
John Seigenlhaler delivered the seventh Rqlph Mccill Leclure in
the Chapel on The Universit! <t-f Georgia campus.

u



r_

oPo 5229,241

THE
McGILL LECTURE

John Seigenthaler
Editor and Publisher, The Tennessean
Editorial Director, USA Today

I am pleased to be here at this institution dedicated to ex-
cellence in journalism and pleased to speak at the school which
bears the name of Henry Grady, whose editorship stands as a
symbol of journalistic l ight in a time that was shadowed by the
dark of ignorance,

But more than pleased, I am truly honored and deeply moved
by the invitation to become a part of this distinguished lecture
series memorializing the l ife and work of Ralph Mccil l.

To a journalist, Southern by birth and upbringing, who
worked in this region when it needed and relied on McGill 's
powerful editorial voice, it is impossible to think of him in less
than heroic terms.

As a young reporter, I read him daily and avidly on the op-
posite editorial page of the Tennesseqn- He was, at times, the
only regional voice of reason.

Our newsroom in the mid and late 1950's was populated by
outstanding young journalists: David Halberstam, now an author
but a reporter still; Tom Wicker, currently a voice of reason in
the opinion pages of the New York Times; Creed Black, present-
ty publisher of the Lexington Herold-Leader; Dick Harwood,
who serves as deputy managing editor of the Washingtan Posl:
Fred Graham, who is the Supreme Court correspondent of CBS
News; and Wallace Westfeldt, who most recently was the ex-
ecutive producer of the 1984 televised presidential debates.

That place, as you might imagine, was alive with intellectual
ferment.



I  cou l r l  o l  beg in  lo  speak  lo r  such a  d i le rsc  g roup o l  pcr -
sona l i t ies  on  an , " -  sub jec t -save one.  In  a  rea l  sense McCi i l l  was
Ior  l l renr  r r 'ha t  he  *as  l i r r  n re  and so  Inan l  o lher  )ourger  jour -
oa l i s ls :  a  gu id ing  s (ar  b l ' \ \h ich  we sc l  our  p ro less iona l  conr -
passes .

He in l l ( |enced our  l i res ,  o r r r  lh ink ing ,  our  careers .  and l l le
cor r r \e  o l  conduct  o l  p r ( )g ress ive  ed i to l ia l  thought  th roughout
(he  reg ion .

As  i i ' l ennessean I  l c l l  spec ia l  iden t i l i ca t ion  rv i th  h in r ,  a  1 'en-
ne \sean.  I  r \ ' as  p roud o l  the  fac t  tha t  he  h i l ( l  s tud ied  in  Nashv i l le ,
a {  \ 'anderb i l t .  I  ras  g lad  lha l  |  \ \o rked lo r  lhc  paper  in  rn \
hor re  lo$ l  lha t  e \noLrsec l  an  ed i to r ia l  po i r r t  o l  v ieu  ak in  to  h is
osn.  I  g lo r ied  in  the  i rony  and la rer  recd lcd  h im abou l  i t - - lha t
oul local conrpelit iol, t lrc N?.s,[ rl//e I]annet, uhere NlcCill bcgal!
h is  carecr ,  s lud ious l t  ignored h is  pos i t ions  wh€n i t  cou ld  and op-
posec i  l r i ru  when i t  cou ld  no t .

For  n )e ,  anJ  v icar ious  ident i l i ca l ion  w i th  N lcC; i l l  \as  lu l l i l l i ng .
And as rer\arding as nr)' o\\ 'n associations Nere on the len,e.r-
.sean,  I  sone l imes le l t  a  t t inge  o f  regre l  when I  thought  o l  the
excilenrcnt lhat must hale been part ol the All(nta Consti-
1r./1iot's ne\rsroom rhcn NlcCill gave that newspaper its nroral
lo r  ce .

How luckv C;ene Palterson \A'as to ha\e had that t ime $ ith
h i |n :  ho \ \ ' fo r lunate  the  ed i to rs  who hare  had t l re  oppor tun i t l  to
s i t  in  h is  cha i r .  And hoN ( l i l l i cu l t  the  cha l lenge he  le l i  thc r r r .  N1y
l r iend . l in r  Min ter ,  $ho is  here ,  ho lds  lhar  cha i r  toda)  $ ' i th
d is l inc t io r ) .  He car r ies  on  the  legacy  o f  l \ ' l c ( i i l l .

Bu l  then.  so  do  rve  a l l ;  so  do  a l l  who seek  to  serve  journa l i snr
b \  lhe  s tanc la rds  N lcGi l l  se t .

lt i.s dl,propriqte to tellect in 1985 on tlwt legu.t betou.se
lllcGill s.t'mboliaed jountalistic credibilit\,-and right no$ the
news Dtedia is said to sufler JioDl a (isis in oedibilitr'.

I l  wc  t lus l  the  op in ion  po l l s -and nos t  o l len  I  do  the  pub l ic
ho lds  lhe  ncws med ia  in  k lver  es teem todat  than a(  any  l in lc
dur i rg  the  nrore  than J5  years  tha t  I  have Norked as  rcpor te r .
ed i to r ,  anc l  pub l i sher .

A  c r is is  in  rned ia  c red ib i l i l ]  means tha t  o l ten  $e  and \ \ 'hen  I
spcak nf "we" I mean all who are in news mcdia-are nol
be l ievcd  by  la rge  segnren ls  o f  our  cons t i tuenc ies  o f  readers ,

r ie*ers ,  a r rc l  l i s teners .
l l means thal readers ol rle\\ 'spapers and vie\\ 'ers of televisi()n

ne\l 's and lisleners 1o radio ne\\ 's lrave lost a good deal of lhc
con l ic lencc  they  once he lc l  in  us .  I t  mear ls  l l ra l  o lher  ins t i lu -
( io rs  accord ing  to  o re  po l l ,  a / /  o ther  ins t i tu t io t rs  excep l  (  o r l -
gress and organized labor are held in highcr csleenr than lhc
ne\!s tneota.

