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Introduction

Few ideas are as contentious in the world of media and journal-
ism as the ideal of objective reporting. The tradition of objectivity 
has been termed ‘one of the great glories of American Journalism’ 
(Barth 1951: 8), and considered ‘beyond question the most 
important development in journalism since the Anglo-Saxon 
press became free from authority’ (Brucker 1949: 269). Studies 
have shown that, up to the 1990s, US journalism was a ‘strong-
hold of professional journalism dedicated to objective reporting’ 
(Donsbach 1995: 30). For some, objectivity is the cement of 
good journalism, the ‘cornerstone of the professional ideology 
of journalists in liberal democracies’ (Lichtenberg 1991a: 216). 
For others, objectivity is a kind of deception, obscuring cultural, 
capitalistic or national bias behind talk of a neutral point of view; 
promoting faith in an external truth or ideal, an individualistic 
viewing position that doesn’t exist. Objectivity has been described 
as a myth and a shibboleth (Bell 1998a: 16). It can be seen as a 
lifeblood, a high principle, or just a desire to be accurate.
 Journalists themselves recognize how diffi cult objectivity, and 
the pursuit of it, can be (Myrick 2002: 52). They might suggest 
the equivalent of ‘Of course, no one can be really objective. But 
we try to be fair’ (Rosen 1993: 49; also Rosenthal 1969). In light 
of these reactions, if journalistic objectivity is an ideal, it is surely 
a complex one. What does it mean to strive for an ideal that can 
never be attained? Does it mean the ideal is worthless, or does it 
represent the ultimate journalistic virtue?
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 One thing to recognize about journalistic objectivity, however, 
is that the concept (and, indeed, the striving for it) is the product of 
history, linked to particular cultural formations, as well as the pro-
fessional aspirations of journalists themselves. We shall explore 
these formations in the chapters to come. Whether the ideal is 
viewed positively or negatively, it has an important role in debates 
about journalism and the media and for that reason deserves close 
discussion.
 Objectivity is a key concept in journalism, media and commu-
nication studies. Key works on objectivity in journalism are ‘clas-
sics’ in the fi elds of media sociology and journalism studies, such 
as those by Michael Schudson, James W. Carey, Gaye Tuchman, 
Dan Schiller and Herbert Gans (to mention only a few). This lit-
erature is broad, using approaches and ideas drawn from history, 
sociology, political science, organizational studies and analysis of 
media performance, not to mention the experiences and analyses 
of journalists themselves. This very diversity perhaps accounts for 
why we lack a book-length study of objectivity that incorporates 
an overview of the scholarly literature and the key research prob-
lems and questions in the area. This book seeks to fi ll this gap, 
surveying and evaluating some key issues in the rich and diverse 
scholarship of the area.
 Objectivity is, at the same time, a key concept for media profes-
sionals and practitioners, from broadcasters to bloggers. Many 
fi gures have offered denunciations or defences of objectivity based 
on practical diffi culties or concerns. Here, a different kind of gap 
emerges. An informed debate of the concept, even in practitioner 
contexts, falls short if we do not have a philosophically and his-
torically nuanced view of how the concept has been defi ned and 
what it allows us to do. Few practitioners engage carefully with 
alternative arguments. In turn, only a few scholars address objec-
tivity as an important aspect of media practice, and as an object 
of intense refl ection by what Barbie Zelizer calls the ‘interpretive 
community’ of journalists (1993; see Reese 1990). We do not have 
an authoritative account of how this interpretive community has 
defi ned objectivity over the short and long term.
 Despite an important turn in academic work to take journal-
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ism seriously (Zelizer 2004), professional and academic debates 
about objectivity from different eras are rarely discussed and 
compared. It may be possible, as Martin Conboy suggests, to look 
at objectivity in journalism discursively (2004: 4), but this is not 
often attempted ‘head on’. Debate has become bogged down in 
competing programmatic claims that dismiss, affi rm or reinvent 
objectivity from a particular viewpoint, leaving the reader with 
an often over-simplifi ed perspective on a complex fi eld of debate, 
scholarship and practice.
 To overcome both of these gaps – the lack of an over-arching 
sense of the scholarship, and a defi cit in relating theory to practice, 
and vice versa – I argue that we need to re-familiarize ourselves 
with what has been said by different scholars about objectivity, 
but also to extend a bridge between scholarship and practice. The 
task of bridging scholarship and practice is a formidable project 
in itself, since many scholars draw on deep insights about prac-
tice (not to mention their own experience as practitioners), while 
many practitioners draw on philosophical and theoretical ideas 
with great skill. In this context, I take a particular approach. My 
method is to engage with core ideas and questions and then make 
links to key debates from the professions, with the main project to 
draw out insights about objectivity as a form of media practice.
 Debates around interpretation and interpretive reporting, and 
especially practitioner debates in the US from the McCarthy era, 
form a special focus here; and in what follows I encourage a re-
assessment of the relationship between interpretive and objective 
reporting in this period. While many media historians engage in 
very specialized debates about objectivity and its origins, other 
writers no longer attempt to historicize objectivity, dealing pri-
marily with post-McCarthy era versions in which ‘straight’ objec-
tivity is regarded as passive and ineffectual. The 1950s in the 
US was a time when a positive connection between journalistic 
objectivity and the processes of democratic deliberation began to 
be strained: objectivity became, for many, part of the problem not 
part of the solution. The treatment of civil rights and desegrega-
tion in the 1950s (Davies 2005; Methvin 1975 [1970]), the social 
movements of the 1960s (Gitlin 2003 [1980]), the coverage and 
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handling of the Vietnam War in the 1960s and the 1970s (see 
Hallin 1986), the civic disengagement of the 1980s (Merritt & 
Rosen 1998), further cast a cloud over the ideal of objectivity and 
its relevance as a norm. The consolidation of media ownership of 
the last fi fty years (Ferré 2009: 21), combined with the promise 
of the Internet to provide diverse points of view and to allow col-
laboration, have introduced further criticism. Yet, as I argue, our 
assessment of objectivity since the 1950s has been infl uenced by 
views about interpretation that are not always accurate, and leave 
objectivity in a structurally passive position. Different waves of 
critique of objectivity have absorbed these views of objectivity and 
 interpretation and frequently repeat the pattern.
 In what follows I conceive of my role as both critical reader and 
guide, teasing out key issues in the scholarship as well as making 
links to different debates, such as those to do with the origins 
of objectivity, the status of facts, the place of values in objective 
reporting, interpretive reporting, the impact of ‘new media’, and 
objectivity as an international norm. As a critical reader, I see my 
task as being to highlight important works and themes, and to 
historicize and contextualize the concept. Like a prospector, this 
task involves fossicking through current and abandoned fi elds and 
‘passages’ of research. In actuality, this ‘mineshaft’ is made up of a 
small library of works on journalistic objectivity; I shall purpose-
fully draw on different works from this library more than once, 
and in different chapters, in order to link, compare and contrast 
different positions.
 As a guide, my goal is to point out hidden or new pathways 
through the scholarly literature and a narrower selection of pro-
fessional debates. To help with this task, each chapter of the book 
is focused around a key question that is often asked by newcom-
ers to the area, including students, but also taken up by scholars 
researching objectivity. The questions are also linked to issues 
debated by practitioners. In effect, each of the questions addressed 
in this book could be explored differently depending on which 
country you live in. In posing each question, my aim is not to 
provide a simple yes or no answer, but to explore different issues 
and examine the way different writers respond to the topic.
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Objectivity as a trans-national norm?

While my primary purpose is to analyse, deconstruct and contex-
tualize concepts of objectivity in journalism, objectivity is a prac-
tice that is institutionalized in different ways in different cultures. 
Here we encounter two key issues.
 The fi rst issue is how to analyse ‘objectivity in journalism’ 
across different cultures. Objectivity continues to retain a central, 
if disputed, place in discussions of journalism as a profession that 
works across national frontiers. The norm is now being recast in 
global terms (Ward 2011). However, objectivity in journalism did 
not arise in different countries at the same time, or emerge for the 
same reasons. In some cases it did not emerge at all, or emerged 
only through cross-cultural contact and diffusion. Objectivity is 
not discussed the same way everywhere. Stuart Allan suggests that 
in Britain ideals of neutral reporting tend to be left implicit, while 
in the US they were enshrined as a professional standard (2010: 
44). In the US objectivity arises through developments in news-
papers, where issues of effi ciency, science and professionalization 
have been at the forefront (Vos 2012: 436). By contrast, in the UK, 
Australia, and to an extent Canada, public service broadcasting 
was a key site for articulating the objectivity norm. This leads to 
signifi cant divergences in the way the ‘drivers’ or factors leading to 
objectivity are written about.
 Allan tackles this particular problem of analysing objectiv-
ity in journalism across different cultures by treating ‘objective 
journalism’ as a trans-national norm that has distinct, recogniz-
able form (2010: 28), usually linked to other norms (such as 
neutrality), or replaced by the norm of impartiality with which it 
is regarded as ‘synonymous’ (see Allan 1997: 309). Highlighting 
the importance of various economic, political and technological 
factors, Allan points to appeals to professionalism by journalists 
and a questioning of bias following the First World War as key 
factors for the wide dissemination of conventions of objective 
reporting (2010: 28). This book follows Allan in treating objectiv-
ity in journalism as an internationally recognizable concept that 
should be situated in relation to its context. It will also consider 
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different ideas of objectivity and look carefully at the issue of how 
norms operate across cultures (see chapter 8).
 A second issue has to do, specifi cally, with the question of 
whether the US case should be privileged. This issue is especially 
salient given the importance of de-westernizing media and com-
munications study (Curran & Park 2000), but also the need to 
give specifi city to the US case, and analyse it in a manner that 
recognizes the complexity of how objectivity has developed there. 
The American model of objectivity may be ‘by far the best known 
professional model worldwide’, but the critique of objectivity, 
combined with more careful attention to the ‘ethnocentric’ nature 
of journalism, makes any treatment of it as a ‘representative 
 specimen’ political (Josephi 2007: 302).
 Like the academic fi elds on which it draws, this book strives to 
strike a balance between trans-national and nationally bound per-
spectives on journalistic culture. This task is not always straight-
forward, however. It is important to recognize that ‘there is not 
a singular paradigm for Western journalism, but instead multiple 
paradigms that grow from the national cultures in which they are 
embedded’ (Berkowitz & Eko 2007: 779–80). There is also criti-
cism of the elevation of objectivity to a ‘universal norm’ (Josephi 
2007: 302). This said, debates around of objectivity in journal-
ism in the US are often used as paradigmatic for understanding 
developments beyond the US. Thus, it becomes possible to look 
at the way objectivity is historically and culturally marked, but 
also explore the idea of objectivity as an Anglo-American inven-
tion (Chalaby 1996: 304). In this fashion, studies of objectivity 
in Canada (Hackett & Zhao 1998), Australia (Peterson 1985), 
France (Chalaby 1996) and the UK (Allan 1997), while highlight-
ing important national differences in the way the public sphere 
and institutional structures operate, draw extensively on the rise 
of objectivity in the US as an important framework of analysis.
 The ‘linchpin’ status of the US case is complex. On the one 
hand, the journalistic standards of nineteenth-century America 
can be traced back to their British and European sources (see 
Dicken-Garcia 1989: 3–4). On the other hand, UK penny dailies 
emulated mass circulation strategies forged across the Atlantic in 



Introduction

7

the 1830s (Allan 2010: 34–5). There is little doubt that the hege-
monic status of thinking about objectivity in the US context (and 
journalism studies more generally) has infl uenced the discussion 
of objectivity elsewhere; and since this constitutes a ‘norm’, this 
infl uence is both pervading and normative.
 There is a temptation, especially when seeking to survey schol-
arship around objectivity, to focus on the US where the concept 
attracted an enormous amount of scholarly and professional atten-
tion for most of the twentieth century. While a fully comparative 
analysis of the development of objectivity in multiple countries 
would be desirable, we not only lack some of the basic historical 
and methodological groundwork for such a project, but there are 
conceptual problems with it, especially to do with how we study 
norms and their articulation, and evaluate their actual ‘purchase’ 
or strength in different cultural contexts (see chapter 8). This 
book responds to this issue by looking carefully at the problem of 
treating ‘objective journalism’ as a trans-national norm. As part of 
this approach, it treats the US case in its specifi city, which means 
examining the different forces at work in the US context in some 
depth. It also uses US examples to tease out core issues that have 
wider signifi cance. While it will be impossible to meet the needs of 
every reader, I broaden the discussion beyond the US where prac-
ticable and bring in cases and debates from other countries, and 
the themes raised here can certainly be explored and localized in 
greater depth.

