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Why did one news council fail and the other succeed?

This presentation was made in June 1991 at a symposium entitled "Press Regtlation: How far has it
come?" in Seoul, Korea. The symposiunr was presented by the International Communication
Research Inslitute, Hanhtk University of Foreign Studies, and the Citizens Coalitionfor Media
Watch. The Munlnrya Broadcasting Corp. and Korea Press Center were hosts. Among the
participants were Joann Byrd, omhudsman for The Washington Post; Richard P. Cunningham,
professor, New York University: Lynne Enders Glaser, ombudsman, The Fresno Bee; Arthur C.
Naumqn, ombudsman, The Sacramento Bee: and Williarn Morgan, ontbudstnan, Canadian
Broadcqsting Corp.
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This is the story of two news councils. One of them failed. The other seems to be succeeding. Today I
will compare those two councils in hopes that their histories may provide guidance for future councils.

I think we will find the word "voluntary" to be a critical one in any discussion of such councils.

First, some background:

The press in the United States was conceived and born in the Enlightenment. The colonists hadtsen
in revolution against England and determined to put together a government under which men and
women could live by the values of their time -- rationalisnr" freedom and a fierce independence.

They wrote as the first -- not the second or the third -- commandment in their Bill of Rights that
Congress should make no law...abridging the freedom of the press.

The only ethical obligation our early journalists accepted was the obligation to keep the press free, for
they believed as Milton did that if the marketplace of ideas was open to competition among all
opinions, the truth would win out.

As we shall see, many of today's American journalists have not recovered from the Enlightenment.

But beside that fierce independence, there is a strain of concern or some broader obligation that runs
through American j ournalists.

I call it the Golden Thread, and I characterueit as a sense of honor.

Marion Tuttle Marzolftraces that sense of obligation back into the l9th century. Thoughtful critics
said iournalists ought to have the same obligation to their communities that teachers do. Some said
they should be examined and licensed like lawyers and doctors.

Yellow journalism -- unbounded sensationalism -- became immensely profitable for some newspapers
at the turn of the century. Some journalists thought the "ideal newspaper" ought to be somehow
endowed with adequate funds that it need not stoop to compete with the "yellows."

In 1923 the American Society of Newspaper Editors adopted an ethics code -- the Canons of
Journalism -- and in the same decade an ethics code was established by the Society of Professional
Journalists (whose very name suggests growth among journalists beyond the fierse independence of
our early years.)

But the idea of a board or a council that would examine the ethical state ofjournalism and report



The commission was established in 1942 with financing from Henry Luce of Time Inc. It was put
A under the chairmanship ofRobert M. Hutchins, chancellor ofthe University of Chicago. Hutchins

called in I I members: professors of law, philosophy, religion and economics. None were joumalists.

The first sentence in the commission's report is, "The commission set out to answer the question: Is
the freedom ofthe press in danger? Its answer to that question is, "Yes.''

It was in danger, the commission said, because the press had not "provided a service adequate to the
needs ofthe society. " It had also engaged in pracices which the society condemns. Inevitably, unless
the press improved, society would take steps to regulate it.

The commission laid out five requirements that the press should meet in order to meet its social
responsibility. One, it should produce a truthful, comprehensive and intelligent account of the day's
events in a context which gives them meaning. Two, it must provide a forum for the exchange of
comment and criticism. Three, it must project a representative picture ofthe constituent groups in the
society. Four, it must present and clarify the goals and values ofthe society. And, five, it must
provide full access, i.e. for all members ofthe society, to the day's intelligence, i.e. "the currents of
information, thought, and feeling which the press supplies. "

And to move toward meeting those requirements the commission recommended "the establishment of
a new and independent agency to appraise and report annually upon the performance ofthe press. "
The commission suggested that such a body be independent ofgovemment and ofthe press; that it be
created by gifts; and that it be given a l0-year tria[ at the end ofwhich an audit ofits achievernent

^ "could determine anew the institutional form best adapted to its purposes."

The commission laid out l0 activities for the agency. Among tiem was, "through conference with
practitioners and analysis by its staf, [to] help the press define workable standards of performance. "

Another recommended activity was to point out the inadequacies ofpress service in some areas
including those where minorities are denied reasonable access to the channels of communication.
Another was to investigate "instances of press lying, with particular reference to persistent
misrepresentation of the data required forjudging public issues."

Another: 'Periodic appraisal ofthe tendencies and characteristics ofthe various branches ofthe
communication industry."

And the lfth activity recommended was to obtain "the widest possible publicity and public discussion
of all the foregoing. "

Hold this recommendation in mind as we talk about the failure of the National News Council and the
success of the Minnesota News Council.

The Hutchins Report was important for two things: One, it contained this first substantive proposal
for a press oversight body, a news council, and second, because in its listing offive requirernents of
the press, it set out for the first time what came to be called the social responsibility theory of the
press, the idea that in retum for its constitutional guarantee offreedom -- a guarantee accorded to no

,a other business -- the press owed a debt to the community.

On both counts the commission's report was rejected out of hand by American editors. They were
furious that there were no joumalists on the commission. They were frightened that despite the
commission's repeated concern that government interference with the press was the first step toward


