WHAT IT'S LIKE
TO BROADCAST NEWS

Broadcaster Cronkite: "A major
problem is imposed by the clock."
by WALTER CRONKITE

W

hen Vice President Agnew, in
November 1969, unleashed
his attaclc upon the news media, he was following, albeit with
unique linguistic and philosophic departures, a long line of predecessors.
Somewhere in the history of our Republic there may have been a high
government official who said he had
been treated fairly by the press, but
for the Hfe of me, however, I can't
think of one.
Mr. Agnew's attacks, of course, were
particularly alarming because of their
sustained virulence and intimidating
nature. But the Vice President was
simply joining the chorus (or, seeing
political opportunity, attempting to
lead it) of those who have appointed
themselves critics of the television
medium. Well, I don't like everything
1 see on television either, but I am
frank to say I'm somewhat sick and
mighty tired of broadcast journalism
being constantly dragged into the operating room and dissected, probed,
swabbed, and needled to see what
makes it tick.
I'm tired of sociologists, psychologists, pathologists, educators, parents,
bureaucrats, politicians, and other
special interest groups presuming to
tell us what is news or where our responsibilities lie.
Or perhaps I'm phrasing this wrong.
It is not those who squeeze us between
their slides and hold us under their
microscopes with whom my patience
This article has been adapted by Mr.
Cronkite from an address he made recently at the Chicago convention of Sigma
Delta Chi, national iournalistic fraternity.

has grown short. The society should
understand the impact of television
upon it. There are aspects of it that
need study so that the people can cope
with an entirely revolutionary means
of communication. Those who disagree
with our news coverage have every
right to criticize. We can hardly claim
rights to a free press and free speech
while begrudging those rights to our
critics. Indeed, that would seem to be
what some of them would like to do to
us. So believing, it clearly cannot be the
responsible critics or serious students
oi the TV phenomenon with whom I
quarrel. I am provoked more by those
in our craft who, like wide-eyed country yokels before the pitchman, are
losing sight of the pea under the shell.
We must expose the demagogues
who would undermine this nation's
free media for personal or partisan
political gain. That is news. And we
should not withhold our cooperation
from serious studies of the medium.
But we inust not permit these matters
to divert us from our task, or confuse
us as to what that task is.
I don't think it is any of our business
what the inoral, political, social, or
economic effect of our reporting is. I
say let's get on with the job of reporting the news—and let the chips fall
where they may. I suggest we concentrate on doing our job of telling it like
it is and not be diverted from that exalted task by the apoplectic apostles
of alliteration.
Now, a fair portion of what we do
is not done well. There are things we
are not doing that we ought to do.
There are challenges that we have not
yet fully met. We are a long way from
perfection. Our problems are immense,
and they are new and unique.
A rn-ajor problem is imposed by the
clock. In an entire half-hour news
broadcast we speak only as many
words as there are on two-thirds of
one page of a standard newspaper.
Clearly, the stricture demands lightness of writing and editing, and selection, unknown in any other form of
journalism. But look what we do with
that time. There are twenty items in an
average newscast—some but a paragraph long, true, but all with the essential information to provide at least

a guide to -our world that day. Film
clips that, in a way available to no
other daily medium, introduce our
viewers to the people and the places
that make the news; investigative
reports (pocket documentaries) that
expose weakness in our democratic
fabric (not enough of these, but we're
coming along), feature film reports
that explore the byways of America
and assure us that the whole world
hasn't turned topsy-turvy; graphics
that in a few seconds communicate a
great deal of information; clearly
identified analysis, or commentary, on
the news—I think that is quite a package.