A c r is is  i r r  c red ib i l i t y  n reans  lha l  therc  i s  an  indef inab le  h t r l
percep l i ve  n rood o l  hos t i l i t !  aDd rancor  ge t te ra ted  when the  s t tb -
iec t  o l  lhe  ne$s  mec l ia  c ( tn res  lo  many minds .  ( ; roups ,  d ispara te
but  d isccrnab le ,  hare  organ ized lhenrse l \es  lo  mon i to r  us ,  cc l l -
sure  us ,  c r i t ique  us-and in  one ins lance to  b t l v  cQnt ro l l ing  in '
le rcs l  l | t  a  ne lwork  to  ceDsor  u5 .

A c r is is  in  c red ib i l i t y  rueans  tha l  n rore  c i t i zens  are  f ind ing
thenlselles disposed to suc us-for defamalit ln, lor invasion ol
privacl', or sirrply becausc lhe! wish to harrass us or have a
chance lo  pun ish  us .  And wh i le  the  ledera l  cour ls  cont inue to
pror ide  a  bu luark  o f  cons t ra i l t ,  there  have been too  man l ' s t t i t s
rv i th  too  many judgments  fo r  too  man)  mi l l ions  to  p re tend lha l
th is  i s  less  than a  c r is is .

Nor  shou ld  the  in (e l l igen t  responses  o f  in lo t tned jud ic ia l  o l ' -
f icers and enlightenecl juries in lhe recen( cases involving /)rre
and C BS Ne$s g ive  us  any  conso la t ion .

lndeed.  the  c langer  i s  tha t  these "v ic to r ies" -and cons ider ing
the  cont rad i t ions  embod ied  in  bo th  cases .  the  ! i c to r ies  a re  la r
nished-will further feed the feelings of the public that $'e are
ar rogant ,  insens i t i ve ,  unchecked,  unassa i lab le ,  uncont ro l lab le .

The failure of Gen. Ariel Sharon and (ien. wil l iam wesl-
morelarrd to collect monev judgments from Tittte and CBS saves
thosc ne\\ 's mcdia agencies frorn the l inancial and professional
pain of a negative courl verdict.

Bul the more Time and CBS cheer, and lhe more that others
ol us join in a chorus of cheers, the more lhose who believe us
least an(l condemn us mosl wil l jeer and olhers who have re-
nra ined doub l ing  bu t  neut ra l  about  our  c red ib i l i t y  w i l l  jo in  lhe
chorus  o l  j cers .  The c red ib i l i t y  c r i s is  w i l l  deepen.

There is nothing to assure that Congress arrd organized labor
w i l l  con l inuc  to  ho ld  less  pub l ic  favor  than we.  Congress 'on ly
crinre is lhat the public elects its members. And, insofar as I can



l e l l ,  hbor 's  on lv  o l fense o f  la te  was tha t  i l  pass ionate ly  loved
and $as  pass iouate ly  loved by  Wal te r  Monda le .

we are elected by robody. We are passionately loved by
nobocly. \\ 'e passionately love nobody.

We arc puzzled and perturbed by our loss of credibil i ty.
we d( )n ' l  want  to  s tand,  l i ke  pander ing  po l i t i c ians ,  fo r  ap-

p(rval in a p0pularit l '  refetenclun. We don't crave to be
lorccl or even lik ecl.

l lut we do want lC' be credible. We rvant to be believed. And
i l  \ ve  a re  to  cont inue lo  serve  the  na t iona l  wea l ,  we must  be  be-
l io  ed .

I speak ol concerns thal are shared, to a grealer or smaller
dcgrcc .  I ' r  c \c r )  j r ) l rn ra l i s l  I  k ro \ t .

\\ 'e are hurting because we kno\a lhat rve lrave been taking fire
lronr hosli le lorces. And we sense that neutrals and noncom-
batan ts  a re  jo in ing  the  eneny.

Evcrl 'professional news organization and every society of
publishers, editors, and working journalists are seeking to deal
w i th  " lhe  c r is is . "

\\ 'e are s\reating blood to analyze uhy it has happened. We
arc tr)ing to \\ ' ipe away that bloody sweat with studies, surveys,
alrdits, and polls ol our own. we are conducting seminars,
lhink-lank sessions, workshops, public relations campaigns to try
to  d r1 '  up  the  b lood.

.lournalism educators smell the blood and seek tourniquets.
.lournalisnr students smell it and are often repelled by it.

At least one rnember of the United States Senate smells it and
has taken out his knife. Other public officials, l ike colleagues of
(  ass ius ,  rva i t  to  s lash  aNay.

Sonre of us ale blaming others ol us. Creed Black, once my
cofleague at the Tennessean, now immediate past president of the
Anrerican Sociely of Newspaper Editors, blames the abuses of
lelevision news for damaging the credibil i ty of newspapers.
l lecause his thesis has attracted considerable attention and sup-
por t .  I  want  to  dwe l l  on  i t .  ln i l ia l l y ,  I  was  in fa tua ted  w i th  tha t
idca. But orl reflection, the evidence that I weigh does not sup-
port the verdict ol nry old friend, Creed Black.

Ilul I want 1o acknowledge lhe words of one who came to an
independenl but attendant point of view. Charles Kuralt, a

distinguished television journalist who grew up worshiping at the
altar ol Edward R. Murrow, said last year in delivering the an-
nual Scripps lecture at the University of Nevada at Reno:

"l anr afraid I must say that television news, as it is practiced
in most places, is nol the field in which a serious journalisl
wou ld  w ish  to  l i ve .  "

l le crit icized so-called TV "consultants" who tell stat'on
managers that they need ringing bells and flashing graphics to
seize the attention of the sap at home wlro might be inclined to
read a book to his children.

"  lhe  g ian t r  a re  a l l  gone. "  Kura l t  sa id  " l  don ' t  k t ro$  where
lhe greal reporters wil l come from to hold up standards for
another era of journalism. "

According to Kuralt, these TV consultants urge stations to put
reDorlers on the scene live, where they "talk loud and fast..
maslers of the staccato pace and one-sentence interview "

Kuralt certainly knows more about that than I. But each of us
is victim of our own experience. I do not f ind the mosaic of
television news coverage nearly so negative. I wake up each
morning to three nelwork programs, and I usually f ind some-
lhing informative, interesting, and, at t imes, fascinating.
Throughout the day I have access to two cable letworks-one ol
which provides me with in-depth coverage of events in the na-
t ioD 's  cap i ta l .