Defi ning objectivity

Perhaps the most succinct defi nition of objectivity is provided 
by Walter Cronkite: ‘Objectivity is the reporting of reality, of 
facts, as nearly as they can be obtained without the injection of 
prejudice and personal opinion’ (quoted in Knowlton 2005b: 
227). However, as with many defi nitions of objectivity, there 
are loose threads here which, if pulled, threaten to unravel the 
whole garment. Why does Cronkite decide to supplement the 
reporting of reality with the reporting of facts? What does ‘as 
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nearly as they can be obtained’ actually mean? – sourced, com-
prehended, communicated? Defi ning objectivity in journalism is 
not straightforward. An ‘inherently ambiguous’ term (Tumber 
& Prentoulis 2003: 215), every defi nition depends on a different 
concept of what objectivity is, and how it should operate. In this 
study my aim is not to present a new defi nition of objectivity for 
a new media age. Nor is it a defence of objectivity in journalism. 
It offers, instead, a more serious appreciation of different models 
and frameworks for objectivity as a theory and a practice in order 
to create a space for more careful deliberation of the concept. This 
book considers the way objectivity in journalism has been defi ned 
in different ways at different times. The question of defi nition will 
inevitably become more complex as our discussion goes on, but 
for the moment we can draw on the following basic defi nition 
that looks at three different aspects of objectivity: values, process 
and language. This defi nition is ‘basic’ not because it is the sim-
plest (indeed, each aspect could be elaborated in some detail), but 
because it captures ‘key’ aspects of objectivity in journalism, even 
though not every critic focuses on every aspect.
 In terms of values, following Everette E. Dennis, we can link 
objectivity in journalism to three key aims:

1) Separating facts from opinion.
2) Presenting an emotionally detached view of the news.
3) Striving for fairness and balance . . . (Dennis & Merrill 1984: 111)

This description is echoed in Michael Schudson’s view that objec-
tivity ‘guides journalists to separate facts from values and report 
only the facts’ in a ‘cool, rather than emotional’ tone, ‘taking 
pains to represent fairly each leading side’ (2001: 150). It aligns 
with ideas of objectivity as recounting events in a disinterested or 
impersonal way, aligned with precepts of neutrality and balance.
 Objectivity is clearly multi-faceted. It is, as a result, often articu-
lated in a cluster of terms such as impartiality, neutrality, accuracy, 
fairness, honesty, commitment to the truth, depersonalization and 
balance. Others highlight values such as the reporting of news 
without bias or slant, the describing of reality accurately, presen-
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tation of the main points, even-handedness (see McQuail 1992: 
184). Some go further to link the presentation of facts with an idea 
of mirroring or refl ecting reality. Objectivity can relate semanti-
cally to a very wide fi eld indeed. In Schiller’s terms, objectivity 
is ‘polysemic’ or has many possible meanings, and, furthermore, 
is open to different activations. He warns us that this openness 
makes the concept hard to grasp: ‘its universality as an ideal might 
shield open disparities in its application and interpretation’ (1981: 
196). This perhaps accounts for why it is diffi cult to have the fi nal 
word on objectivity, and why discussion of it is on-going.
 It is important to note, however, that objectivity does not just 
operate at the level of values, but also procedures. Jeremy Iggers 
suggests that the values and procedures do not always come into 
play at the same time, and that ‘there are many journalists who 
practice procedural objectivity without any . . . epistemologi-
cal commitments’ (1998: 92). In other words, journalists do not 
need to commit philosophically to objectivity in order to practise 
objective journalism. This procedural dimension might include 
providing a contrasting, balancing, or alternative viewpoint, using 
supporting evidence, ensuring close attribution through quoting, 
and fi nally organizing the story into a familiar news format 
(Miraldi 1990: 16; also Kessler & McDonald 1989: 21–3; Ward 
2004: 18). These procedures are central to the commitment to 
verifi cation and truth underpinning objective methods, but at the 
same time, as practices, they are open to variation across different 
news organizations.
 There is a third important aspect of objectivity in journalism, 
which is arguably the least well understood. It has to do with 
the way objectivity forms a ‘language game’. Different scholars 
have referred to this language game in different ways, but all of 
them point to the link between journalistic objectivity and specifi c 
strategies of re-presenting events, facts and details. Jay Rosen, 
for instance, highlights the way objectivity operates as a ‘form of 
persuasion’: ‘It tries to persuade all possible users of the account 
that the account can be trusted because it is unadorned’ (Rosen 
2010a). Stylistically it plays to facts and not opinions. It is a 
‘system of signs’ designed to give the impression of authority and 
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trust,  especially in core descriptions and information such as who, 
what, when, etc.
 Schiller tackles the language game from a different direction. He 
argues that objectivity, at least in the sense understood from the 
mid-twentieth century, functions as an ‘invisible frame’ through 
which the story comes into existence on its own, independently of 
the reporter (1981: 1). This term captures a complex communica-
tion situation in which journalists ‘report’ rather than create the 
news. This situation is central to conceptions of the press as being 
above ‘the “wrangling” and confl ict of the public-political arena’ 
(Kaplan 2002: 169; see also Hackett & Zhao 1998: 143; Iggers 
1998: 109).
 All news is constructed and governed by discursive conventions. 
As Schiller describes it,

an invisible frame brackets news reports as a particular kind of public 
knowledge and a key category in popular epistemology. News reports 
repeatedly claim that, ideally at least, they recount events without the 
intrusion of value judgements or symbols. News is . . . a report on 
reality, and hence not really a story at all, but merely the facts – this is 
the claim. (1981: 2)

This invisible frame is not meant to be seen, or crossed. Indeed, 
Schiller argues it conceals ‘the very presence of conventions and 
thus masks the patterned structure of news’. The frame is defi ned 
in terms of a commitment to the world ‘out there’ in which facts 
exist externally and independently of the observer. As such, it 
forms an important aspect of the procedures supporting objec-
tivity, along with the ‘reality effect’ (Barthes 1986) that much 
 objective reporting seeks to promote.
 Another aspect of this communication situation, however, is 
that the invisible frame gives rise to reader expectations that a 
report will ‘produce a neutral, impartial reaction in the reader’ 
(Noyes 1953). This reaction is diffi cult to defi ne categorically, and 
can vary greatly depending on cultural perspective. Nevertheless, 
if breached, it offends a sense of fairness, and gives rise to decla-
rations of partiality, imbalance and bias. The reader is meant to 
decide the truth. However, the reader’s sense of fairness is linked 



Introduction

11

to issues of style and format, which in themselves depend on 
familiarity and even habit. So, although objectivity is habitually 
linked to the inverted pyramid form of presenting the news, an 
extremely impressionistic and interpretive report can meet the test 
of being objective if ‘the reader knows what is being done to him’ 
(Noyes 1953: 63), and issues of accuracy can be reconciled with 
issues of authenticity. This accounts for why the new journalists 
of the 1970s were able to work with ‘a strange sort of objectivity’ 
(Wolfe 1973: 66).
 While heeding Schiller’s advice that objectivity is diverse in its 
application and interpretation, these three aspects – values, proce-
dures and language – comprise a broad, basic defi nition of journal-
istic objectivity. With all three aspects in view we can suggest that 
they defi ne an ‘idea-complex’, that is, ‘a general model for conceiv-
ing, defi ning, arranging and evaluating news texts, news practices 
and news institutions’ (Hackett & Zhao 1998: 86, emphasis in 
original).

Why does objectivity in journalism matter?

Given the intense discussion of objectivity in journalism by schol-
ars and professionals, and its complex history, another question 
presents itself: why should we care about objectivity in  journalism? 
Broadly speaking, there are four important reasons.
 The fi rst reason why objectivity matters is related to politics 
and government. Much has been written about the relationship 
between journalism and democracy and the role of the press – a 
great deal of it in dispute. Nevertheless, for Stephen J. A. Ward, 
‘objectivity is an essential norm for responsible journalistic com-
munication in the public interest’, and is a bulwark against 
authoritarianism and obscurantism (2004: 321, 318). As Schiller 
notes, ‘with its universalistic intent, its concern for public ration-
ality based on equal access to the facts, objectivity harboured a 
profoundly democratic promise’ (1981: 181).
 In the 1920s Walter Lippmann draws a direct link between 
journalism, democracy and objectivity, when he suggests in 
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Liberty and the News that ‘the present crisis of western democracy 
is a crisis in journalism’. He observes that questions were arising 
about world affairs that demanded facts not readily available 
(1920: 4–5). His solution involved, in part, turning to objectivity. 
Lippmann highlights a ‘loss of contact with objective information. 
Public as well as private reason depends upon it’ (1920: 57). He 
advocates better journalism training around the ‘ideal of objec-
tive testimony’ (1920: 82). Lippmann’s argument points to the 
importance of the provision of impartial information in society, 
and defi nes one key way in which objectivity has mattered, and 
(depending on one’s point of view) may continue to matter.
 A second reason why objectivity matters relates to ‘media power’, 
a term which means more than just ‘the power of the press’. I use it 
in several senses, including: the capacity of the media to ‘do’ certain 
things, its power within (and some would say ‘over’) society, also 
power struggles between different parts of the industry and profes-
sion. Media power describes how the press and journalism occupies 
its fi eld, and has to do with the way public discourse is imagined, 
and promoted or controlled, via terms such as objectivity.
 Power also operates on the level of professional standards. 
Every standard relies upon, or is defi ned by, a realm of ‘hack’ 
work that is disparaged. However, the line between the profes-
sional and hack can be diffi cult to determine. Objectivity has long 
been linked to a move away from the excesses of sensational and 
‘yellow’ journalism towards ‘respectable’ journalism. But this 
movement can be viewed as part of a deeper struggle for power in 
the mediasphere. Historical research on objectivity is crucial here 
because of the way it shines a light on the links between objectivity 
and commercialism and the popular press, and provides a fuller 
picture of the interaction between the so-called ‘respectable’ and 
‘popular’ press.
 Even today, debates between quality and tabloid newspapers 
take place within what Pippa Norris terms a ‘media malaise’ 
framework in which the popular press is linked to moral decline 
(2000: 5). They ignore or downplay the historical ties between 
objectivity and the tabloid commercial press (see chapter 1). Yet, 
arguably, the bullying tactics and ‘moral wars’ (Pray 1855: 264) 
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around the penny press of the 1830s–1840s are still evident in 
debates around objective versus sensational reporting.
 The third reason why objectivity matters relates to media per-
formance. As Andie Tucher notes, ‘Clearly people want the press 
to appear objective. The best proof of that lies in their frequent 
complaints that it doesn’t’ (1994: 202). For all of the criticism 
of the concept, the ‘effort at objectivity and neutrality is impor-
tant’ (Glasgow University Media Group 1976: xii). In the 1940s, 
when the Commission on Freedom of the Press, better known as 
the Hutchins Commission, stated famously that ‘It is no longer 
enough to report the fact truthfully. It is now necessary to report 
the truth about the fact’, this was in the context of a debate about 
objectivity as not just a goal, but a fetish (Siebert et al. 1956: 88). 
‘Objective’ is currently an active criterion of evaluation for each 
Wikipedia site. Denis McQuail makes measuring objectivity a 
core task of his book Media Performance (1992). He notes that, 
despite the controversy surrounding the concept, objectivity is 
‘valued by the news audience for its practical benefi ts, since it is 
key to trustworthiness and reliability and plays an important part 
in  assessments of performance by the media public’ (1992: 183).
 Within the area of media studies known as ‘media performance’ 
analysis, objectivity is seen as a core communication value, helping 
to situate the public interest claims of different agents (1992: 28). 
McQuail reminds us of the diffi culty of the task of assessing objec-
tivity, both in relation to audience expectations and the standards 
of performance in place: which makes ‘application of objectiv-
ity as a criterion of performance itself less than fully objective’ 
(1992: 191). This explains why other terms such as ‘accuracy’ 
and ‘impartiality’ are taking its place. The latter are regarded 
as more directly measurable, allowing the researcher to place to 
one side the very diffi cult organizational and cultural factors that 
McQuail discusses as part of his judgement that objectivity has an 
‘ ambiguous standing’ as a standard. He writes:

Objectivity itself can only be assessed, with varying degrees of approx-
imation, by way of indicators. All the research procedures described 
call for value judgements about priorities, criteria of performance and 
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choice of indicators. The ‘objective assessment of objectivity’ is only 
possible within severe limits set by another set of values (our own or 
those we adopt). (1992: 236)