T

he transient, evanescent quality of
our medium—the appearance and
disappearance of our words and pictures at almost the same instant—imposes another of our severe problems.
Most of us would agree that television's
greatest asset is the ability to take the
public to the scene—the launch of a
spaceship, a Congressional hearing, a
political convention, or a disaster (in
some cases these are not mutually exclusive). Live coverage of such continuing, developing events presents the
radio-television newsman with a challenge unlike any faced by the print
reporter. The newspaper legman, rewrite man, and editor meet the pressure of deadlines and must make hard
decisions fast and accurately. But multiply their problems and decisions a
thousandfold and you scarcely have
touched on the problems of the electronic journalist broadcasting live.
Even with the most intensive coverage
it still is difficult and frequently impossible to get all the facts and get all
of them straight as a complex and occasionally violent story is breaking all
around. We do have to fill in additional
material on subsequent broadcasts,
and there is the danger that not all the
original audience is there for the fuller explanation.
When a television reporter, in the
midst of the riot or the floor demonstration or the disaster, dictates his
story, he is not talking to a rewrite
man but directly to the audience. There
is no editor standing between him and
the reader. He will make mistakes, but
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his quotient for accuracy must be high
or he is not long for this world of
electronic journalism. We demand a lot
of these on-the-scene television reporters. I for one think they are delivering
in magnificent fashion.
Directors of an actuality broadcast,
like newspaper photo editors, have
several pictures displayed on the monitors before them. But they, unlike their
print counterparts, do not have ten
minutes, or five, or even one minute to
select the picture their audience will
see. Their decision is made in seconds.
Theirs is a totally new craft in journalism, but they have imbued it with
all the professionalism and sense of
responsibility and integrity of the men
of print. Of course we make mistakes,
but how few are the errors compared
to the fielding chances!

O

ur profession is encumbered, even
as it is liberated, by the tools of
our trade. It is a miracle—this transmission of pictures and voices through
the air, the ability to take the whole
world to the scene of a single event.
But our tools still are somewhat gross.
Miniaturization and other developments eventually will solve our problem, but for the moment our cameras
and our lights and our tape trucks and
even our microphones are obtrusive.
II is probably true that their presence
can alter an event, and it probably also
is true that they alter it even more
than the presence of reporters with
pad and pencil, although we try to
minimize our visibility. But I think we
should not be too hasty in adjudging
this as always a bad thing. Is it not
salutary that the government servant,
the politician, the rioter, the miscreant
knows that he is operating in the full
glare of publicity, that the whole world
is watching?
Consider political conventions. They
have been a shambles of democratic
malfunction since their inception, and
printed reports through the years
haven't had much effect in reforming
them. But now that the voters have
been taken to them by television, have
sat through the sessions with the delegates and seen the political establishment operate to suppress rather than
develop the democratic dialogue, there
is a stronger reform movement than
e\ er before, and the chances of success
seem brighter.
I would suggest that the same is true
of the race rioters and the student
demonstrators, whatever the justice of
the point they are trying to make. Of
course they use television. Hasn't that
always been the point of the demonstrator—to attract attention to his
cause? But the excesses of the militants on ghetto streets and the nation's
campuses, shown by television with

almost boring repetition, tend to repel
rather than enlist support, and this is
a lesson I hope and believe that rational leaders are learning.
Scarcely anyone would doubt that
television news has expanded to an
immeasurable degree the knowledge
of many people who either cannot or
do not read. We have broadened the interests of another sizable group whose
newspaper reading is confined to the
headlines, sports, and comics. We are
going into homes of the untutored,
teaching underprivileged and disadvantaged who have never known a
book. We are exposing them to a world
they scarcely knew existed, and while
advertisements and entertainment programing whet their thirst for a way
of life they believe beyond them, we
show them that there are people and
movements, inside and outside the
Establishment, that are trying to put
the good things within their reach.
Without any intent to foster revolution, by simply doing our job as journalists with ordinary diligence and an
extraordinary new medium, we have
awakened a sleeping giant. No wonder
we have simultaneously aroused the
ire of those who are comfortable with
the status quo. Many viewers happily
settled in their easy chairs under picture windows that frame leafy boughs
and flowering bushes and green grass
resent our parading the black and
bearded, the hungry and unwashed
through their living rooms, reminding
them that there is another side of
America that demands their attention.
It is human nature to avoid confronting the unpleasant. No one wants to
hear that "our boys" are capable of
war crimes, that our elected officials
are capable of deceit or worse. I think
I can safely say that there are few of
us who want to report such things. But
as professional journalists we have no
more discretion in whether to report
or not to report when confronted with
the facts than does a doctor in deciding
to remove a gangrenous limb.
If it happened, the people are entitled to know. There is no condition
that can be imposed on that dictum
without placing a barrier (censorship)
between the people and the truth—at
once as fallible and corrupt as only
self-serving men can make it. The barrier can be built by government—overtly by dictatorship or covertly with
propaganda on the political stump,
harassment by subpoena, or abuse of
the licensing power. Or the barrier can
be built by the news media themselves.
If we permit our news judgment to be
colored by godlike decisions as to what
is good for our readers, listeners, or
viewers, we are building a barrier—
no matter how pure our motives. If we
permit friendship with sources to slow