In the evening in my home town of Nashvil le I f ind strongly
competing local news stations followed by wrap-ups of network
news.  I  have the  chance to  watch  an  hour  ne \ {s  p rogram wi th  a
team of expert anchors. They usually explore a subject in depth
for mosl of that period. Before I go to bed, I see more com-
petit ive local news and another hour-long program! agaln' most
o l ten ,  focus ing  on  a  s ing le  sub jec t .  Then lhere  are  lhe  ne t$ork
inv€stigative reporting programs that add to my insights each
weex.

On Sunday, lhere is an intellectual ghetto of TV inquiry to
further enlighten nte.

Sure, I have to channel hop. And I f ind that some of it is
hype. Some of it is insiPid. Much of it is show business. And
some of it is just plain bad: Bad interviews. lrrelevant stories.
Wrong questions. Sil ly comments. The early evening local Tv



crirne roundup can be discouraging, dull, and boring. Some, true
erough,  i s  bad.

Bur  I  l i nd  r r ro re  o l  i t  i s  good-  When I  rh ink  o l  i r ,  I  am
rcminded of lhal grear l ine in [director] Martin Ritt 's The Lo g,
Itet Surttnter, in $hich Orson Welles says to Arthony Fralciosa:
"You Bot  he l l l i re  and damnat ion  in  you,  Jod l  Varner .  But  you
got  redernp l ion ,  too .  "

Sr r re ,  there  is  he l l l i re  and danrnat ion  in  a /1  o f  the  news rned ia .
Bu l  l l )e re  i s  redempt ion ,  too .  And I  I ind  more  redenrp t ion  than
he l l l i re  and danrnat ion .  Desp i te  h is  l rus t ra l ion  w i th  t l re  con-
su l (an ls .  I  hone Kura l t  does  too .

ln  Inos l  c i t ies  where  I  have a  chance lo  Na lch  le lev is ion  ne$s  I
seek  to  de termine $h ich  o f  the  s ta t ions  has  the  h ighes t  ra ted
rews sho\a .  Usua l ly  i t  earns  i t s  rank ing .

l\ ' Iost oiten that station provides its viewers wilh a measure ol'
qua l i t y  coverage o f  the  to ta l  communi ty .

I respecl Kuralt and Black. But I demur from the suggestion
lhat superficiality in TV news coverage threatens to drain all
quality fron the future of the electronic news business. And the
evidence does not support the idea that distortion washes from
TV news screen onto the pages of newspapers and denies the
print media its chance for believabil ity.

Were the attacks made on the so-called Ielevision docudrama.
which denleans reality, rips off truth, rapes history, and
postulates fiction lor fact, I would agree.

ln recent months I have observed myself, depicted in three
separate so-called historical docudramas, being attacked in
Montgonery, Alabama-a historical fact-coming ( | ) off a bus,
(2) out of a telephone booth, and (3) out of an autoDobile.

I anr nrore arnused than offended by all of that. I f ind those
aberations among the milder distortions in the three programs.

But I am offended by the bald dishonesty thal characterized
lhe Allan(a child-murder docudrama. That was falsehood com-
Dounded.

The docudrama, as the l ine in H.M.S, Prrs,/or" goes, is where
"'I hings are seldom wlrat they seem,,/Skim milk masquerades as
creatn. "

And those who argue that the distortions are no more serious
lhan Shakespeare's account of Richard l l l  or Henry V or An-

thony and Cleopatra simpl-'- have not the tasle to tell the dif-
Itrence between skim milk and creatn, or to tell lhe dil lerence
betseen trash and class.

Bu l  tha t  i s  an  argument  lo r  l l i s to r iaDs.  no l  iourna l i s ts .  And I
anr  no t  a  h is lo r ian .

S l i l l .  lo  the  e \ len t  tha t  the  Inarke l - \hare  press t t te  cooker  ca t t
p roc luce  1V news sensat iona l i s rn  and d is to r l ions  in  lhe  san le
l l ia t  c i rcu la t ion-war  Dressures  (and there  are  lewer  o f  them in  1o-
dav's rvorld of one-owner newspaper lowns) can pfoduce sensa
t iona l i sm and d is to r t ion-we nrus t  bc  conccrnc( | .

l l  l  were  a  te lev is ion  producer ,  I  cer la in ly  wou ld  no t  ignore
cr i t i c isnr  l rom peop le  l i ke  Kura l l  anc l  l l l ack ,  In  lac t ,  a l l  o f  us
should $eigh carefully such crit icism. l l lack's speech produced
three recenl days of face-to-face conlrQnlation between print and
e lcc t ron ic  journa l i s l \  a l  the  Po) t l le r  l l l s t i t l l l e  in  S t .  Pe tersburg '
I ' lorida. And Kuralt 's remarks nrusl have sent waves oI hysteria
lh rough the  h ie rarch l  o f  h is  oun ne twork .

Brrt for everl f lawed or superlicial televison ne\\scasl, there
are matches in prinl news.

I  know tha t  te lev is ion  is  a  med ium tha l  i s  "ho t "  and can
arouse more passion in a moment than the print medium in a
$eek ol publishing. Bul it simply is not accurate to blame the
more compelling influence of television for the overall loss of
journalisl ic credibil i ty. The sane polls l lqt lell us lhol Y'e hqve
ktst credibilitl also lell us lhat lhe Pttl)li('hqs nore con"fidence in
TV neb's than in print nevs.

I do not contesl that some network reporters at the national
level sometimes lack balance on son]e stories. T he report CBS
News comrnissioned on the Vielnam documentary that led to the
Westuoreland la\isuit lound that the program lacked balance
and rvas unfair.

I  do  no t  con tes t  tha t  some wash ing ton  repor te rs  in  son le
situations perform badly. And \\ 'hen the TV news from
\\'ashington shorvs reporters screaming al a Presidenl who does
nol want to answer-and isn't going to answer-it ma]' leave
sonre viewers feeling badly toward all jotrrnalists.

tsul relating any ol that to the loss of trt lsl in newspaper
reportage requires a quantum leap I am not prepared to make.