Evaluating media performance occurs within ‘cultural settings’ 
that are defi ning and delimiting. However, despite its ‘ambiguous 
standing’, objectivity remains for many a key concept when dis-
cussing the responsibility and accountability of the media.
 A fourth reason why objectivity in journalism matters has to do 
with ethics. An important aspect of ethics relates to judgement, 
especially in terms of the selection of sources, and the application 
of ‘news values’. While it is common for objectivity to be described 
in terms of ensuring that value judgements do not intrude on the 
story (White 2000: 390), objectivity also operates as a form of 
judgement. This judgement refers not only to how stories are 
handled, and deemed newsworthy, but also to the way some 
events or facts are deemed to fall inside or outside of the category 
of ‘news’. Judgement relates, then, to how news journalists con-
struct their ‘news net’, and navigate the web of facts, and gossip 
(Tuchman 1978). Of course, some facts are very diffi cult to verify, 
which leads, potentially, to a series of disputed claims from dif-
ferent parties, none of which are authoritative. Judgement comes 
into play in seeing the relationship between the facts and the truth, 
but also the facts and the shape or momentum of the story. Bad 
judgement can lead to a crossing of the ‘invisible frame’ whereby 
the journalist inserts him or herself into the story, or even becomes 
a ‘player’ in the story (an occupational hazard for the political 
reporter).
 Ethics also relates to the ‘compact’ between readers, journalists 
and news organizations (Fray 2011). William Morgan, ombuds-
man for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, suggests that 
‘objectivity’, ‘balance’ and ‘fairness’ are really just words. ‘None 
of them is easy to defi ne or to guarantee or even to achieve’ (1992). 
He reminds us that beneath the debate about words, however, is a 
more important issue to do with norms. He connects objectivity to 
what can be termed a ‘regulative ideal’, which has to do with the 
way journalists shape their work to fulfi l their responsibility to the 
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organization, their subjects, and their readers and audiences. Jaap 
van Ginneken sees this as an important aspect of objectivity: ‘the 
notion of objectivity . . . is always implicitly related to the notion 
of (an agreement between) relevant audiences’ (1998: 43; see also 
Kieran 1997: 46).
 There is no doubt, as we shall see in the next section, that 
while objectivity may have once defi ned credibility, the ethic of 
objectivity is today contentious as a norm or standard of journal-
ism. But that is not to say that it holds no lessons for us, or is not 
useful (given its still wide public recognition), or indeed, cannot 
be re-crafted into a meaningful ethic. Indeed, if objectivity in jour-
nalism can be said to embody, in a particular time and place, a 
compact between writers and readers in a relationship to do with 
the production and consumption of information and the public 
good, then it seems that a compact of this nature can still be vital 
in an age when information travels at the speed of light and via 
innumerable networks. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century, objectivity in journalism represented a response to a par-
ticular set of technical, economic, cultural and social problems and 
issues. While those problems may have taken on new forms, we 
can still gain a great deal from looking at objectivity as a certain 
kind of invention, one that can inform the way we tackle the tech-
nical, economic, informational, discursive and cultural problems 
of our own time.

An unpopular ethical touchstone

One of the dilemmas that confronts any study of objectivity in 
journalism is that the term is infrequently codifi ed into legislation 
or regulations. Objectivity is currently not a popular concept in 
regulatory circles, and ‘less secure in the role of ethical touchstone 
than it has been’ (Overholser 2006: 11). Ward notes that objec-
tivity was not put forward as a principle or guideline when the 
Canadian Association of Journalists redrafted their code in 2002. 
‘Instead, members cited related concepts: accuracy, credibility, 
fairness, independence, and so on’ (2004: 251). This accords with 
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a sense that these latter terms are more amenable to evaluation 
and measurement through surveys, economic and political study, 
or content analysis.
 The code of the UK National Union of Journalists, last 
amended in 1998, does not include objectivity (National Union 
of Journalists 2011). The Society of Professional Journalists in the 
US did not have objectivity in its code until 1973, when it fi nally 
drafted one after borrowing its original code from the American 
Society of Newspaper Editors in 1926. The now superseded 1973 
code includes the concept of objectivity in the preamble, where it 
declares that ‘responsibilities carry obligations that require jour-
nalists to perform with intelligence, objectivity, accuracy, and 
fairness’. Also in Part IV Accuracy and Objectivity, after declaring 
‘Truth is our ultimate goal’ in the fi rst article, the code states in the 
second article that

Objectivity in reporting the news is another goal, which serves as the 
mark of an experienced professional. It is a standard of performance 
toward which we strive. We honor those who achieve it. (Society of 
Professional Journalists 1973)

Surviving the 1984 and 1987 revisions of the code, objectivity 
remained in the code until September 1996, when it was replaced 
by a broader commitment to professional integrity and the ideal to 
‘Seek Truth and Report It: Journalists should be honest, fair and 
courageous in gathering, reporting and interpreting information’ 
(Society of Professional Journalists 1996).
 Objectivity has never appeared in the Australian Journalists’ 
Association code of ethics (the association incorporated into 
the Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance in 1992) despite 
 revisions of the code in 1984 and 1999 (Media, Entertainment 
& Arts Alliance 1999). In the Australian context, the sole regu-
latory appearance objectivity makes is in the legislation govern-
ing the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) (see chapter 
8). The British Broadcasting Corporation’s 2006 Royal Charter 
and Agreement does not require objectivity explicitly, although 
it appears in editorial guidelines around use of language in the 
 discussion of terrorism (British Broadcasting Corporation 2011b).
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 Polish media workers embraced ‘a principle of objectivity’ in 
their 1995 Media Ethics Charter, ‘which means that the author 
depicts the reality independently of his/her own views, reports reli-
ably different points of view’ (Polish Journalists’ Association (SDP), 
et al. 1995). The term also appears in South Africa, where the 
Independent Broadcasting Authority Act 153 of 1993 (as amended 
in 2002) states in its regulations for Party Election Broadcasts and 
Political Advertisements 7.3. ‘Every broadcaster who transmits 
news or current affairs programmes in respect of the elections shall 
do so in an impartial and objective manner and in a manner which 
treats all parties fairly’. It has nevertheless attracted controversy 
for the way it is perceived to be linked to Western, liberal views of 
media freedom, and also because of the way it was used to discredit 
reporting by black journalists in the apartheid years (see Mazwai 
2002; BBC Monitoring Africa 2003; Harber 2003).
 Allan suggests that the meaning of concepts such as ‘objectivity’ 
and ‘impartiality’ are historically specifi c. Accordingly, ‘It follows 
that each concept . . . will continue to evolve as the constellation of 
these forces changes across the public sphere’. Indeed, Allan pro-
vocatively suggests that with the rise of reality TV and ‘infotain-
ment’ programming, ‘the end of “objectivity” and “impartiality” 
as the guiding principles of an ethic of public service may soon be in 
sight’ (1997: 319; see also Turner 1996). Iggers suggests, however, 
that an ‘obituary for objectivity may be premature’ (1998: 91). 
Before we consign objectivity to the code of ethics graveyard, we 
should note the way that other terms, perhaps more suited to the 
legal climate of the day, such as impartiality, work alongside the 
norm. Indeed, Geneva Overholser notes that ethical concepts such 
as accountability are increasing in importance (2006: 11). Such 
terms can either work to bolster the objectivity norm, or work as 
the regulatory ‘face’ of the norm.

Starting points

More than most topics, the study of objectivity in journalism is 
infl uenced by one’s starting point. These are, indeed, abundant. 
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You can start with the philosophy, or newsroom practice. You can 
start with bias, or ‘just the facts’. You can focus on the innovations 
of editors in a ‘great man’ approach to history, or focus on social 
processes. You can look at the topic from the perspective of the 
editors and publishers, or through the experience of the reporter. 
You can focus on great metropolitan papers in New York, or train 
your eye towards papers in smaller cities and towns. You can start 
with the formidable scholarship in the area, or follow the cut and 
thrust of professional debates. The different ways into the topic 
can be bewildering.
 Indeed, the different chapters of this book represent different 
ways of entering into the topic of objectivity in journalism. Some 
focus on history, others philosophy, or ethics. The reader is open 
to engage with the chapters in the sequence of their choice. So, 
for example, some readers may choose to begin with the chapters 
on the objections and defences to objectivity, before considering 
the history in detail. Others will benefi t from having a deeper 
 historical background before considering the other chapters.
 One starting point that I shall decline at the outset is any sim-
plistic binary of objectivity and subjectivity. Talking about objec-
tivity in journalism usually leads to a discussion of subjectivity. 
Turning to subjectivity is, in some respects, a good idea. It raises 
issues of direct relevance to objectivity: neutrality, observation, 
perception and experience. However, it can restrict discussion by 
placing objectivity and subjectivity in too neat and static an oppo-
sition, leading to the seemingly inevitable conclusion that objectiv-
ity is impossible because we are all subjective and biased. What 
can disappear from view are more complex ways of approaching 
the concept of journalistic objectivity: its origins and histories, the 
philosophies and institutions behind it, its relationship to practice 
(see Nolan & Marjoribanks 2006).
 Another starting point that I am mindful of is the concept of 
objectivity itself. This book has a clear focus on objectivity in 
journalism, but the fact is that objectivity ‘in general’ is a powerful 
cultural idea, one that has its roots in the foundations of Western 
science and the enlightenment. Indeed, the precise meaning of this 
broader idea of objectivity is still being debated. Objectivity as 
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an idea has a wide-ranging infl uence across a number of different 
areas, philosophy, science (Daston & Galison 2007), law (Kramer 
2007), history (Novick 1988), and of course journalism. The char-
acterization of objectivity as a form of ‘knowledge that bears no 
trace of the knower’, a kind of ‘blind sight, seeing without infer-
ence, interpretation, or intelligence’ (Daston & Galison 2007: 17) 
will describe for many readers its main features.
 Yet, close inspection of the nature of objectivity in specifi c con-
texts can yield important insights. It is interesting to note that in 
the seventeenth century the terms ‘objectivity and ‘subjectivity’ in 
fact had the opposite meaning. ‘ “Objective” referred to things as 
they are presented to consciousness, whereas “subjective” referred 
to things in themselves’ (Daston & Galison 2007: 29). As Lorraine 
Daston and Peter Galison show in their study of scientifi c objec-
tivity, the description of objectivity as ‘blind sight’ may capture 
objectivity as a form of perception but misses something: namely 
that objectivity is also an ‘ethic’, one dedicated to preserving the 
‘artifact or variation that would have been erased in the name of 
truth’. Blind sight is not, therefore, an end in itself, but a way to 
attend to detail and the character of the object. As an ‘epistemic 
virtue’, to use their term, objectivity as a form of knowledge is not 
the same as truth or certainty, but an ethic of study itself, a safe-
guard against false assumptions and fi lters, affi rming values such 
as truth and variation, binding the conduct of the scientist.
 If ‘classic’ scientifi c objectivity aspires to a knowledge ‘unmarked 
by prejudice or skill, fantasy or judgement, wishing or striving’ 
(Daston & Galison 2007: 17), objectivity in journalism fi nds a dif-
ferent ground, producing variants of objectivity focused on facts 
of public interest, the ‘story’, the separation of fact from opinion, 
or at other times focusing on political neutrality. Underpinning 
these are precepts about democratic discourse, and the public 
interest. Any study of journalistic objectivity should strive to look 
at what makes these forms of objectivity distinctive and unique.
 Objectivity in journalism can be a diffi cult concept to grasp not 
just because of the long history of objectivity, but also because 
it is closely linked to others such as bias and impartiality. In 
what follows I trace out the particular identity and development 
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of objectivity in journalism beyond what has been dubbed the 
 objectivity–bias ‘paradigm’ (Hackett 1984). Objectivity is very 
commonly raised in discussions of bias and balance, but not 
always closely examined in its own terms. Bias and balance are, as 
Guy Starkey insists, ‘mutually exclusive’ terms. ‘Put simplistically, 
balance is the absence of bias, and bias is the absence of balance’ 
(2007: xvi). Balance requires objectivity. ‘Being objective means 
not placing undue emphasis on one part of a representation, 
in order to distort it, for whatever motive’ (Starkey 2007: xvi). 
Bias is conventionally seen as inimical to objectivity – although 
objectivity has itself been seen as biased (Glasser 1992; McQuail 
1992: 191). However, this matrix represents a somewhat one-
dimensional view of objectivity, which can be explored in relation 
to procedures of selection, and presentation of news, as well as 
a norm of ethical behaviour and professional ideology. Bias and 
balance are arguably not mutually exclusive from the point of 
view of media practice, where the work of relating facts and the 
statement of views of different parties is part of the same proce-
dure (see Iggers 1998: 93). Following Robert A. Hackett this book 
seeks to reach beyond the bias ‘paradigm’ and make objectivity 
itself the object of investigation (1984: 253).
 This introduction to journalistic objectivity tries to summarize 
a range of arguments and perspectives from what has become an 
expansive, but also very fascinating and rewarding area of study. 
Readers of this book may fi nd it unusual that, although it draws 
on critical theory, it does not simply denounce objectivity as 
impossible. Although I do not deny that critical theory can offer 
a position from which to legitimately object to objectivity – and, 
indeed, I discuss numerous critiques of objectivity in what follows 
– my main purpose is to historicize and contextualize objectiv-
ity in journalism through discussion of key texts and debates. In 
doing so, I have attempted to not only give greater perspective to 
objectivity but also to the critique of this concept and practice in 
order to highlight gaps or unresolved issues. I also look at some of 
the ways objectivity is being defended and reinvented. What I try 
to show is that objectivity in journalism is not simply a philosophy 
that can be denounced or secured. It defi nes or actualizes ways 
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of knowing that have impact in the world, infl uence the nature 
of reporting, and shape the professional underpinnings of jour-
nalism. In each case, objectivity is constructed or constituted in 
different ways, opening up (or closing down as the case may be) 
different possibilities for media practice.

