social
scene.Criticism of some of our practices has increased substantially.
The public seesa lack of faimess, questionable independence,inaccuracy,and inEusiveness.Even 4 of evety l0 membersof the Press
itself find bias in news coverage. They say this bias is nei6er political
incomplete
nor @onomic.Inslead,they attributeit to one-sidedness,
and sloppy reporting, and unconscious personal bias. There is perhaps
another reason, one tlat we hear less aboui.
This is our hypersensitivityin coveringissuesinvolving rece,ethnici'
ty, and gender. The lya shington Post ombudsman,Richard llarf,ood'

dealt with this recendyin his Sundaycolumn. He sayspressuresfrom
groupsdemandingspecialEeament "can-and sometimesdo--lead to
self-censorshipand an unwillingnessio dcal candidly with .sensitive'
realities."No doubt ou readersnotice and wonder why we're not coming cleanwith them.
My list of sins againstcredibility goesfarther:excessiveuseof
anonymoussources,keepingcompanywith the rich and famous,and
double-dippingby servingon boardsand agenciesthat we cover. Now,
I ask you, shouldwe wonder that the public questionsour independence?
Add to that list suchoutages as the recentpurchaseof Alaska's
second-largest
nervspaperby the state'ssecondlargestpetsoleumservices company.It admits it's going to turn that newspaperinto a plaG
form for a pro-oil point of view. Savea spot,too, for the former headof
a chain who writes his autobiography,describeshimself as an S-O.B.,
and then offers persuasiveevidencethat this is so. About all you can
say for that capcr is that it sells books.
And let's no( leave out rhose old misdeeds that mar the work of all
rnedia.In our rush o get thejob done,we are sometimescarelesswith
our facb and with the reputationsof others.We do at timespursuethe
abnormaleven when tlte normal is more sigDificant.And we are quick
to judge, slow io retact ourjudgmentswhen in enor-though lessso
than in the past.
But let's be re3listic.hactitioners of a craft that pushes,pokes,and
pries into the businessof otherswill alrvayshave a credibiliry problem.
That meanswe must presson with trat searchingself-scrutinyand vigorousdebateof our pracdcesand policies.However,pleasekeep in
mind that wisdom from William Alten White: Thereare threethinss no
one can do !o the full satisfactionof anyoneelse-poke the fire, m-ake
lore, and edit the newspaper.
Thereis one bestanswerio newspalErcritics and that's betterconient. The strengthsare thereto provide iL Newspaperscan handlecomplexity. They can takereaderswhere the TV cameranevergoes.The
newspaperpackage,unlike television,possesses
the flexibility to rcach
multiple audiences.And newspapersstill hold the franchiseon tocal
news.
Newspapershavemademajor improvementsof late-in illustration,
in format,and in acccssibility.Color hasaddcdattractiveness.
althoush
we're beginningto ovcrdoseon i(. Someeditorsseemto think color-

whetherit's the last roseof summeror the filst hot-air balloon of
generatea rush io the newssiand.I doubt it.
spring----can
I relerredearlierto news that fills society'swantsand needsin an
interestingand complling way. And we have the rcsourcesto provide
it. Reporten and edilors are smarter than ever, better educated than
ever, better informcd thancver.
Our writing showsimprovement.we set lhe scene,more ofteo than
not. We give readersthe sight, sound,smcll. Wc no longcr are prone tQ
ignqre storiesthat are simply interestingin and of themsclves.But we
brag too much in billing our reportcrsas being a superiorcrossbetrte€n
a prosecutorand a vicc squaddetcctive.
It that's so, why did we come so late to lhc Savings& Loan scandal?
Why did we falt for a phony insurancecrisis that led some statesto gut
their tolt laws and make it more tlifficult for victims lo recoverfor
wrongful injury? Why did we allow one presidentafter anotherto mask
rising budgetdcficits by cooking the books with balancesborrowed
from Social Securiry,the Highway Trust Fund, and othcr sources?
hasimproved.But
National and foreign newscontentof newsPapers
presentatiol remainsa problem.Front-pageleadsand headlinesoften
echo last night's blecasi. And they lack so much as a hint that the s!ories they showcaseoffer the readernot only the "what" and $e "where"
but the "why" and the "how." Sure,it's difficult to do. But the answer
is not to bury signihcantnationaland foreign storiesback with the mattressadsor to ignore lhem altogether,as we sometimesdo. How tragic
that is in a world grown interdependent.