First of all, I f ind bad televisiQn reporting the exception,



rather than the rule. N'losl TV reporters treal most public of-
ficials with respect nrost of the time. And the shouts at the Presi-
clent during the novel "photo opportunities" are not meant as
disrespect, however they are interpreted bv viewers.

Pr in l  journa l i s ts  can be  more  abras ive ,  n lo re  conten t ious ,  and
more offensive with subjects of interviews and press confereDce
rhan the i r  TV peers .  I  know.  A t  t imes,  I  ha \e  been.

We delude ourselves if rve deny all the empirical data that
demonstrates that TV n€ws is held in higher esteem. The polls
cons is ten t ly  show tha t  the  Dud ley  Door igh t  Anchor  w i th  the
shock ol dark hair and the gleaming rows of pearly teeth is
vierved as a rrice guy.

Even with his flashing graphics and ringing bells and reporls
o l  death  I rom the  scene,  he  has  more  ident i t y  and persona l i t y
than an anorrymous by-line in a newspaper. And those "l i\e"
reporls he reads have the appearance ol unfi ltered fact-word
l rom the  mouth .  The s to ry  in  p r in t ,  most  o f ten ,  appears  to  be
fi ltercd b)' the reporter. So the burden of the print journalist to
be believed is lreavier.

No, i l  \\,e are to understand the loss of credibil i ty-and both
prinl and elecironic journalism clearly are adversely touched by
it we must gel beyond gut responses, f inger pointing, and
cliches l ike the glib suggestion that the public, l ike the king,
wants to murder the messenger who bears bad news.

When have we been bearers of anylhing but bad news when
the news was bad? The question that the public may be asking is
\\ 'hether we ignore or down play any news that is not bad.

We must not misread or understate the public's wil l to face
hard facts-$hen those facts are relevant, pressing, important.

l.l re a<cept the fqct that (he public's attitude to$.qrd us has
chqnged, h'e ntu$ look to *'ajs that we have changecl, wals lhat
our relolionships b'ith inslitutions u,e regularly cover hqve
changed, wa))s lhal the public has chonged.

WIrere have the changcs occurred?
Generalizations are dangerous, but for most ol 50 years our

society relied heavily on our national government to solve i ls
rnosl crit ical problems.

And for all of that t ime our media reported in a manner that
most often supported governnrent action to solve crises. The

governmenl  ac t ion  a lso  was suppor ted  by  the  pub l ic .
I t  was  t rue  in  the  Creat  l )epress ion .  I t  was  t rue  in  Wor ld  War

l l .  l t  \ \ ' as  I rue  in  the  Co ld  War  e ra-a l though dur ing  the
venomous l\ lcclarlhy period both lhe nalioDai governnrent and
lhe ne\\ 's media lost their courage for .t t inre but f inall l  muddled
through,  p re l t !  much in  locks tep .

I t  was  l rue  dur ing  the  C iv i l  R igh ts  revo lu l ion ,  a l though sorne
Southern  papers  a t tacked the  governnrent .

I I  ! \as  l rue  dur ing  rnuch o f  the  V ie tnam War .
Aocl so tor decades our people came to have a greater and

greater reliance on the abil ity of the lederal governnlent to save
them f rom a  c r is is ,  lo  g ive  them economic  s tab i l i l } ,  fo  lead ther r
through war 1o peace, 1o protect t lrenr from foreign totali
ta r ia r l i s [ ] ,  {o  p rov ide  them soc ia l  jus t i ce .  And the  pub l ic
developed great reliance, too, on the news media-\hicll seemed
to  t rus t  and genera l l y  suppor t  government .

Then, midway through the decade of the 1960's there \ras a
change. We were in a war that was undeclared. As the nation
began to lose troops and treasure, t lre public began to lose faith
in the government that had provided for and protected the coun
t ry .

For  the  f i rs t  t ime s ince  1932 th€re  was a  c lean,  sharp  break  in
t l le  med ia  i l rppo fo r  po \ernnren l .

l t  was ,  w i t l rou t  doubt ,  an  unse l t l ing  t ime. ' I ' he  count ry  im-
paled itself on the Vi€tnam spear. The news media held the mir-
ror ol reality up to the war.

The public gradually followed the logic that the mirror
reflect€d a scene too horrible to behold, too lerrible to tolerate.
The public uas forced to choose betrveen media and government.

Srvilt l l , u,e in tlre ne$s media nroved into another crit ical con-
llontation with the government. watergate was the new trauma.
At first, when the public read of it on the front pages and
viewed it on the television screens, there was a tendency-as in-
i l i a l l !  in  lhe  V ie tnam exper ience- to  suppor t  the  government  and
back the President. But soon the people were impaled on another
spear.

Again, the neus nredia held the mirror of reality up to the
scandal called watergate. The scene reflected was too unpleasant
to l ive with, too tragic to endure. Again, the public was forced

l3



to  choose:  the  r red ia 's  s to r !  o r  l l te  execut i \e  b ranch o l  l l te
cove ln tneDl 's .

Democra l i c  independence,  aga in  rv i th  a  smal l  d ,  took  ho ld .
And aga iD the  go \ernnrent  tvas  shaken.

We rep( ) r ted  t l rose  c r ises  e te r l ' c la1 ,  as  \ \e  sa \ \ ' thenr .  as  lhe ]
\ \e re .  Or r r  repor ts  on  back- to -back  c r ises  $ere  c fed ib le .  Ihe  ne \1s
nrcd ia ,  as  Ihe  $a lchdog on  governn len t ,  rvas  be l ieved.

And so ,  o r r r  re la t ionsh ip  \ \ ' i l l t  l l te  ins t i tu l jon  o f  go |ernmcnt
changed drarna t ica l l l .  The rned ia ,  dur i rg  tha t  t ime.  had Inore
la i t l r  f ronr  rhe  pub l ic  than even l l te  i | l s t i tu l ion  o f  the  exceut i re
branch o f  lhe  govet  nnren t .

Bu l  as  the  change in  tha t  re la t ionsh ip  occur red ,  and *as  a t
least tentalively approred by the people, so rvas their perception
o l  us  charg ing .