Note on terminology: Because objectivity operates as a concept 
in history, literature, law, and the social sciences as well, I refer 
to journalistic objectivity. I use this concept, rather than the idea 
of ‘objective reporting’, fi rstly because the idea of reporting has a 
history of its own, and secondly because questions of objectivity 
extend beyond a particular approach to reporting.
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Why and when did journalistic 
objectivity arise?

Perhaps no question is as central to an understanding of objectiv-
ity in journalism than that of its origins. Objectivity in journalism 
cannot be traced to a single ‘magic moment’ (Schudson 2001: 
167). Media historians have put ‘great man’ versions of history 
into disrepute, questioning the fetish of singular origins (Winston 
1999). Nevertheless, ‘why and when did objectivity arise?’ remains 
an essential context question without which our understanding of 
objectivity in journalism will lack a link to history and culture. 
However, the question of origins is a challenging one, both on 
the level of the factors driving the development of objectivity and 
also the dating of objectivity. This chapter teases out the debates 
around these two core issues.
 What follows draws extensively on the work of James W. 
Carey, Michael Schudson and Daniel Schiller, as some of the fore-
most historians of objectivity in the US. But it also weaves into 
the discussion signifi cant work by Stuart Allan in News Culture 
(2004); Stephen J. A. Ward in The Invention of Journalism Ethics: 
The Path to Objectivity and Beyond (2004); Richard L. Kaplan 
in Politics and the American Press: The Rise of Objectivity, 
1865–1920 (2002); Gerald J. Baldasty in The Commercialization 
of News in the Nineteenth Century (1992); and Robert A. Hackett 
and Yuezhi Zhao in Sustaining Democracy? Journalism and the 
Politics of Objectivity (1998), all of which engage deeply, and 
often divergently, with the same research questions even if their 
projects are different.
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The drivers of journalistic objectivity

Objectivity in journalism emerges out of a complex of factors. A 
full account of these factors immediately confronts the two key 
issues discussed in detail in the introduction, the diffi culty of stud-
ying objectivity in journalism across cultures, and the  treatment of 
the US case.
 Several arguments have been put forward to explain the devel-
opment of journalistic objectivity in the US and beyond. Building 
on Allan (2010: 28) and Michael Schudson (1978), the key argu-
ments that will be discussed here have to do with professionaliza-
tion, technology, commercialization and politics. None stands as 
a clear master-narrative and all of them have been contested, or 
subject to further work. These arguments work in quite general, 
deterministic and abstract ways; and in that sense they have 
limitations. Nevertheless, they remain useful in forming a broader 
picture of the different forces at work in the development of 
 objectivity in journalism.
 While my focus in the discussion that follows will be on the US 
case, which has been explored in depth by media historians, each 
of these ‘drivers’ point to broader research trajectories that can be 
drawn on to open up wider analysis of objectivity in journalism, 
regardless of national context. It should be stressed I am not advo-
cating a point of view that objectivity was an ‘inevitable outcome’ 
of any of these particular forces (Schudson & Anderson 2009: 
92). Rather, surveying the different arguments allows us to engage 
with the complex forces infl uencing journalistic objectivity, and to 
explore their interaction.

The professionalization argument

This argument sees professionalization of reporting as a key factor 
in the emergence and development of objectivity. As such it is 
tied in with standards of good practice and the status of journal-
ism. Professionalism and professionalization are themselves large 
areas of study. Surveying the literature, Michael Schudson and 
Chris Anderson chart an important disciplinary orientation away 
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from ‘traits’-based research that seeks to determine whether jour-
nalism is or is not a profession on the grounds of its knowledge 
base and area of expertise, towards an approach that looks at the 
conditions and circumstances ‘in which journalists attempt to turn 
themselves into professional people’ (2009: 90).
 The professionalization argument is often localized around the 
state of reporting in major US cities in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries (see Baldasty 1992: 89). As journalists came 
to consider themselves professionals, the issue of an appropriate 
model of professionalism arose, with objectivity playing a key 
role (Janowitz 1975: 618). ‘Best practice’ suggested the reporter 
presents the facts, preferably covering all sides of the issue, 
allowing the reader to decide (although there is disagreement 
over whether this represents the highest standard of professional 
 performance; Carey 1997 [1969]: 138).
 The argument that objectivity emerges and develops through 
professionalization is powerful because it helps explain the nature 
of modern journalism, but also the context in which it operates. 
Professionalization is considered a pre-requisite for, but also the 
goal of, debates around objectivity. Another strong aspect of the 
professionalization argument is that it foregrounds issues of occu-
pational and industrial uplift and integrity: it allows us to think of 
objectivity in progressive ethical terms such as virtue, standards 
and excellence. It permits us to focus on issues of education. It also 
works in relation to concepts of objectivity as an ideal (Schudson 
1978; see below).
 Carey provides one of the most useful characterizations of the 
professionalization argument in the following passage:

Objective reporting became the fetish of American journalism in the 
period of rapid industrialisation. Originally the development of this 
form of journalism was grounded in a purely commercial motive: the 
need of the mass newspaper to serve politically heterogeneous audi-
ences without alienating any signifi cant segment of the audience. The 
practice apparently began with the wire services. . . . This commer-
cially grounded strategy of reporting was subsequently rationalized 
into a canon of professional competence and ideology of professional 
responsibility. (Carey 1997 [1969]: 137–8)
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Servicing ‘politically heterogeneous audiences’ demanded a radi-
cally new commercial approach that was (for Carey) subsequently 
rationalized into an image of the professional (see also Bennett 
1988: 123).
 Why did this rewriting occur? Carey suggests that in the 
late  nineteenth century reporters were trained largely under 
an apprenticeship system and reporting was seen as a trade. 
Professionalization was part of an effort by journalists to gain 
increased status, credibility and, indeed, trust. The pay-off for 
professionalization can be seen as social, but also corporate. 
Objectivity marked the work of journalists as organizationally 
distinctive, more highly developed; news was special, and different 
from advertising (which itself forms a kind of news). Objectivity 
arises in this work situation as what has been described as a 
kind of contract: it is a ‘bargain’ in which ‘journalists gain their 
independence and in exchange they give up their voice’ (Rosen 
1993: 48; see also Hallin & Mancini 2004: 221; Gans 1979: 183; 
McDonald 1975 [1971]: 69).
 With college training, journalists had greater appreciation and 
awareness of scientifi c values and developed what could be seen 
as a worship of facts (Schudson 1978: 68). Objectivity at this time 
was sweeping across a number of academic disciplines, and justi-
fying journalism in social science terms thus proved attractive as 
a means of gaining institutional legitimacy (Beasley & Mirando 
2005: 184). The emergence of journalism schools cemented the 
link between an emphasis on facts and science and new models 
of journalism. As Carey puts it, the ‘conventions of objective 
reporting were institutionalized when they were developed in uni-
versities beginning in the 1890s’ (1997 [1969]: 138). In a unique 
alignment of interests, ‘the press moved to show the public that it 
was serious about improving practices by bolstering professional 
training and enacting codes of ethics’, while educators sought to 
meet the demand for ‘reporters who were ethically sensitive as well 
as technically profi cient’ by focusing on journalistic ethics (Ferré 
2009: 19; see also Vos 2012). In this manner, objectivity was fast-
tracked as a way to characterize the profession, as well as indicat-
ing a point of mutual interest for practitioners and educationalists.
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 One of the benefi ts of the professionalization thesis is that it 
links objectivity to broader social change: fi rstly, to what James 
W. Carey terms the ‘communications revolution’ and, secondly, to 
the rise of professions. In relation to the former, Carey sees this ‘as 
a revolution in commercial and popular culture which reorganized 
the basis on which art, information, and culture were made avail-
able’ (1997 [1969]: 129). It leads to the rise of a national media 
and a ‘mass’ audience but also the emergence of a ‘new social role’ 
which Carey terms the ‘professional communicator’. ‘The profes-
sional communicator takes the messages, ideas, and purposes of 
a source and converts them into a symbolic strategy designed to 
inform or persuade an ultimate audience’ (1997 [1969]: 133). 
Advertising executives, public relations practitioners and journal-
ists all qualify as professional communicators, albeit with different 
degrees of professional autonomy and freedom.
 In terms of the rise of the professions, in the late 1890s to early 
1900s, US society, especially the new middle classes, underwent 
a widespread professionalization (Wiebe 1967: 127; see also 
Bledstein 1976). The growth of university education in journal-
ism, and rise of professional associations, gave further impetus 
to professionalization (Carey 1997 [1969]: 136). Skills and culti-
vated talent became the new basis for social order. With profes-
sionalization came the need to defi ne a fi eld and assume authority 
or control over a discipline.
 One signifi cant aspect of the professionalization argument 
is that it can be studied focusing on positive, but also nega-
tive impacts. Indeed, Carey’s account of professionalization is 
 important precisely because he points to its adverse effects.

It is important to recognize that the canons of objective reporting turn 
the journalist into a professional communicator, from an independ-
ent observer and critic to a relatively passive link in a communication 
chain that records the passing scene for audiences. (1997 [1969]: 138)

For Carey, objectivity impacts on the literary and interpretive 
aspects of journalistic work. He writes of a ‘conversion down-
wards’ whereby the ‘role is de-intellectualized and technicalized’ 
into a mere reporter (1997 [1969]: 137). Objectivity compromises 
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the independence of the journalist, giving new prominence to 
sources. This leads the reporter into a subservient and technical 
‘lapdog’ relationship to political and corporate authority (Kaplan 
2002: 193). For Daniel C. Hallin and Paolo Mancini, the domi-
nant form of professionalism in North America has a particular 
impact on the autonomy of the journalist. Objectivity has a key 
place in placing boundaries on autonomy in a way that is not 
 replicated in the UK, for example (2004: 226).
 There are three main weaknesses in the professionalization 
argument. The fi rst is its explanatory power. As Dan Schiller 
notes, ‘journalistic professionalism can not constitute a suffi -
cient explanation for the appearance of the convention’ (1981: 
3). Which is to say that commercial, technological and political 
factors are equally important to the development of objectivity.
 This is related to a second issue, raised by Schudson, which is 
that journalism is an ‘uninsulated profession’ lacking the forms of 
advanced training and social control that other professions use to 
protect their autonomy. Unlike professions such as medicine or 
law, journalism is a diffi cult occupation to ‘close off’ intellectually 
and in practice, and it has an unusually ‘public’ relationship to 
the client and to politics. This ‘uninsulated’ character impacts on 
the professional status of journalism, and constantly complicates 
professional aspiration.
 A third issue with the professionalization argument is that it 
tends to treat the space of journalism as uniform: publishers, 
editors and reporters are seen more or less on equivalent terms, 
when in fact there exists signifi cant levels of criticism and negotia-
tion between these different actors in ‘the profession’ (Tuchman 
1972). There is a potentially wide gap between aspirational state-
ments of codes of ethics and the lived reality of reporters and 
editors. In this respect, the professionalization argument requires 
a more critical account of labour politics. This is important, for 
example, to understand the 1930s when objectivity is linked to the 
struggle against unionization and organizational control. These 
conditions ‘gave publishers reason to promote the objectivity 
norm even if they had done little or nothing to invent it’ (Schudson 
2001: 163; see also Morrison & Tremewan 1992: 124). Hallin 
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and Mancini highlight how, in this context, ‘objectivity provided 
a mechanism of control over journalists’ (2004: 221).