our natural reflexes, we also build a
barrier. If we lack courage to face the
criticism and consequences of our reporting, we build barriers.
But of all barriers that we might put
between the people and the truth, the
most ill-considered is the one that
some would erect to protect their profits. In all media, under our precious
free enterprise system, there are those
who believe performance can only
be measured by circulation or ratings. The newspaper business had its
believers long before we were on the
scene. They practiced editing by readership survey. Weak-willed but greedy
publishers found out what their readers wanted to read and gave it to them
—a clear abdication of their duties as
journalists and, I would submit, a nail
in the coffin of newspaper believability.
Today, before the drumfire assault of
the hysterical Establishment and the
painful complaints of a frightened populace, there are many in our business
who believe we should tailor our news
reports to console our critics. They
would have us report more good news
and play down the war, revolution, social disturbance. There certainly is
nothing wrong with good news. In fact,
by some people's lights we report
quite a lot of it: an anti-pollution bill
through Congress, a report that the
cost of living isn't going up as fast as
it was last month, settlement of a labor dispute, the announcement of a
medical breakthrough, plans for a new
downtown building. There isn't anything wrong either with the stories
that tell us what is right about America, that reminds us that the virtues
that made this nation strong still exist
and prosper despite the turmoil of
change.
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ut when "give us the good news"
becomes a euphemism for "don't
give us so much of that bad news"—
and in our business one frequently
means the other—the danger signal
must be hoisted.
It is possible that some news editors
have enough time allotted by their
managements to cover all the significant news of their areas—much of it,
presumably, in the "bad" category—
and still have time left over for a
"good news" item or two. But for
many and certainly those at the network level, that is not the case. To
crowd in the "happy" stories would
mean crowding out material of significance. Some good-news advocates
know this, and it is precisely what they
want: to suppress the story of our
changing society in the hope that if
one ignores evil it will go away.
Others simply are tired of the constant strife. They would like a little
relief from the daily budget of trouble
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ihat reminds them of the hard decisions they as citizens must face. But
can't they see that pandering to the
innocent seeking relief is to yield to
those who would twist public opinion
to control our destiny?
It is no coincidence that these manipulative methods parallel those
adopted half a century ago by Russian
revolutionaries also seeking the surest
means to bend the population to their
will. You will not find bad news in
Russian newspapers or on broadcast
media. There are no reports of riots,
disturbances of public order, muggings
or murders, train, plane, or auto
wrecks. There are no manifestations of
race prejudice, disciplinary problems
in army ranks. There is no exposure of
malfeasance in public office—other
than that which the government
chooses to exploit for its own political
purposes. There is no dissent over national policy, no argument about the
latest weapons system.
There is a lot of good news—factories making their quotas, happy life
on the collective farm, successes of
Soviet diplomacy, difficulties in the
United States. The system works. Without free media—acerbic, muckraking,
irreverent—the Soviet people are placid drones and the Soviet Establishment runs the country the way it wants
it run.
Since it is hard to know the real motives in others' minds—indeed, it is
hard sometimes to know our own motives—and since few are likely to admit
that they would seek to suppress dissent from Establishment norms, it
would be wrong to ascribe such Machiavellian connivance to the goodnews advocates. The only trouble is
that the other, more likely motive—
profiting from the news by pandering
to public taste—is almost as frightening. To seek the public's favor by presenting the news it wants to hear is to
fail to understand the function of the
media in a democracy. We are not in
the business of winning popularity contests, and we are not in the entertainment business. It is not our job to
please anyone except Diogenes.
The newsman's purpose is contrary
to the goal of almost everyone else who
shares the airwaves with us, and perhaps we should not be too harsh with
those executives with the ultimate responsibility for station and network
management. We are asking a great
deal of them. For seventeen of the
eighteen hours during an average
broadcast day their job is to win
friends and audience. They and we live
on how successfully they do this difficult job.
But then we ask them to turn a deaf
ear to the complaints of those dissatisfied with what we present in the re-