\ \ 'hen  the  pub l ic  was  Io rcec l  lo  choose to  be l ie \c  , .us"  o r
" them"- i t  $as  inev i tab le  lha t  there  rvou ld  be  a  change in  the
$a]  the  pub l ic  r ie rved us .  1here ,  I  5ubmi t ,  ma]  be  the  genes is  o f
our loss of credibil i l-!-.

\\ 'e have changed since Vietnam and Watergate. Many editors
push their reporters to treat every local confl ict l ike the rvar in
Vietnam and every miniscule scandal l ike Watergate revisited.
We force the public to choose-us or them-every day.
Sonletimes we lorce them to choose several t imes a da]. ' l 'he
\ \a tchdog somct in te \  i s  seen a \  a  vapp ing  cur .

And an institution that could create a clrallenge to a \ ar the
government uas conmitted to wage was obviously a big, pouer-
fu l  juggernaut .

That impression rvas only reaffirnred when ihe same insl.itu-
l ion- the  med ia-demonst ra ted  tha t  i1  a lso  cou ld  c rea te  a
cha l lenge to  the  execut ive  branch and br ing  down tha l  b ranch.

The ne\\s nredia was viewed, then, as a gigantic force, larger
than the government and larger than life.

In the times thal have follorved, $e have continrred to pursue
lhis course of constanl and absolute adversary to the govcrnnrent
rvhich for decades we had supported.

And we lrave become a constant and absolute adversary to in,
stitutions ol local government-and to nongovernmenlal institu
tions-as rvell.

I anr not suggesting that this adversarial role is not our

leg i t in ra te  n r iss ion .  l t  i s  a  manc la le  under  the  l : i r s t  Arnendrnent .
\\ 'e clriftetl lrorD it l lom the earl) l9-10's through lhe nicl 1960's.
No l ,  the  c l r i f t  i s  gone.

\ \e  c r i t i c i zc  ind i r idua ls  \ rho  arc  no l  near l l  so  b ig  i tnd  po \ \e r
lu l  as  [ ,1 ' r rdon . lohnson and R ic l ta rd  N ixon.  On ly  a
lc$  wes ln lo rc land and Sharor l -a re  seen as  s t rong enough to
cha l lenge us .  Ard  t l ren  rv i thor t l  success .' Ihus  we courc 'o l l ,  loo  o l ten ,  as  a r rogant .

\\ 'e are se€r as holv crusaders. And *ho ever k e$ ir lair-
rrriuded crrrsader?

No one.sltottlt l  tktubt.for a ntoDtent l l tQt te lu|e tht con.elitu-
tionol right to l)e un.leir. The Suptane (ourl has t od( il clear.
An(l txo.jud4?s iu New litk .said ts trruch to jurie.\ otl belralf ol
( l ls and Ti'1Je. The (onsti lulion lJt(t l(.|.t Qnd ll le cout' l.s sul)pot"l
u n.f o i r e:t ltress i tttt l o e n c?u ru ge ft ) btrs t, l us l.r' de ba t e.

t lu t  lhe  pub l ic  sees  l i t t le  in  lhe  \ \a ) -  o l  debate  on  Dc$spaper
Paget of on l 'V screens.

Sarn  Erv in .  the  Io rmer  senator  I ronr  Nor lh  Caro l ina ,  in  h is  re -
ccnt book, Prcs?rrinp lhe Constitutiotl, said somelhing about the
r ighrs  o f  the  n led ia  tha t  i s  $or lh  cons ide ' r ing .

"fhe l;ounding Fathers embodiecl Ihese guarantees lol free-
dom ol speech and press] in the Amelldment for two reasons,
onc  ph i losoph ica l  and the  o ther  p ragn la t i c , "  he  sa id .  "As
philosophers, lhe Founding Fathers believecl that lree and lull
l lorr of information and ideas leachcs tnen the lrulh \\hich lrees
lher r  f ro rn  the  \ \ 'o rs t  sor l  o f  l y ranny ,  i .e .  t y ranny  over  thc  mind ;
and as pragmatists, they believed Ihal lree and full f lorv ol infor-
n ra t ion  and ideas  is  v i ta l  to  the  c iv i l  and  po l i t i ca l  i r s t i tu l ions
t l ley  es tab l i shed. "

Erv in  de ta i led  h is  r ien  o f  l ro$  the  r t rec l ia  s l lou ld  fuDc l ion :
Ihey  shou ld  "uncover  and br ing  to  l igh l  in fo rmat ion  rvh ich  is
accurate": lhev should "interpret it as fairl l  as the hunranity of
eciitors and conlmentators permils"; they should "seek to
engender  in  lhe  pub l ic  mind  con l idence tha l  they  [ lhe  med ia ]  a re
Ia i r  as  rve l l  as  I ree" ;  the) -  shou ld  a f fo rd  "oppor tun i t ies  fo r  rep ly
1o lhose wh{ )  d isgree  w i th  the i r  ec l i to r ia l i z ing  and lhose \1hom
they  chas t ise" ;  lhe  med ia  shou ld  "kcep lhernse lves  in te l lec tua l l l
lree by den,""irg to governmenl and adverlisers alike control over
lhe  in fo rmal ion  lhey  present  and thc  v ie$s  they  express . "
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That is a thoughtful injunction. Elseshere in his book some of
rvhal Sam Ervin suggesls about the First Anrendnrenl leaves
roorn lor dissenl. But let me embrace his conclusion:

"l-ike all freedonr, freedom of speech and of l lre press are
alrvals in peril; and the price of their keeping is elernal
v ig i lance. . . . l reec lom has  many foes ,  even among those w l ro  p ro-
fess  to  lo !e  i t . . . .go ternment  i t se l l  tends  to  d is l i ke  f reedom in
general because it obstructs the exercise of arbitrary power and
lreeclorn of speech and of the press in particular because llrey are
the instrunrcnts rvhich expose olficial mismanagement and
n) isconduct .  "

we l l ,  i l  tha t  sounds l i ke  an  invocat ion  to  c rusade,  i t  i sn ' t .
Crusaders are zealols. They are fire-eaters. Thet-. slaughter in-
rocerts in the name of religion.