The technology argument

Advocates of the technology argument see technology as a key 
causal factor in the development of objectivity in journalism. 
Technology has been an ever-present consideration for journal-
ism. As Allan notes, ‘the use of the steam press in the 1830s was 
followed by the introduction of the Hoe rotary press in 1846, 
thereby enabling the mass production of newspapers on a scale 
never seen before’ (2010: 35). Perhaps no technology has been 
given greater signifi cance than the telegraph, which is closely 
intertwined with a shift in our understanding of communication 
and geography, the development of national railway systems, and 
the dissemination of market information and commercial news 
(Carey 1989: 201–30; Pray 1855: 364). Introduced in the 1840s, 
with the fi rst inter-city experiments in wiring stories dating from 
1844, the telegraph rapidly found a place in news transmission. 
The Mexican–American War (1846–48) gave impetus to its use 
(Allan 1997: 305), as did the founding of the news cooperatives 
such as The Associated Press in 1946. For Donald L. Shaw, in a 
study of Wisconsin newspapers that is regarded as a keystone of 
the technology argument, ‘increasing emphasis upon impartial 
gathering and reporting of news’ and ‘growing independence from 
party control’ correlate with ‘increasing amounts of wire news’ 
(1967: 4).
 However, there is another layer of the technology argument, 
specifi cally focused on written language and the form of journal-
ism itself. Indeed, perhaps one of the most valuable aspects of the 
technological thesis is to encourage refl ection on our understand-
ing of the form of the news (see Conboy 2010: 137–8). The wire 
services supposedly led to a lean, unadorned ‘objective’ style; a 
form of writing stripped of locality, regional touches and colloqui-
alisms. This is understandable given that the price per character 
was one cent (Kielbowicz 1987: 35). Wires employed factual, 
denotative and functional language, leaning towards the inverted 
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pyramid form. Andrew Porwancher suggests that ‘because tel-
egraph lines were expensive and often failed in mid-report, jour-
nalists transmitted the most important information fi rst so that 
their papers could still print the stories even if they failed to receive 
all of them. Editors also preferred the standardized format of the 
inverted pyramid because they could easily rework an article’ 
(2011: 191).
 Carey argues ‘the telegraph reworked the nature of written lan-
guage’ but also ‘the nature of awareness itself’ (1989: 210). Over 
time, our sense of the facts became linked to this informational 
form of language, so that we know ‘the facts’ mainly through this 
‘code’. As a result, the language of news becomes standardized, 
which is to say that different styles of reportage and storytelling no 
longer counted for news in the same way. ‘By elevating objectivity 
and facticity into cardinal principles, the penny press abandoned 
explanation as a primary goal’ (Carey 1997 [1986]: 161). This 
style has limits: it restricts the extent to which one can express a 
perspective in the story, or explore the world as an essayist might 
(see White 2000). It sets up explanation and analysis as separate 
activities and, in doing so, dampens refl ection on alternative fram-
ings of the story, as well as overt refl ection on factors such as 
 ideology, class or politics.
 Carey’s work is commonly associated with the technology argu-
ment. Although he is no straightforward advocate, his research 
into journalism history, technology and communication takes 
him deeply into the topic. Carey highlights how the wire services 
stripped the local, the regional and the colloquial away from 
journalism, demanding something closer to the scientifi c or infor-
mational mode of journalism. He famously states ‘the origins of 
objectivity may be sought, therefore, in the necessity of stretching 
language in space over the long lines of Western Union’ (1989: 
210).
 There are risks with a technologically deterministic account 
of social change; namely that it can discount other factors. One 
might think that the speed of information being sent over a news 
wire would lead to a new emphasis on timely information, the 
latest news. But it was the penny press that promoted the move 
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towards the daily news, and a focus on timeliness and breaking 
stories as a selling point. It was through the penny press that 
all news started to be treated as though it came out of a stock 
market ticker machine. As Carey puts it, ‘the telegraph cemented 
everything the “penny press” set in motion’ (1997 [1986]: 160). 
Nevertheless, while we should remain wary of technological 
determinism – and indeed some have called for a re-examination 
of the idea that objective reporting was the result of increased use 
of telegraph and news wires (Stensaas 1986: 58) – the technology 
argument highlights often-neglected organizational arrangements, 
such as the way correspondents become ‘stringers’ who supply 
bare facts, and issues to do with the increased volume of news (see 
Carey 1997 [1986]: 160–1).
 Some caveats should be placed around the technology argument. 
The fi rst has to do with the assumptions regarding the technology. 
Early services were not restricted to the telegraph, but combined 
pony express, stagecoach and telegraph (Pyle 2005). Richard 
L. Kielbowicz describes the telegraph evocatively as a ‘tangle 
of technologies’ (1987: 34). ‘Even in the face of instantaneous 
communication by telegraph, the comparatively primitive postal 
service continued to be of great value as a news relayer’ (1987: 
26). The language of dispatches could vary depending on the rate 
and time of day, from simply dropping common words such as 
‘the’, to inverted pyramids, to in fact adding details (Schiller 1981: 
5). Indeed, biased and false dispatches were known to be sent 
(Schiller 1981: 4; see also Sinclair 1919: 150–75). On top of this, 
it was accepted journalistic practice of the era, as Edwin Shuman 
explains in one of the fi rst handbooks on journalism, to turn bare 
announcements into articles by supplying ‘the missing details from 
. . . [one’s] imagination’ (1894: 120). In other words, the introduc-
tion of the telegraph did not occur in a vacuum and did not lead to 
a total uniformity in style and format.
 A second caveat has to do with the risk of confusing the 
technology with the development of cooperative newsgathering 
associations, the history and development of which are complex 
(see Shaw 1967: 9). For Edwin Emery, the agencies became the 
‘common denominators’ of a standardized conception of impar-
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tial journalism. Their infl uence was also felt on the level of style 
and news writing (Emery 1972: 465–6). From these non-partisan 
accounts ‘grew the concept of objective reporting which has per-
meated American journalism to the present’ (Siebert et al. 1956: 
60). Schiller disputes this theory, arguing that wire services were 
integrated into newsrooms that already valued factual accuracy 
(1981: 4; see also Schudson 1978: 5).
 Of course, wire services are not the only technology that impact 
on journalism, although they have a special place in the literature 
on objectivity. Medium-specifi c issues need to be kept in mind. In 
the UK and Australia objectivity emerged in the context of radio 
broadcasting (see chapter 8), and Martin Conboy argues that 
‘radio’s immediacy as a technology threatened the greater claims 
to factual objectivity which had been gathering credibility . . . in 
newspaper journalism’ (2004: 191). In the US, televised news put 
new emphasis on the objective eye-witness account (McQuail 
1992: 186). It has been argued that broadcast television news ‘has 
reinforced objectivity’, and that the supposed unmediated-ness of 
television ‘probably breathed new life into the public expectation 
that news media could be neutral and objective windows on the 
world’ (Hackett & Zhao 1998: 47).

The commercialization argument

With close links to the technology argument, the commercializa-
tion argument is focused on news as a commodity, and in broad 
terms holds that objectivity developed as a way to service advertis-
ers wishing to reach politically heterogeneous audiences (Carey 
1997 [1969]: 137). But underpinning this is a crucial issue to do 
with the relationship between the newsroom and the business 
offi ce within a news organization.
 There has, arguably, always been a commercial element to the 
news, both in terms of reader interest, but also the alignment of 
business cycles and journalism. ‘Every day there is business to be 
done and there are prices to be posted’ (Carey 1997 [1986]: 158). 
Stuart Allan, drawing on Jürgen Habermas’s work on the rise 
of the bourgeois public sphere, highlights how ‘early  capitalist 
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commercial relations necessitated the distribution of news in a 
far more public form than that which had been provided by the 
“news letters” printed in political journals’ (1997: 298). Central 
to the commercialization argument in relation to the emergence of 
objectivity in journalism is the aim of not offending or alienating 
readers on the basis of political affi liation. As E. Barbara Phillips 
puts it:

Letting the ‘facts speak for themselves’ instead of offering an interpre-
tation of events avoids controversy which, in turn, avoids offending 
news (and advertising) customers who may reject the news (and 
advertised) product along with the unwanted interpretation. By ‘stick-
ing to the facts’ and eschewing explicit explanation, journalism in the 
objective mode skirts the problem that one person’s truth is another’s 
propaganda. (1977: 68)

Because the commercialization thesis has to do with the partiality 
and party orientation of newspapers, it could be suggested that it 
is wrongly named. But the reason for highlighting commercializa-
tion is to focus on issues of the market, distribution and especially 
advertising.
 While the commercialization argument seems relatively straight-
forward, it is at the centre of a number of different research prob-
lems. The fi rst of these has to do with the relationship between 
objectivity and commercialization or business, which cannot 
be explained as a simple dichotomy. Indeed, objectivity can be 
regarded as a commercial strategy for news organizations as much 
as a matter of high principle transcending the profi t motive (see 
Ognianova & Endersby 1996: 3). In his study of Adolph S. Ochs, 
editor of The New York Times from 1896, Porwancher notes, 
objectivity was ‘a set of ideal interests used to camoufl age or even 
further the press’ material interests: increased profi t, advertising, 
and circulation as well as protection from legal sanctions’ (2011: 
186). Here, objectivity is less an ethical principle than a market-
ing strategy: ‘Trustworthiness was a central tenet of objectivity, 
and the Times traded on this perceived trait to attract advertisers’ 
(2011: 190).
 The importance of the commercialization argument is that it 
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reminds us how impartiality is not above commerce, but tied in 
with a business strategy. As Robert A. Hackett and Yuezhi Zhao 
suggest, ‘a number of analytically distinct but interacting forces of 
the dominant commercial logic – cost-optimization, homogeniza-
tion, non-partisanship, depoliticization, consumerism, marginali-
zation of progressive alternatives, specialization and legitimation 
– help to constitute journalism’s regime of objectivity’ (1998: 65). 
Thus, ‘the nineteenth-century ideal of objectivity was at once a 
political stance and a commercial imperative’ (1998: 67).
 The second research problem has to do with the infl uence of 
productivity considerations on journalism. With the penny press, 
news organizations needed to be able to construct journalism in 
ways that it could be handled and processed as a commodity, 
and economically so. Theodore L. Glasser links objectivity to this 
highly organized industrial form by focusing on the idea of effi -
ciency (1992: 177). In effect, objectivity can be seen in terms of 
cost saving. As William B. Blankenburg and Ruth Walden note, 
‘the more interpretive the story, the more costly it is in reporto-
rial time. Or conversely, objectivity is cheaper’ (1977: 594; also 
Hackett & Zhao 1998: 66). That is, within constraints of money, 
time and people, reporters can fi le stories by sticking close to 
what is stated by sources without having to sift through moun-
tains of evidence or having to sort out what is truth, and also 
without having to be specialists in a fi eld. Objectivity frees report-
ers from the need to acquire expert knowledge and also allows 
 inter-changeability of reporters (McQuail 1992: 185).
 The commercialization argument is, of all the arguments, one 
of the most demanding in terms of historical knowledge about the 
media, especially concepts such as the market (Schudson 1978: 
58; Schiller 1981: 9–10; Allan 1997: 304), and different phases 
of economic and political activity (see Kaplan 2002: 104). The 
arrival of the penny dailies in New York has been the main focus 
of attention, although the metropolitan dailies were acknowl-
edged as being ‘a small minority among American newspapers’ 
(Crawford 1924: 3). The commercialization argument is not 
solely used in historical studies, but has been used to suggest that 
objectivity is an important way that news organizations not only 
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create  effi ciencies, but defi ne a centrist middle ground with which 
to attract and preserve a mass audience (Ognianova & Endersby 
1996).