Foreign newsofien exertslocal impact.Foreign tradein 1987accountedfo{ a quarterof our grossnationalprcduct-four times i$ value in the 1950s.The Sou0r'sfarmerssell againstlhe overseasproducers of catale.cotton, and lobacco.Textile, rubbcr,and auto workers
dependfor their pychecks on Amcrican successin competingwith
foreign manufacturers.
The local natureof foreign news goesbeyondthejobs addedor put
at risk. Our nation wearsa coat of many colors. You havereaderswith
friendsor relativesabroad.They want you to tell lhcm-as only newspaperscan-what's taking placein Europe,in Africa, in htin Amenca
and $e Pacific Rim. You havc foreign studentsat local schoolsand
universities.
Yet, U.S. news mcdia havecut back sharplyon resourcesdevotedto
covering foreign ncws. Articles in last fall's issueof the Gannetl
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Centerlournal rc,llus 0rat the numberof coffespondentssentabroad
hasdroppedfrom 2,500 to 420 sinceWorld War II. Full-rime American
correspondents
are stationedin fewer fian one-thirdof the world's
nations.What's more, they are moved so often that few have the timein-countryneededto understandthe p€opleand eventslhey cover.
Medium-sizedand larger dailies have rediscoveredlocal news.
They've also rediscoveredthat local news is expensiveto cover and
difficult to define. It's expcnsivcbecauseit's so labor intensivc-and it
takesgood peopleif it's !o be done well. It's difficult ro define bocause
of how we live. What's "local" in a sububan community of farnilics in
which the parentswork in widely separatedplacesand the childrcn aitend two or threedifferent schoolsoutsidethe neighborhood?Ifs hard
to find the'lhere" in their lives.
Readabilityguruswam us againstusing any word that hasmore flan
two syllables.Well, maybethree.I'm going to useone with six. Iz-lerre -la1ed-ness.Ioterrelatedness.
Meaning.It's the tie that binds -one
fact to anolher,one seriesof eventsto anofter series.Pattem.Meaning.
That's what newspapercontenttoday lacks too often.
Tlt'eWall StreetJouza, often hasit. The Journal may lack color
photographs,circus makeup,sports,and comics.It may be blessedor
cused-depending on your point of view-with editorialswritten from
the perspectiveof a troglodyte.Bui it hasat leastthreestorieson its
frcnt pageon most days and a good many inside that possessintcrrclatedness.This is interpretivejoumalism in the bestsense.Perhapsthis is
why theJournal leadsfie pack in the credibility standings.
InterFetive joumalism does not meanslantedreporting,causeadvocacy,or ttuowing spitballsat authority.Mccill describedit correcdy
back in 1959in criticizing the falseconceptof objectiviry. [n a Pulitzer
addressat Columbia University that year,he said:
"One of the cursesof newspaperingwas,and is, the cult of objectivity. Objectivity, ofcourse, was a formula inventedfor escapingfrom
the recklesslyslantednewsof the good old days.Prinaboth sides,we
said,and let lhe peoplemake up their minds. But we overdid it. Some
of the readerswe have lost have fled the obscuringeffectsof objcctivity . . . . The troublewith Americanjoumalism's objecriviry was that
it wasn't really objecdve sincc it usually obscured$e factsand causcd
readersto say, 'l wonder what fte whole story and the completetruth
is?"'
What was true for Mccill in 1959is truc today.Revercnccfor falsc

objectivity too often marks coveragcof state,national,and foreign
newsby somenews agenciesThc AssociarcdPresshasmany capable
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which provide excellcni covcragem?ukcdby valuableinsight at prices
well wilhin reach.