A rvord aboul crusaders from Mc(ii l l .
A drunk had telephoned him at home ore nighl demanding

thal he becon)e a crusader in a polit ical situation that the caller
said smelled bad. McGill wrote: "l cannol be a good crusader
because I have been cursed, all my life, with the abil ity to see
both  s ides  o l  th ings .  Th is  i s  fa ta l  to  a  c rusader .  A  rea l ,  burn ing
crusader must be able to see only his side. I do not crit icize lhis,
because much of our progress has been brought aboul by
crusaclcrs. But often... in their furious laying about they undo
almost as rnLrch as tlrey accomplish. "

Lle went on to acknowledge that he had helped serve some
causes and had tried to put his shoulder to the wheel if a worthy
one needed pushing.

"l l ike a fight," he said, "and I have had my share. I expect
to  have more . . . . l  am,  fo r  ins tance,  s t rong ly  and pub l ic ly  com-
n l i  ed  aga ins l  the  Ku K lux  K lan , "  he  weDl  o | l ,  "and assoc ia ted
industries which exist to take money from suckers. I know that
nlany of those rvho administer the Klan.-.are hypocrit ical rascals,
$ho li\ 'e in ease sell ing hate to boobs. Bul I also know why some
ol the suckers ioin-the society in which thel- l i |e offers them so
few answers to their troubles and problems. lt is diff icult to sell
an1 people on attacking the causes of Kluxerism. This is where
nry real crusade lies."

Ancl he concluded by agreeing with the caller in the night: "l
am not a good crusader. I call my shols. And aim where I think

a shot is needed. And I recall often lhe old molto, 'Lord' gi\e
me this dat ml dailf idea and lorgive me the one I had ]ester-
d a ! . " '

Embodied in that column four decades old is the essence of
NlcGill 's credibil iry. He asserts his irdependence from the other
lello\\ ' 's cause. He asserts his wil l ingness-indeed he calls it an
a l f l i c t ion  to  look  a t  bo lh  s ides .  He admi ts  tha t  he  has  a  cause.
He rakes ,  once aga in ,  the  K lan  and i t s  scam.  He expresses  em-
l)athy Ior nrisled members. He hits the failure of society to treat
w i th  the  Drob lems o f  those who are  mis led .  And in  the  end he
asks lorgiveness because he saw one side of an issue yesterday
ancl may look across al the other side tomorrow l 'here is an
ackowledged vulnerabil ity and Iall ibil i ty there so often absent in
today's news media. Again and again those \tho read McGill wil l
f ind hirn using three words that ate nowhere in the vocabulary of
nlany of today's journalists. The words are these: "l don't
k no\\ '. "

Those who think of NtcCitl as an avenging jotrrnalistic angel
sielding a deadly pen misread, I think, his commitmenl to basic
tenets of what all rerrorters must be about.

Those rvho think of him as hanrmering away each day on the
anvil of civil r ights misundersland thal his power rested in his
restraint and his abil ity-as he said it in that column-lo call his
snots .

He was, l ike Thomas Moore, a man lor all seasons.
And his columns, while we relate them to the travail of the

1960's. were timeless and tireless.
Unlike H.L. Menckerr, whose columns were pithy but lacked

permanence, l\ lcGil l is as relevant today in much of what he
wrote as he was u'hen his columns appeared In our newspapers.

It is simplistic to suggest that from his words and his work we
can find an overriding answer to our credibil i ty crisis today.

But as we u,ait for more conlplex answers to credibil i ty studies
and as $e engage in Socralic dialogue in search for a means of
reforming our procedures, it is good to remember that Mccil l,
the most effective and credible journalist of my lifetime, was a
Dran of simDle truths.

And s simple truth is lhat humilil.v-sincere and unopologetic
-is an antidole to lhe inpression of orroq,once. Of course,
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Nlc( ; i l l  \ vas  a  p roud man.  Bur  he  rvas ,  a t  once,  humble .  fha t  v i r -
1ue in l i l l ra tes  h is  wr i t ing  as  i (  in lec ted  h is  l i l e  and adds  a  loud
r ing  o l  be l ie rab i l i t v  to  h is  express ions .

,'lrttl o sintple trutlt is thot balanrc is ltn antidok to the inprcs-
sirtn ol unfoirne.ss. And lvlcCil l had that balance.

,4 d (.sintlrle truth is thot independent thought is on antidotc
to th? intPrcssion o./ a giq,anti.'Dtonolitlti( press. Ntccill ex,
prcssed independent thoughl.

Arul u sirrtJtle truth is thut e serious seer(lt -lor truth can be an
anti(k)te lo tlrc lrerceptiotl o./ a la& o.l irlagrir,y. And N4cC;ill
so r rgh l  t  ru t  h .

,4nd {t.t i rple truLh is that a.orrctl ion is qn anticlote to enor.
And Mc( i i l l  r vas  never  above adn l i t t ing  he  was wrong.

Stil l  enothet sintple truth i.t ther thcrc is no (lualit] so.onpel-
ling, no pcrsonulity tait so quradi|e, as the abilit.v to lough at
onc's .self. That is an ontidote to the danger of takitlg oursel|es
too ser[ou.sl.t ' . N{cGill could laugh al himself. And, Cod, r!e are a
serious and unsmiling rnedia when we wear our mantle as guard-
ian  o f  lhe  t ru th  and r igh t .

fhosc simple truths are de,,oid ol tnuch profundity.
Blrt wcre I a journalism educator, corcerned about the credi-

b i l i t y  o f  the  ins t i tu t ion  fo r  wh ich  I  was  t ra in ing  young minds  and
lo which I was comnritt ing young careers, I would teach those
I  ru l  hs .

And were I a student of journalisrn, deterrnined lo practice
this protession and to do all I could 1() protect and preserve lree
expression, I rvould emulale lhose truths, those simple truths.

Mcc i l l  $as  no t  a  s imp le  mao.  Sure .  somet imes h is  work
rellected passion, even anger. He rvas human.

But he was cerebral as he $as visceral. His head ruled him as
his heart moved him.

It rvtxrld be a profanation, it seems to me, to the spirit that
brings us together-the spirit of Ralph Emerson McGill-nol to
e | l le r ta in ,  in  c los ing ,  some o f  those thoughts  o f  h is  wh ich  made
h im cred ib le  above a l l .