The political argument

While often treated as a minor theme in the other arguments, poli-
tics has also fi gured in its own right as a key theme in research on 
objectivity in journalism. As Schudson summarizes the case, ‘since 
the Associated Press gathered news for publication in a variety 
of papers with widely different political allegiances, it could only 
succeed by making its reporting “objective” enough to be accepta-
ble to all of its members and clients’ (1978: 4). It is a long-standing 
trope that the turn to commercial media and objectivity repre-
sented a turn away from direct party affi liation or sponsorship, 
and also that the rise of news was tied to a decline in the power of 
the editorial (for a summary of both views, see Park 1923: 283). 
Schudson gives the political argument a strong place in an overall 
narrative about US journalism, when he suggests that the ‘very 
concept of politics changes from 1880–1920’ (2001: 160). Just as 
reformers were criticizing party loyalty, newspapers were able to 
claim independence from parties.
 Politics fi nds a place in research into objectivity in other ways. 
The issue of ‘news management’, whereby the government sought 
to control news for the purpose of publicity, has been important 
(Schudson 1978: 164–6; 2001: 163). The public good represents 
another important element of the political argument. For Schiller, 
‘Objectivity developed in tandem with the commercial newspa-
pers’ appropriation of a crucial political function – the surveillance 
of the public good’ (1979: 47).
 Stephen J. A. Ward gives politics a unique, almost transcending 
role. He explores how objectivity arises from economic and other 
factors, but is not ‘reducible’ to them. He goes on to foreground 
the way objectivity provides a political justifi cation for the busi-
ness of news, ‘for a journalism of objective information’. Tying this 
to liberal philosophy he argues ‘The marketplace of ideas needed 
not only the free combat of ideas but also objective  information’ 
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(2004: 193). In his view, ‘journalism, at its best, is one of the arts 
of democracy’ (2004: 9).
 Richard Kaplan’s research defi nes a different kind of political 
argument. Kaplan focuses on the partisan rather than the com-
mercial press per se, and in this fi eld he plots the rise of objectiv-
ity as occurring between 1865 and 1920. Kaplan’s argument is 
framed as an alternative account of the rise of objectivity (for him, 
really impartiality) in journalism. Questioning the adequacy of the 
commercial and professionalization arguments, he argues neither 
‘alterations in the urban newspaper market’ nor ‘the journalist’s 
desire for professional autonomy and prestige’ adequately explain 
the development (2002: 141).
 In their place, Kaplan puts forward a political theory of press-
reform (2002: 142). In order to do this, he follows the partisan 
press right up to the twentieth century, rather than leaving it in 
the 1840s as some redundant pre-commercial press. Unlike other 
critics, Kaplan delves more deeply into how partisanship works. 
A central aspect of Kaplan’s research is his exploration of the 
‘ritual’ dimensions of the way the partisan press interacted with 
its subscribers and readers. This was not a simple commercial 
transaction.

The relationship between subscribers and journal did not consist in 
just an anonymous exchange of money for product in the market but, 
rather, a mutual vowing of commitments and duties as members of 
a political community. The individual journal was the organ of the 
political community, and commissioned with the task of expressing 
the group’s ideas and its interests. Ties of solidarity and identifi cation 
bound readers to their papers. (Kaplan 2002: 23)

 Viewing the nineteenth century newspaper as an ‘expressive 
organ of a pre-existing political community’ (2002: 24), Kaplan 
gives us a fuller picture of the partisan press. Two key inter-related 
aspects are noteworthy here. Firstly, the press played a key role 
in the experience of politics, and was ‘centrally implicated in the 
construction of the parties’ issue agenda and in the formation of 
the citizenry’s political preferences’ (Kaplan 2002: 25). Secondly, 
this is why the end of party subsidies did not necessarily mean the 
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end of party orientation. The latter was ingrained in journalistic 
culture, and the papers were partners rather than slaves (2002: 
56).
 Kaplan, whose focus is on Detroit newspapers, disputes the idea 
that market progress leads inevitably to neutrality and objectivity. 
He is not alone in this view. Baldasty charts a general decline of 
political culture in the US from the mid-nineteenth century (1992: 
44), leading to a general de-emphasis on politics (1992: 127–30). 
For Kaplan, changes in the political culture were crucial to editors 
and publishers disaffi liating from parties. Certainly market forces 
gave the newspapers a base from which to make decisions, but the 
key determining factors come from the political culture. Following 
the Civil War, the agenda of the partisan press under-serviced 
public debate and discussion, trading instead in tired party posi-
tions. The 1893 depression severely damaged the standing of 
Democrats who were in control of both the White House and 
Congress (2002: 143). Long-standing emotional grievances from 
farmers pushed their way into the political stage resulting in calls 
for economic relief and reform, especially around currency stand-
ards. The election of 1896 was bitterly fought around ‘new class 
and sectional issues’ (2002: 144). Reform proved contentious, and 
the grip of partisanship loosened. The political culture had trans-
formed suffi ciently that newspapers began to issue declarations of 
independence ‘renouncing all partisanship’ (2002: 145). From the 
1890s, disinterested impartiality became the dominant mode.

Other factors

These four arguments do not exhaust all of the possible theo-
ries and hypotheses around the development of objectivity (see 
Mindich 1998), but they provide a useful outline and point to 
the extraordinary nature of the development of objectivity in 
journalism.
 There are some additional ‘factors’ worth mentioning briefl y. 
Firstly, in the UK and Australia, reluctance to grant the public 
broadcaster a role in delivering news (and therefore ‘trespass’ on 
the activities of the existing press) were an important factor. In 



Why and when did journalistic objectivity arise?

37

both cases, the public broadcaster defi ned an ‘impartial’ role for 
itself under intense scrutiny by government and established press 
interests (see chapter 8).
 Secondly, in terms of the US, an important factor to consider is 
the American Civil War (1861–5) which, as well as fuelling parti-
sanship on the issue of race (see Kaplan 2002: 22–54), is linked to 
developments in technology and the speed of newsgathering (see 
Mindich 1998: 64–94). Kaplan suggests that much debate in the 
partisan press in the late nineteenth century was intimately bound 
up with the war and questions of race, and the citizenship rights 
of African-Americans (2002: 22–54). The Civil War has been 
seen as a ‘pivotal event of American political and social history’ 
and ‘among the primary agents of social and intellectual change 
during the nineteenth century’ (Shi 1995: 46). Following this line 
of discussion, it has been argued the war was a turning point for 
all aspects of journalism (see Schudson 1978: 202, note 7 for a 
summary of the debates; also Irwin 1969 [1911]: 12). For Ward, 
many of the advances in reporting of the 1900s in the US were 
‘already evident during the American Civil War’ (Ward 2004: 
189).
 Schudson is more sanguine about the infl uence of the Civil 
War: ‘it is often taken to be a turning point in the history of the 
American press. It was not. It did not “turn” the direction of 
journalism; its impact was to intensify the direction in which jour-
nalism had been turning since the 1830s’ (1978: 66). He does not 
suggest it had no impact, however. It was ‘not so much different as 
bigger, more prominent, and, as people anxiously followed cam-
paigns that involved their husbands and brothers and sons, more 
important to ordinary people. The war pushed the newspaper 
closer to the center of national consciousness’ (1978: 67).
 A third factor to consider is what I term the ‘nexus factor’: 
namely, the interaction or meeting point of many of the argu-
ments described above in the early 1900s. If the early twentieth 
century can be considered an era of fascination in research on 
objectivity then arguably it is due to the intersection of these dif-
ferent lines of research. The expansion in the advertising market, 
consolidation of ownership, as well as rising class and professional 
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 consciousness, and sensitivities over issues of political infl uence 
(especially around labour matters and aggregated capital) con-
tributed to a strong sense of press criticism. Ward makes a similar 
point when he notes that ‘objectivity is not the result of just one 
factor, such as the desire of newspaper editors for neutral copy or 
the impact of a new technology such as the telegraph’ (2004: 33). 
Combining all of our arguments Ward suggests that ‘new technol-
ogy, the commercialization of news, fears about the manipulation 
of public opinion, and the advent of “objective” society were 
among the many motivations for the construction of objectivity’ 
(2004: 33). Fusing these arguments together, Ward sees objectivity 
as part of a new episode in the journalist–audience relationship: 
‘the journalist as impartial mass informer’ (2004: 33).