maining minutes of the day. We ask
them to be professionally schizoid—
and that would seem to be a lot to ask.
But is it, really? After all, in another
sense, as journalists we live this life
of dual personality. There is not a man
who can truthfully say that he does not
harbor in his breast prejudice, bias,
strong sentiments pro and con on some
if not all the issues of the day.
Yet it is the distinguishing mark of
the professional journalist that he can
set aside these personal opinions in reporting the day's news. None of us succeeds in this task in all instances, but
we know the assignment and the pitfalls, and we succeed far more often
than we fail or than our critics would
acknowledge. We have a missionary
duty to try to teach this basic precept
of our craft to those of our bosses who
have not yet learned it. We in broadcasting, at least, cannot survive as a
major news medium if we fail.

W

e were well on the way before
the current wave of politically
inspired criticism. In my twenty years
in broadcasting I have seen more and
more station owners taking courage
from their news editors, tasting the
heady fruit of respect that can be
won by the fearless conveyer of the
truth. Some years ago William Allen
White wrote that "nothing fails so miserably as a cowardly newspaper." I suspect he spoke not only of commercial
failure but of the greater failure: not
winning the confidence of the people. A
radio or television station also can fail
this test of courage, and when it does
its owner wins not a community's respect and gratitude but its contempt.
Broadcast management is going to
need a stiff backbone in the days ahead
—not only for its own well-being but
for the good of us all. We are teetering
on the orink of a communications crisis that could undermine the foundation of our democracy that is a free
and responsible press. We all know
the present economic background. We
in radio and television with our great-
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er impact and our numerous outlets
have forced many of our print competitors out of business. It is a rare
American city today that has more
than one newspaper. And yet I think
most of us will acknowledge that we
are not an adequate substitute for the
newspapers whose demise we have
hastened. We cannot supply the wealth
of detail the informed citizen needs to
judge the performance of his city,
county, or state. If we do our jobs
thoroughly, however, we can be a superb monitor over the monopoly newspaper, assuring that it does not by plot,
caprice, or inadvertence miss a major
story.
We can be, that is, if we are left
alone to perform that essential journalistic function. The trouble is that
broadcast media are not free; they are
government licensed. The power to
make us conform is too great to lie
forever dormant. The ax lies there
temptingly for use by any enraged administration, Republican, Democrat,
or Wallaceite. We are at the mercy of
the whim of politicians and bureaucrats, and whether they choose to chop
us down or not, the mere existence of
their power is an intimidating and constraining threat.
So on one side there is a monopoly
press that may or may not choose to
present views other than those of the
domineering majority, on the other
side a vigorously competitive but federally regulated broadcast industry,
most of whose time is spent currying
popular—that is, majority—favor. This
scarcely could be called a healthy situation. There is a real danger that tlie
free flow of ideas, the vitality of minority views, even the dissent of recognized authorities could be stilled in
such an atmosphere.
We newsmen, dedicated as we are
to freedom of press and speech and
the presentation of ail viewpoints no
matter how unpopular, must work
together, regardless of our medium, to
clear the air while there is still time.
We must resist every new attempt at
government control, intimidation, or
harassment. And we must fight tenaciously to win through Congress and
the courts guarantees that will free us
forever from the present restrictions.
We must stand together and bring the
power of our professional organizations to bear against those publishers
and broadcast managers who fail to unde-stand the function of a free press.
We must keep our own escutcheons so
clean that no one who would challenge
our integrity could hope to succeed.
If we do these things, we can preserve, and re-establish where it has faded, the confidence of the people whose
freedom is so indivisibly linked with
ours.
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THE LAST OF THE
RED HOT SUPPLEMENTS
by NORMAN HILL
ust over a year ago, when This
Week, the newspaper-distributed
Sunday magazine, announced that
it would cease publication, a spokesman said the publishers had concluded
that "the national newspaper supplements may have outlived their usefulness to newspapers and advertisers."
Inasmuch as This Week even in its
dying days had enjoyed a circulation of
nearly ten million and had left behind
two other national supplements with
more than twenty-three million, that
pessimistic statement raised some eyebrows.
E \ e r since September 1963, when
Hearst folded American Weekly, the
Sunday supplement field had been
plagued by advertising losses to television and to a growing list of
newspaper-owned, locally edited supplements in major cities. Industry
observers, not to mention millions of
readers accustomed to receiving the
familiar sixteen- to twenty-four-page
tabloid-size national weeklies tucked
inside their Sunday newspapers, wonder whether the last two surviving
supplements. Parade and Family Weekly, will be able to withstand those
threats, and for how long.
Parade, owned by Whitney Communications, is carried in ninety-three
newspapers in larger cities. It will
add the Houston Post next January,
bringing its circulation up toward
seventeen million. Family Weekly, published by Downe Communications, is
currently in 248 papers, in mediumand small-size markets. It expects to
add seven next year, which will bring
its total circulation to nearly eight
million.
Since they do not depend directly
for their circulation on their appeal to
readers but rather on the indulgence
of those newspapers that function as
carriers, the need to shape their editorial package with both eyes on the
newspapers' editors and publishers
rather than their readers makes for a
unique, sometimes bizarre challenge
for the supplement editor trying to
please everyone. Some industry insiders believe that this very editorial
conundrum was instrumental if not
decisive in the death of This Week.