N4ine is a randonr selection, drawn from a recent rereading ol'
co lumns l rom our  morgue in  Nashv i l le ;  f rom t rvo  o f  h is  books ,
The Fleas ('onle v'ith the Dog and Tlrc South ond the South-
etner; and from the handsome rolume Mary Lynn and Ralph

l\Ic(i i l l ,  Jr., published llre year a[ler his death, I lalph Enrcrson
I'I(Gil l 1898- 1969.

A lad t  had wr i t te r  h i r r  tha l  t l te  Soufh  \ ' ,as  lhe  l i r )es t  p lace  in
lhe  wor ld  $ i th  the  l ines l  peop le  a t )d  sa id  tha t  lhose Nho be l ieved
o l  l )e r$  i se  shou ld  go  e lseuhcre .

" ' lh is . "  u ro te  N lc ( i i l l ,  " i s  lhe  ph i losoph] .  o l  dccay ,  o f  d r ) '
ro l ,  o l  the  legendarv  lh ree  Inonke} ,s . . . . l l  i s  \ r ' ca r i r )e  a  ne \ \ 'e \e -
r r i r rg  goun \ t i th  a  d i r t \  s l ip  shor ing .  I t  i s  us ing  per lunre  r rhen a
bath  is  needed.  "

Dur ing  the  he igh t  o f  the  N lccar lhy  e ra ,  he  wro tc :  "We nrus t
nra in ta in  secur i l y  u i thou l  sur render ing  our  r igh ts ,  w i lhou l  los ing
l i r i th  in  one anothc f .  l l ) i s  i s  our  essent ia l  d i lenrn la ,  and
Anrer icans , . . .w i lh  lhe i r  hys le r ica l  c lenunc ia l ion  ( ) l  one  ano lher  as
(  ommunis ls  in  the  igDor i l r l  n ranner  o f  rea l to rs  u  don ' l  know
rvhy he uas rnad witlr realtors that dayl, rnakc it even more dif-
l i cu l l  lo  meet .  "

"Anrer ica , "  he  wro le  dur ing  {ha l  t ime,  " i s  v i rs l  and huge and
rvonder fu l .  and \o r lh  dy ing  lo r ,  bu t  more  wor th  l i v ing  Io r .  and
the people are \\ 'hat matters most. '

He lored college sports. Bui he rvrote: "College lootball has
come to  be  an  cn t i re ly  p ro fess iona l  game in  a l l  bu l  na tne . . . .
fhere  isn ' t  a  n ra jo r ,  o r 'b ig  t ime, ' tean in  the  na l ion  today  tha t
isn't bidding heavily for football talent and paying eacl't ntan in
sonre rnanner, openly or through the several subt€rluges of sonre
a lumni  g roup. . . . l  th ink  they  earn  i t .  Bu t  i t  i sn ' l  amaleur  spor l ,
and i l  i sn ' t  amateur  in  sp i r i t . "

t le had such a burning faith. "There is no fear," he \\ 'rote,
"qu i te  l i ke  tha t  o f  the  comlor tab le  \ \ho  ha te  sen l  lo  kno\ \ ' fo r
shom the  be l l  to l l s  and $ho kno$ bu t  $ i l l  no l  admi t  lhe  t ru th
tha t  the ]  a re  invo lved in  mank ind . , .concern ing  lhemse l res  on l l
w i th  the i r  oun goods. . . .The t ime o f  the  idea o l  the  Ca l i lean  has
not  !e t  come.  But  i t  w i l l  ceme. "

I  love  h is  recount ing  h is  days  a t  Vanderb i l t .  A l len  fa te ,  lhe
poe l .  \ \as  h is  c lassr ra te .  One even ing  they  were  wa lk ing  to  a
poetry-reading at a sororily house where-fate was to have been
par t  o f  the  program.  Ta le ,  rehears ing ,  read as  the !  wa lked.

" l  reca l l  the  c los ing  I ine , "  u ro te  McGi l l ,  " . . .heavy  w i th  sym-
bo l ism. . . :  'The l  bore  on  h igh  the  pha l l i c  s lmbo l  bo ld . '

"One o f  rhe  group pro tes led .  'Gee,  A l l cn , '  he  sa id ,  'don ' t  you
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!t l l i | l l  \o l l  n t ig l l t  en tba  a \ \  t l ten t? '

"'No,' said Tate, 'all these girls come fronl IVIiddle Tennessee
h igh  schoo ls .  The)  Non ' t  have the  vaguest  idea  what  a  pha l l i c
svmbol  i s .  " '

N4c( i i l l  added,  "As  la r  as  o r re  cou ld  te l l ,  none d id . "
t le  took  h is  s tands ,  never  w i th  b i t te rness ,  bu l  he  d idn ' l  back

u p .
He wro te  a  co lunrn  erpos ing  the  b la tan t  rac isn t  o l  M iss iss ipp i

Senator'fheodore Bilbo. Bilbo denotrnced lr{c(i i l l  on the floor ol '
l l r c  Senate  as  "a  l in r i co lous  person. "

" l  lookec l  up  t l re  \vord , "  \ l ro te  N lcc i l l ,  , .a ld  lound i t  to  re fe r
to sho r e-clrvell ing birds. I assrrmed he rneant I was throwing mud
a t  h i m .  "

n  shor t  t ime la te r ,  wh i le  in  Wash ing ton ,  Mc( i i l l  encountered
l l i l bo  and in t roduced h in rse l i .  He recounted :  , .1  wa lked up  to
h in r ,  and,  smi l ing ,  in t roduced myse l f .  He was a  smal l  man,  who
looked like the cartoons of himself. He stepped back and half
raised his hands.

"'Senator,' I said, 'all | \ant to ask is rvlrere you learned the
word . '

"t le srniled back and said, ' l  learned it as a boy,' and moved
o n . . . .

"Olher demagogues were to come," McCiil l  wrote, ,,but they
rvould never try to match Bilbo's crassness and insults."