Dating objectivity in journalism:
the ‘Schudson–Schiller’ problem

The key arguments to do with the development of journalistic 
objectivity help us understand why journalistic objectivity arises, 
but it leaves the issue of when in a more ambiguous position. 
Following Harlan S. Stensaas, it can be said that the origins of the 
term ‘are hazy at best’ (1986: 52). The diffi culties here have to do 
with variation between countries, but also the diffi culty of estab-
lishing a clear timeline from the different arguments that have been 
put forward. Placing the focus on explicit discussion and articu-
lation of the objectivity norm, we can say that objectivity began 
to be discussed in the UK from 1926 (and in the context of the 
BBC’s role in the General Strike of that year) and in Australia in 
the 1940s (in the context of debates over the role of the Australian 
public broadcaster). In-depth discussion of the UK and Australian 
cases can be found in chapter 8.
 The fi rst mentions of the term ‘objectivity’ in relation to jour-
nalism textbooks in the US date from 1911 (Mirando 1993; 
Dicken-Garcia 2005; Vos 2011). This goes against Streckfuss’s 
view that ‘journalists did not use the word “objective” to describe 
their work until the 1920s’ (1990: 973). The term appears in 
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Charles Ross’, The Writing of News (1911). Taking a cue from 
an editorial in the St. Louis Republic that states the ‘three notes 
of modern reporting are clarity, terseness, objectivity’, Ross 
argues that the ideal news story is ‘written from an impersonal, 
objective viewpoint’ (1911: 18). ‘News writing is objective to the 
last degree, in the sense that the writer is not allowed to “edito-
rialize” ’ (1911: 20). It should be noted that Walter Williams and 
Frank Martin’s, The Practice of Journalism (1911) refers to the 
same editorial but does not link it to an objectivity norm. Early 
journalism texts ‘did not advocate objectivity fully or exclusively’ 
(Vos 2011: 442). Thus, Streckfuss’ observation is not without 
merit, for it is primarily in the 1920s that the term becomes more 
common, with most scholarly attention focussing on Nelson 
Antrim Crawford’s Ethics of Journalism (1924) and Harry 
Harrington and Theodore Frankenberg’s Essentials in Journalism 
(1924) (Streckfuss 1990: 974-975; Beasley & Mirando 2005: 
186; see also Vos 2011: 442).
 The second part of this chapter examines the issue of dating 
objectivity in the US context. My justifi cation for this focus is that 
media historians in the US have uniquely tried to examine the 
history of their press in relation to the development of objectiv-
ity. This project has not been attempted to the equivalent scale in 
other countries. In Britain, for instance, different coordinates for 
media history exist: often framed by concepts of impartiality or the 
fourth estate, parliamentary reporting, and with a much stronger 
focus on securing independence from government, the infl uence of 
media owners, the role of the radical press, and a critical approach 
to the idea that market democracy or advertising is a handmaiden 
for the development of the media (see Curran & Seaton 2003). 
A different infl ection thus arises. For example, in a 1978 essay 
‘The Long Road to Objectivity and Back Again’, Anthony Smith 
describes a ‘rubric of objectivity’ at work in the twentieth century, 
focused on ‘structuring reality, rather than recording it’ (1978: 
168). Surveying the work of different Royal Commissions in 
the twentieth century, James Curran notes that one response to 
problems in the marketplace, and the liberal theory of the press 
itself, is to focus on social responsibility and objectivity. But he 
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notes that ‘in a British context it has radical implications, since it 
upholds impartial journalism and professional autonomy in a way 
that challenges the partisan, hierarchical character of the national 
tabloid press’ (Curran & Seaton 2003: 353–4). He goes on to note 
a disjuncture between professionalization, educational institutions 
and the industry in Britain that is very different from the US (2003: 
357).
 Even with the US as our focus, there is a further complication. 
While the four arguments we have examined have a prominent 
place in the literature, there is growing awareness of their limita-
tions. Schudson and Anderson identify a shift in scholarly focus 
away from ‘wide-scale’ accounts of the development of objectivity 
towards more specifi c accounts of the different ‘claims to occu-
pational authority’, built around particular norms (Schudson & 
Anderson 2009: 92). Concepts of professionalization in particular, 
as well as other ‘macro’ level drivers, are increasingly being ques-
tioned as inadequate to account for the way objectivity is linked 
to the shaping of journalistic work and group identity (and its 
boundaries). This work forces a re-think of the already complex 
task of how we approach the history of objectivity in journalism, 
and especially the task of dating.
 In the US case, dating is itself a uniquely controversial issue 
because of what I term the ‘Schudson–Schiller problem’: named 
after media sociologists and historians Michael Schudson and Dan 
Schiller. The problem has to do with the fact that each scholar puts 
forward a different thesis about the origins of objectivity in jour-
nalism. For Schudson, it emerges in the 1920s (1978); for Schiller, 
the 1830s (1981). As Steven R. Knowlton comments, ‘although 
both Schudson and Schiller believed they had determined when 
objectivity took hold in American journalism, both cannot be 
right, for their answers are clear, certain and nearly a century 
apart’ (2005a: 4).
 Alternative accounts of the development of objectivity do exist 
(see Calcutt & Hammond 2011: 106–7; also Williams 2005: 
29). For example, Stephen J. A. Ward contests key aspects of 
the Schudson–Schiller problem. Writing from a philosophy of 
journalism perspective he traces the history of objectivity back to 
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Ancient Greece, and the discussion of journalistic ethics back to 
seventeenth-century England (2004: 6). Ward makes a strong case 
for locating a proto-objective era in the UK from the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. He identifi es a focus on ‘factual tech-
niques’. ‘The early press was not unfamiliar with the fi ve “Ws” 
of journalism – who, what, when, where, and why’ (2004: 107). 
When in 1702 the Daily Courant declares that it will ‘ “relate only 
Matter of Fact, supposing other people to have Sense enough to 
make refl ections for themselves” ’ (Ward 2004: 148), Ward sees 
this as ‘one of the earliest statements of news objectivity’. The 
nineteenth-century paper, building on this history, ‘sets the stage 
for the arrival of objectivity early in the twentieth’ (2004: 174). 
Ward suggests that ‘Historians usually treat journalism ethics as 
a development of the early twentieth century, with the establish-
ment of schools of journalism and professional associations. In 
fact, journalists were talking about their social roles, norms of 
practice, and public duties long before the written codes of ethics 
in the 1920s’ (2004: 100). However, as Ward notes, while we can 
trace the operation of concepts such as impartiality, news and 
truth much earlier, ‘we should not read modern values into the 
past’ (2004: 100). The ‘ethical lexicon’ of the seventeenth century 
shares terms with the present, but ‘had meanings that do not 
 necessarily correspond with modern senses’ (2004: 116).
 In light of this scholarship any historical investigation of the 
origins of objectivity is faced with a decision about when to start 
the story. A parallel problem exists in the history of philosophy 
of science, where there is an argument that the entire history 
of rational thought is a history of objectivity, what Daston and 
Galison call ‘an identifi cation of objectivity with science tout 
court’ (2007: 28). Their argument for a much shorter history 
of objectivity in general (dating from the 1800s) infl uences my 
own decision to work within the period identifi ed by Schiller and 
Schudson. Daston and Galison’s argument suggests that, fi rstly, it 
is important to focus on issues of evidence and use. Secondly, it is 
important to avoid a kind of conceptual synecdoche where this or 
that trait stands for all of objectivity in journalism. Thirdly, any 
approach should be ‘non-teleological’ where possible, meaning 
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some ideal and fi nal concept of objectivity should not be projected 
back into the past and cast as an inevitable end-point.
 The specifi c issues of dating posed by the Schudson–Schiller 
problem, combined with the demand for much more nuanced 
accounts of the historical foundations of the way objectivity is 
linked to the shaping of journalism, represents a real challenge to 
any attempt to explore the question of when and why objectivity 
arises. When Dan Schiller refers to objectivity as a ‘canon of exper-
tise’ (1981: 3), and Michael Schudson to an ‘ideal’, are they speak-
ing about the same thing? Furthermore, does the argument that the 
‘ideal’ of objectivity in journalism dates from World War I mean 
that we should ban any mention of the term prior to that date? 
Meeting this challenge, I want to suggest that what is required is 
a careful approach to the nature of objectivity itself. Objectivity 
in journalism does not operate like some software program that 
is executed by the system in order to address some professional, 
technological, commercial or political need. Different conceptions 
arise within, and respond to, a complex set of commercial, cultural 
and organizational conditions. In other words, the very concept of 
objectivity in journalism shifts and changes in different periods.
 Exploring this idea, I contend that since the 1830s ‘American 
journalism’ has operated within an ‘orientation’ towards 
 objectivity – broadly speaking, an approach to news production 
disposed towards the facts – but that within this orientation spe-
cifi c forms of objectivity become dominant at different times. This 
allows us to draw together, but also respect variations between, 
different conceptions and even layers of objectivity. The following 
forms are drawn from Schudson’s discussion in Discovering the 
News (1978), which is frequently linked to the professionaliza-
tion argument and the idea that objectivity arises in the 1920s, 
but also presents a social history of the development of American 
 newspapers in the nineteenth century.

The proto-objective era of news as commodity, 1830–1880

The period 1830–80 can be characterized as a proto-objective era 
of news as commodity. It led to a ‘triumph of “news” over the edi-



Why and when did journalistic objectivity arise?

43

torial and “facts” over opinion’ (Schudson 1978: 14), with values 
of accuracy, analysis, liveliness and timeliness underpinning the 
‘collection of news at any price’ as the ‘fi rst duty of journalism’ 
(1978: 51). My discussion follows Schudson in the assumption 
that in the eighteenth century ‘no norm of objectivity appeared. 
. . . The occupational preconditions for a modern concept of objec-
tivity simply did not exist’ (2001: 154–5). But, as Schudson high-
lights, this does not diminish our interest in this era which placed 
the facts, news, technology, advertising, and crucially readers, in a 
new confi guration. As Ward notes, ‘A proto-objective journalism 
that believed in factuality, independence, and impartiality existed 
by the late nineteenth century’ (2004: 254).
 Working within the low cost ‘non-subscriber’ penny press model 
of this era, editors such as Benjamin H. Day of the New York Sun 
(established in 1833) and James Gordon Bennett of the New York 
Herald (established 1835), were forced to innovate. In general, the 
penny press was cheap, bright, avoided politics and focused on 
gathering news rather than political commentary and advocacy 
(Baldasty 1992: 46). In terms of subject matter, crime, the business 
of the local police, the courts, the goings on of society and street 
reporting, all became a new focus of attention (Schudson 1978: 
91). This approach consists of more than the sheer ‘recording of 
facts’ and emphasizes instead ‘the analysis of the shape of events’ 
(Schudson 1978: 53) – a formula that complicates setting any 
simple ‘rule’ of objectivity. Indeed, Bennett suggests a ‘dull record 
of facts’ is useless (quoted in Schudson 1978: 54).
 It is important to provide a sense of the shape of the press at this 
time, even though it evolves over the period in question. The ‘com-
mercial revolution’ in the press leads to a product quite distinct 
from the collection of political editorials and shipping news on 
pages 2 and 3, often with minimal headlines, wrapped in columns 
of advertising on pages 1 and 4, that formed prior practice. While 
the rise of the commercial press is often described as a battle 
with the partisan press, Baldasty notes that ‘not all newspapers of 
the 1820s and 1830s . . . were partisan. In the larger cities, liter-
ary and commercial papers had fl ourished since the eighteenth 
century’ (1992: 6). The shift away from annual subscription sales 
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to street distribution is perhaps the most well-known feature of the 
newspaper in this era. The changing commercial conditions drew 
the ire of six-penny papers due to the advertising policies of the 
penny press, open to ‘quack doctors’ and abortionists (Schudson 
1978: 20). Later, this period also saw wide experimentation in 
the display of news and of advertising, including self-advertising 
by the press, illustrations, cartoons, large headlines sometimes 
 crossing single columns (1978: 95–6).
 Of course, this readership, and the world they lived in, was in 
transformation on many fronts. The telegraph, railway and trans-
atlantic cable were transforming the communications landscape. 
In the face of enormous social and cultural upheaval the role of 
the newspaper in this period was broad, aspiring to teach, guide, 
inform, interpret and entertain (Schudson 1978: 98–9). Schudson 
highlights a unique connection between the newspapers of this 
period and the life of the city, including the arrival of new immi-
grants, the development of urban populations, and a rising middle 
class (1978: 106; Schiller 1981: 10). In this period, the aristocratic 
values of land-holders were being challenged; the conditions of 
tradespeople under threat from larger scale ‘aggregated’ industry: 
crime coverage was an indicator of this, linked to shifting property 
interests and concerns over ‘law and order’ (Schiller 1981: 23). 
Another indicator was the rise of women’s pages and the chang-
ing status of women, especially as a target for department store 
advertising and advice columns (Schudson 1978: 101). The style 
of news became simpler, more accessible. With a new focus on 
consumption and the market, an emphasis on entertainment and 
leisure emerged, and with it the Sunday supplements ‘featuring 
notes of the fraternal orders and women’s clubs, . . . mild write-
ups of the picturesque features of city life, together with such 
embellishment of fi ction and beauty hints as they could afford’ 
(Irwin 1969 [1911]: 18). The Sunday supplements became the 
space for exploring colour pictures and comics, but with it an 
entire ‘economy of attention’ that eventually spread out across the 
week in the form of experimentation with headlines and column 
boundaries (Irwin 1969 [1911]: 18; Schudson 1978: 99).
 The use of the prefi x ‘proto’ in my description of this period is 
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meant to suggest not just the fi rst, but also a precursor. Political 
independence or impartiality is often held up as a key value of 
objectivity, but the penny press had a mixed record in this regard. 
They were laissez faire in terms of their advertising clients, and 
were formally independent from political parties, but the papers 
themselves ranged from the neutral, the indifferent, to the politi-
cally motivated. Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune 
(established in 1841), criticized the ‘gagged, mincing neutrality’ of 
some of his rivals (Schudson 1978: 22).
 The penny press did not always offer a separation of ‘news’ and 
‘views’. This is central for Schiller, because it points to the way 
the penny press serves as a forum and vox populi for the anxieties 
of a ‘new public’, namely the tradespeople and to a lesser extent 
the labourers and merchants of society. (The interests of the affl u-
ent classes addressed by the six-penny press.) Schiller has argued 
strongly that broad terms such as the ‘middle class’ do not necessar-
ily give us a sense of this new public and their interests. He suggests 
that, by 1830, 20 per cent of the urban population of the US lived 
in New York, which then had a population of 200,000 people. 
Some 40–50 per cent of New York’s wage-earning population were 
artisans and mechanics (1981: 13, 16). The penny press assumed a 
‘new and important role within political society, . . . urged upon it 
by the new public’ (1981: 15). The penny press responded with a 
journalism ‘free of the insidious obligations born by the elite press’ 
(1981: 53). ‘Independence, virtue, impartial defense of life, liberty, 
and property’ were core values (1981: 76). It was a journalism of 
exposure, highlighting corruption, collusion and vested interest 
when it threatened to undermine the public good.
 It would be an overstatement to suggest the penny press was a 
labour press – especially since there was a pre-existing labour press 
in the US, one highly critical of the party press (Schiller 1981: 36, 
45, 71). Schiller goes to great lengths to recognize the contribu-
tion of the labour press (see also Hackett & Zhao 1998: 23). At 
a time when consumption practices were changing the branded 
space of advertising, changes to the conditions of production 
helped shape the very concepts of rights, justice, public interest 
and public good pursued by the papers. As Schiller reminds us, 
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the penny press  borrowed heavily from the discourse of the labour 
press. (In Britain the radical press served a similar function, ‘the 
attempt to shift policy through public causes’ rivals, according to 
Conboy, the ‘much-heralded arrival of objectivity’ as a marker of 
 journalism (2004: 91; and Curran & Seaton 2003: 8–17).)
 Many practices associated with objectivity become evident 
in this period. ‘The lead’ sentence is an example, closely linked 
to the rise of the telegraph in the 1840s and economical use of 
language, but also to the reading practices of the middle class. 
Or, as Schudson puts it, ‘pushed by the high cost of telegraphic 
transmission of news now pulled by abbreviated moments in 
which newspapers were being read’ (1978: 103). While this era 
saw the triumph of news and facts over editorial, and a linking of 
reporting with the public good, Schudson warns about the risks of 
defi ning this as an era of objectivity: ‘But in 1840 or 1850 or 1860, 
American journalism did not yet have clearly common ideas and 
ideals. American journalism had not yet become an occupational 
group or an industry’ (1978: 60).