The absenceof interpretiveor explanatoryrepofling on lic local lovel can be taced to a numbcr of sourccs.Rcporterswho are gre€n,laz'y'
or both write without first undcrstandingwhat it is they havecovercd'
But anotherfaclor accounlsfor our shoncomingsin this respectand it's
one that publisherscan and should do somefting about'
I speakof fte widespreadbolief that go(d reportersand writcrs must
becomeediiors b get th€ pay and prestigethey deserve'That's not so
in Europe-And I think the bestEutopeannewspapersat times surpass
our besawhen it comesto explanatoryjoumalism. we also needrcponen who have sharedwith our readerssomeof life's experiencessuchas
chil&en, a home,and a mongage And you can keep liem only with
decentsalaries.You get whal you pay for.
There's anotherway in which our newsand edito'ial staffs are by no
of lhe puhlicwe scrvc We muslrecruit.retain,
meansrepresentative
and promotemore black reportersand editors Otherwise,we will ncver
do an adequatejob of covcring all segmenbof our communities,nor
wilt we attractthe black subscriberswe must have to maintainour
p€netrationratesat acceptablelevels.
In all of our effors, we stnuld seekrespect,not poPularity'Popularity is not a legitimatr goal for a newspapcr.Bul a constructiveresPonse
t; the needsof tlle societythat the newspaperservesceflainly is And'
as hasalwaysbeentruc, sociely's greatestneedtoday is t-heability to
deal intelligently with change.
We must communicateand interpretthat change.We must dig
beneaththe surfaceof evenlsfor hiddcn meaningand potentialtrends'
of which I spokc'
We must searchout that pattemof int€rrelatedness
And we must fnint lhc way to promisingalrcmatives That coursewill
bring us respect-and rcaders.It will also k€€p us true to our roasonlor
being-the covcragcof publicaffairs.
Lei us cut no slack for thc imbccilesin our rankswho say tha( thg
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ms c6r icOrte fiet cov€rage.Why do they think theFirst Amendircnr *tl uaoopurnd ratffied?And' forgel not, it is the RRST
,lmcrrafirenUi.-mSf in Ulatstudy framewo* of libeny-the Bill of

iiflsT irl sup'portof our four freedoms---of speech,press,
ft$ilt
13;;gion,rnd assetnbly: and, thus' FIRST in defense of our future as a
de&lddtatic tddonl
We have iames lvfadison of Virginia o thank in large measure for rhe
Fllst Ainendmcnt. He saw the press as vital to democratic governmenl
To him, the fteedoms of speechand press were much more than iust
humanvalues-values importanlto the individual alone.No. They
w€lle critical to self-govemmenl Democracy requied $at the people
possessthe knowledge prcvided by full and vigorcus debateof public
sffairs.
That is why $e founders gave to fte press the special protection of
the First Amendment tllat we enjoy to this very day. That protection
exists for a purpose. We neglect that purpose at our peril. If we fail to
cover public affairs, we will lose not only he reason for that prorection
but also that proiection itself.
Mccill said it: We shouldand we must publish newspaperswith
somethingto say.And what did he meanby that?List€n to thesewords
from his column on June 16, 1968:
"One hundredyearsago this moming, the first issueof ?ie Arlazra
Constiturion was prblished and circulated to a public ready to read a
newspaperwith something to say.
'There
is a feeling of awe, which all the staff shares,at being a part
ofan institutionwhich hascompleteda cenury of printing the rews,
enaeringvigorously into issueswhich have within them the power !o
benefit or ham, advance or retard, the progress of the city, iare and
nanon.
"The Atlanta Constit.ttionwas to becomeunique.It was not conlent
to be simply a local newspaper,provincial and narrow of view, as were
not merely its competibrs but its contemporariesgenerally. .
'"I\e
Constittltion-then and now-feels it owesa duty to its readcrs
to interpret national influences and forces and their possible, or certain,
effect on the South."
So said Ralph McGill. If it was importantin his day thaljounralism
offer seriouscontent-that it have somethingto say_it's just as impor_
tani in ows. Whetherit will is up to us-o you and to me_for there's
really no one else.