During the 1952 presidential campaign he wrote:
"Always I am spellbound by my country-but especially so

s,as I during the hot, dry days of slorv-d1,ing summer on the
Eisenlrower campaign train, watching the srates go by, seeing
then by da!', feeling lhem through the long nighr, as the cars
clicked their steel-cricket lune at the rail ends; and in the l ights
ol small towns, and the brief snatched-away glimpses of people
a t  lhe  s la t lons .

"'fhe corn states; t lre wheat statesl the mining states; the col-
Ion and prairie states; and those pulsing with huge iDdustrial
c i t ies ,  d i r ty  and o f ten  ug ly ,  bu t  w i th  a l l  the  s t rength  o f  a  tough-
muscled man begrimed wilh his honest work-all cast a spell."

And he  wro te  th is :  "Whenever  you cas t  a  ba l lo t - th ink  o rer
it, pray over it, and never cast it l ightly on the side ol prejudice
and in to le rance.  "

And:  " l  d is t rus l  those persons  \ \ho  seem to  have Cod i r  the i r
\est pockel, or speak ol Him as if he werc a nrenrber of the local
c iv ic  c lub ,  ment ioned in  the  sunsh ine  repor t  and ca l led  lo  the
speaker 's  lab le  lo  be  decora ted . . .on  H is  b i r lhday . "

And:  " l . ynch ing  is  no t  mere  murdef  and lhere  is  l i t l l e  conr -
parison betrveen lhe crimes. A lynching reaches a victim ahead ol
the  search ing  la \ r ,  o r  i t  Iakes  h in  f tonr  lhe  la \ \ .  and the t )  ex-
ccu tes . . . . l l  de l i cs  the  Ia \ . . . .1 [  rve  fa i l  the  la \ \ ,  then  \ \ 'e  s i l l  l i r c
in  lear . . . . l  he  l i l *  n rus t  ru le . "

And:  "Shor t l l ' a f le r  thc  n rurder  o f  I ) r .  N la r l in  Lu ther  K ing ,
.1 r . ,  I  saw h is  fa i lh -sus ta ined,  g r ie f -burdened fa ther .  'No  ore
nran d id  th is , 'he  sa id ,  con t ro l l iDg  $ ' i th  d i l l i cu l ty  h is  emot ions .
' - fhere  uere  a  lo t  o l  l i ngers -on  tha(  t r igger . " '

"But  Do nra t le r  rvho  d id  i t , "  Mc( i i l l  sa id ,  " the  k i l l i ng  o l  l ) r .
Mar t in  Lu lher  K ing , .1 r . ,  was ,  i r  n ra io r  par t ,  a  p roduc t  o l  thc
vicious hatreds tlral slew in the rninds ol those whose racisl itt '
t i tudes  and enro t ions  are . . .a t ,  o r  near ,  the  parano ia  s la te .  'Dad-
d}' King nas right. 'There ver? ntatt.t ' . l i tryers on lhe trigger."'

And:  "Thc  Ku K lux  [K lan ]  menta l i l y  p ros t i tu les  the  Chr is t ian
religion by making over the New and Old Testaments into a
KKK rev ised vers ion . . . .To  the  K luxer  menta l i t y  the  Chr is l ian
communion  cuD r lus l  be  a  D ix ie  cup. "

And he  wro te  th is ;
"Cup your  hands  to  your  ears  and l i s len . . . . \ ' ou  can hear  p len-

ry of those \\ho are afraid inside themselr,es, asking us to hate
the .le\\ ' . to hate the Negro, to distrusl the Roman Catholic, to
lear any man or \roman of any other nationality. Listen:

" ' . . . the  Jews. . .own the  count ry . . . . ' I ' hey  have the  b ig  say . '  ' fhe
Catho l i cs  want  to  b r ing  the  Pope over  here . '  'wa tch  the
Negroes. They are trying to take oler. ' 'Kcep all the foreigners
o r r t .  T h e y  a r e n  t a r r y  g o o d . . . . '

"You can hear the selfish groups of greed without cupping
anv hand lo  ea t .  "

He q  ro le :
" l t  i s  absurd  to  assume we can go  on  th ink ing  in  te rms o f  the

old concepts and formulas. lt oughl to be rather obvious that all
this crorvding inlo cit ies and urban regions, with the influences
of group thinking and psychology, requires some new formulas.
we must meet the awful challenge of what widespread
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unemployment would mean to our burgeoning cit ies. We Inust
grapple with growing populations, crowded schools, burdened
social services, and the need for more taxes-and solve that sen-
sit ive, wistful fear that is in all cit ies.

"Great moral courage and force, and a true sense of spiritual
values, are needed....we must f ind a way to make the great
teachings of books, of minds, of religious truth, freely
available....We must learn to take the fleas with the dog-the
bad with the good-and press on through faith in our selves, our
count ry ,  and our  God. "

In all of that, and in lhe way he practiced the profession that
rvas his l i fe, the sirnple (ruths emerge, clear and cogent.

Sam Ervin warns that l iberty of expression is always in peril.
Surely it faces its greatest peril when its practit ioners suffer a
disturbing loss of credibil i ty.

When the lengthy analyses of our fail ings are finally evaluated
and rvhen reforms are recommended and when the short{erm
and long-term cures are at work, we may sti l l  f ind value in the
s imp le  t ru ths :

Humility can combat arrogance; balance can combat un-
fairness; independent voices can combat th€ image of an insen-
sit ive monolith; a search for truth can combat a perceived
absence of integrity; a correction can combat error; a sense of
humor can combat exaggerated self-importance.

These are the simple truths that McGill naturally relied on,
and in the process he never gave up principle or resorted to hype
or ran from a fight, or forfeited an ideal.

A confusing conundrum is that our credibil i ty is lo$est at a
time when our talent is better than at any time in history.
Today's journalists, without question, are better educated, be er
informed, better trained, better equipped, more aware, more
dedicated, more perceptive, more concerned, than ever in my
professional I ifetime. But sti l l , they suffer this lack of credibil i t l ' .

It is only part of an answer, I know. But there are lessons to
be learned from McGill who was at once the most credible and,
in the €yel of many, the most controversial journalist of his
t ime.

They are the lessons of simple truths. We should grasp them.
We should hold them fast. We should apply them. In this time
of peril those truths may be all that wil l keep a free press free.