J
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Jess Gorkin, who has been with
Parade for twenty-four years (twentytwo as editor), is one of the most insistent proponents of the view that "a
poor product and poor management"
were the main reasons for This Week's
demise. It had lost its "editorial spine,"
had become bland, and had begun groping for "a magic formula." If it had
stuck with a strong editorial policy,
and had "done a job to satisfy its readers," he says, This Week would be here
today. "There was room for all three
of us." When, as their troubles grew.
This Week created an editorial board
manned by executives of their distributing newspapers, they were "finished,"
according to Gorkin. "You cannot edit
by committee."
But some industry executives discount editorial policy as a decisive
factor. They stress that This Week lost
some of its leading markets as big
newspapers decided they could please
readers better and keep all the advertising income by providing their own
locally edited supplement. In some
cases, the newspapers themselves disappeared, as with This Week's New
York outlet, the Herald Tribune. At the
same time, the growth of network,
regional, and local spot advertising on
television and the availability of regionalized pages in such general magazines as Life, Look, and McCall's cut
into the national advertising funds for
which the Sunday magazines were
competing.
This Week, desperately seeking to replace what it lost as newspaper publishers one by one—in Los Angeles, San
Francisco, Denver, Atlanta—decided
they didn't need it, and squeezed out
of its biggest market. New York, was
forced to go into smaller newspapers,
often "back-to-back," that is, sharing
its vehicle with another national or
locally edited supplement. Finally, This
Week's owners, Crowell Collier, threw
in the sponge.
That left just two contenders in the
nationally syndicated Sunday magazine field. Parade and Family Weekly.
How will they both keep their hundreds of critics—the distributing newspapers—happy with their editorial
package? How will they fare economically in a publishing area beset by
tightened advertising budgets, the
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trend toward local supplements, and
the shadowy question mark left by the
death of This Week, which had been in
its heyday the biggest of the three?
Gorkin leaves no doubt about what
he thinks needs to be done in the pages
of Parade. Several years ago he took
his stand when he said, "Let's face it.
There's too much filler and perennial
pap getting into Sunday magazine
pages."
Is it possible to avoid pap and cloying blandness when one must strive to
please, or at least to avoid offending, a
multiplicity of individual publishers,
with regional interests and prejudices?
A former supplement editor says,
"You have dozens of publishers who
all think they can do it better.
You're under orders to alienate no
one."
One insider recalls that when his supplement published an article on actor
Sidney Poitier the year he won the
Academy Award, "it was made known
that should we ever do that again, a
certain newspaper in Alabama would
not put out the issue that Sunday."
On another occasion a California publisher complained about an article in
the magazine about public libraries,
because they were "socialistic." Bob
Driscoll, who has been an editor at
one time or another at all four of the
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