Objectivity as democratic realist epistemology

No professional or occupational norm develops in a vacuum. In 
keeping with this idea, it is appropriate to refer to another form 
of objectivity stirring in American culture: this is objectivity as 
democratic realist epistemology. Objectivity as a way of seeing 
the world permeated the art and culture of the day. America 
embraced photography enthusiastically from the 1830s. It gave 
impulse to a realist imaginary, such that Isaac Pray described the 
New York Herald as ‘the daily daguerreotype of the heart and soul 
of the model republic’ (1855: 412; Schiller 1981: 88). Journalism 
and popular science entered into a supporting relationship, via 
declarations of the new journalism as allied to ‘truth, public 
faith, and science’ (see Schiller 1981: 80), but also coverage of 
scientifi c achievement (the periodical Scientifi c American began 
publication in 1845). From the mid-nineteenth century ‘positivism 
nurtured widespread acceptance of a uniform, objective world’ 
(Schiller 1981: 83) accessible through common sense examina-
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tion of the facts observed. Schiller suggests ‘this world became the 
 newspaper’s fundamental business’ (1981: 87).
 As Schudson notes, it would be an error to see objectivity as 
simply the articulation of journalism as a science. Instead, it is 
an interaction between reporting and the realism of the day. 
‘Reporters in the 1890s saw themselves, in part, as scientists 
uncovering the economic and political facts of industrial life 
more boldly, more clearly, and more “realistically” than anyone 
had done before’ (1978: 71). Political and social reform was 
increasingly tied to better information about social issues. There 
existed a ‘public demand for facts’ (1978: 72), and realism as an 
aesthetic philosophy rose to meet this demand. Literally so, for, 
as Schudson notes, this realism, focused on the streets, parlours 
and courts of the city, was attuned to the needs of the democratic 
market society. Human beings became ‘objects about which facts 
could be gathered and studied. The human mind externalized or 
objectifi ed the human bodies, and, . . . human beings objectifi ed 
themselves’ (1978: 75). As Carey puts it, ‘in the 1830s society took 
on an objectifi ed existence; it became a realm apart from and other 
than the individual’ (1982: 1184; see also Ward 2004: 187).
 In this mode, far from being a specifi c professional ideal, objec-
tivity is a way of knowing the world which journalism interacted 
with. The turn to realism and empirical thought suited a democratic 
age questioning the basis of religion and the social order (Schudson 
1978: 76). This was a world that journalism was uniquely posi-
tioned to analyse, report and commodify. It may seem inane to 
suggest that the concept of objectivity in journalism relies on a 
concept of objective reality; but this is to miss the more essential 
point, which is that objectivity in journalism is part of a broader 
societal objectifi cation, and objectifi cation of social and cultural 
relations through facts (see Calcutt & Hammond 2011: 118–46).

Objectivity as a reporter-focused occupational or organizational 
ethic, 1880–1900

A third form of objectivity can be identifi ed circa 1880–1900, 
which is objectivity as a reporter-focused occupational or 
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 organizational ethic. As Carey observes, ‘nineteenth-century jour-
nalism was dominated by the printer and editor until the reporter 
emerged as a distinctive fi gure late in the century’ (1982: 1185). 
With the telegraph, ‘the reporter who produced the new prose dis-
placed the editor as the archetype of the journalist’ (Carey 1997 
[1986]: 161). As divisions of journalistic labour emerged (Schiller 
1979: 53) and as the era of news as commodity matured, the 
reporter increasingly became the focus of attention and control.
 The penny papers not only published but sought out news to a 
greater extent than its competitors. Full-time reporters and cor-
respondents had begun to be hired in the 1830s (Schudson 1978: 
23), but ‘it was only in the decades after the Civil War that report-
ing became a more highly esteemed and more highly rewarded 
occupation’ (1978: 68). Tensions emerged between the ‘old type of 
American reporter’, the bohemian journalist, ‘prying, overcurious, 
unclean of person, dissolute, reckless, counting life and honor no 
whit against the latest news’ (Irwin 1969 [1911]: 12), and the new 
reporter, often college-educated, who wielded the ‘real power of 
the press’ (Irwin 1969 [1911]: 40).
 The role of the reporter in the process of newsgathering 
became more publically noticeable; and while the ‘beat’ or ‘scoop’ 
remained important, the conditions of the newsroom changed, 
placing an emphasis on news essentials and sound judgement. 
Staying with the facts became an imperative. In this period 
objectivity functioned organizationally as a disciplining practice, 
applied in the exchanges between editors and reporters. Editors 
policed principles of accuracy and a rigid separation of fact and 
editorial opinion – although with substantial room for colour 
or sparkle, and also sensationalism. While not termed as such, 
objectivity permeated the culture of editors and reporters, both 
in the workplace and in the emerging press clubs and reporters’ 
drinking holes. ‘Reporters came to share a common world of 
work; they also shared common ideas about how to conduct their 
work’ (Schudson 1978: 70). Schudson informs us of ‘a sign in the 
offi ce of the Chicago Tribune which read, “WHO OR WHAT? 
HOW? WHEN? WHERE?”, which points to the codifi cation of 
news as information in the form of newsroom maxims, later to 
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be extended by early handbooks on reporting dating from the late 
1800s (1978: 78). Schudson suggests that, perhaps despite them-
selves, reporters were forced into an attachment to facts ‘by the 
organizational pressures of daily journalism’ (1978: 81).
 It would be mistaken to suggest that this variant of objectivity 
as an organizational ethic focused on the reporter fully supplanted 
the proto-objective era of news as commodity, as clearly there 
are close ties between the two. Commercialism intensifi ed. This 
was, after all, the era of yellow journalism, the crusading against 
public ‘evils’ of Joseph Pulitzer (of the New York World, which 
he assumed control of in 1884), the ‘gee whiz’ sensationalist news 
values of William Randolph Hearst (of the New York Journal, 
purchased by Hearst in 1895), among others. Nevertheless, the 
rise of the reporter focused journalism in particular ways. In the 
late 1800s, different genres of journalism and forms of reporting 
‘dramatized’ the news and gave expression to the realism and 
reformist agenda of the day. Journalism of different stripes sought 
to capture the life of the city world ‘without interpretation, with 
complete mirrorlike accuracy’ (Schudson 1978: 85). Arguably 
inspired by the courage of the sensationalist press, in the early 
1900s muckraking journalism resisted the separation of fact and 
opinion in narratives about the great human drama of urban expe-
rience and spectacle (Miraldi 1990). Objectivity may have been an 
inspiration, but not a strict template. As Hackett and Zhao note, 
‘even in its heyday, the pursuit of facts – the information function 
of news – never completely overrode the desire for pleasure and 
the drive for persuasion’ (1998: 37).

Objectivity as informational ethic, circa 1900

The diversity in style and approach in relation to objectivity in 
the late 1800s has been overshadowed by another signifi cant 
strand of objectivity, namely objectivity as an informational ethic. 
Associated with The New York Times – although other papers 
lay claim to the accurate dissemination of information in the 
1840s (Schiller 1981: 104) – this ethic relates to the organiza-
tional/occupational disciplining of reporters, but also addresses 
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the sensationalism of the ‘new’ or yellow journalism of the late 
1800s by proposing an alternative approach to news. Schudson 
traces the success of the Times in this period to its ability to func-
tion as a ‘Business Bible’ (1978: 108), as well as the decency and 
propriety of its approach. The slogan ‘All the News That’s Fit to 
Print’ embodied this approach (but even more so an alternative 
phrase that emerged out of a competition run by the paper, ‘All 
the World’s News, but Not a Sheet for Scandal’). The Times was, 
through its political conservatism, able to play to the rich (1978: 
109), but also functioned, once its price had been dropped from 
3 cents to a penny, as an emblem of respectability for lower but 
aspiring classes (1978: 112).
 When Adolph S. Ochs bought and assumed the editorship of 
the Times in 1896, he published an announcement. The descrip-
tion of news would resonate with most modern understandings 
of objectivity: his aim was to give ‘all the news, in concise and 
attractive form’, to give it ‘impartially, without fear or favor, 
regardless of any party, sect, or interest involved’ (Ochs 1896). 
The paper would be ‘non-partisan’ – albeit within a program of 
tariff reform, low taxes and limited government! Editorially the 
language of decency, cleanliness, earnestness and common sense, 
was pitched in terms of a struggle against the new journalism of 
the day. For Schudson, ‘The Times in 1900 trusted to informa-
tion’ (1978: 120), and in a sense this inaugurates a key paradigm 
for discussions of objectivity up to the present, as well as the per-
formance of the paper itself, especially in the area of foreign news 
(see Lippmann & Merz 1920; Reifenberg 1982: 27). While earlier 
journalists had combined realism and entertainment, under the 
infl uence of the informational model, realism and entertainment 
information and story became opposites (Carey 1982: 1184–5). 
Of course, both models of journalism draw on stories and provide 
information, and to some extent the distinction is fl awed; but what 
it points to is the way the frame of the news shifted to defi ne the 
news as a form of information rather than entertainment, with 
the informational ethic becoming central to the ‘we report, you 
decide’ approach to news.
 The informational model of objectivity has assumed an impor-
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tant role in contemporary ideas of quality journalism. Take, for 
example, the case of sensationalist journalism. Martin Conboy 
suggests that ‘the contemporary popular press has reasserted 
much of the sensationalism and distraction which erode the dis-
cursive objectivity of the press’ (2002: 139). Like many forms 
of popular culture, the sensationalist media tend to be cast as 
morally dubious, and indeed the penny presses were capable of 
hoaxes, trial by media and invasion of privacy (see Tucher 1994). 
But in many cases they were also morally engaged, often explor-
ing new aspects of the ethical landscape and ideas of the public 
good. Indeed, professional antipathy to the commercial press can 
lead us to forget that the penny papers ‘invented a genre which 
acknowledged, and so enhanced, the importance of everyday life’ 
(Schudson 1978: 26), helping to redefi ne the moral boundaries of 
communities (Schiller 1981: 7). Objectivity has complex links to 
yellow journalism, even though the informational ethic of objec-
tivity makes it hard to acknowledge this in the way the code of 
ethics for the Springfi eld Union in the 1920s does, advising us to 
‘avoid all that is yellow in journalism, but emulate the enterprise 
that characterizes the yellow journalist’ (Crawford 1924: 220).
 The informational model of objectivity has long been a power-
ful force in objectivity debates, but this should not lead to false 
assumptions about other forms of reporting. As Schudson notes, 
‘Newspapers which stress information tend to be seen as more 
reliable than “story” papers. But who makes this judgement and 
on what grounds? Who regards the information model as more 
trustworthy than the story ideal, and what is meant, after all, by 
“reliable” and “trustworthy”?’ (Schudson 1978: 90).

The ideal of objectivity, post-World War I

Up to this point we have drawn on Michael Schudson’s scholar-
ship as a matrix for reading different periods in the development 
of news and objectivity. However – and here we run into an aspect 
of the Schudson–Schiller problem defi ned above – there is a dif-
fi culty with this approach, insofar as Schudson’s own argument 
is based on the notion that the formal ideal of objectivity arose 
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strictly post-World War I, during the ‘famine of facts’ (Lahey 
1924: 135) of that time. This is different from other scholars who 
see objectivity as a fact-based philosophy dating from the 1830s, 
‘publically certifi ed’ on a ‘microcultural’ level within newspapers 
(Schiller 1981: 76–95). Although his work clearly lays a frame-
work for considering the rise of journalistic fact-mindedness in 
the 1800s, Schudson, for his part, is stricter around the specifi c 
 conditions of the concept:

It would be a mistake to read contemporary views of objectivity into 
the fact-mindedness of the 1890s. Objectivity is an ideology of the dis-
trust of the self. . . . The Progressives’ belief in facts was different from 
a modern conviction of objectivity. . . . (1978: 71)

For Schudson, the objectivity ideal, fully articulated, points to a 
development in the 1920s and 1930s when, following the impacts 
of propaganda and public relations, journalists felt that the facts 
themselves could not be trusted. A response to an increasingly 
relativistic and complex world, objectivity arose as a moral and 
political/democratic commitment designed to bolster the factual 
basis of reporting as long as facts were ‘submitted to established 
rules deemed legitimate by a professional community’ (Schudson 
1978: 7).
 While the development of propaganda and public relations are 
key areas of concern, Schudson points to a wider cultural malaise. 
Through objectivity, journalists sought to address the scepti-
cism and ‘drift’ of the post-progressive era (see Lippmann 1914). 
Other scholars, such as David E. Shi, also identify this period 
as an ‘epoch of confusion’, referring to artistic developments in 
Modernism which questioned representationalism and also theo-
retical physics ‘which ruptured conventional notions of a stable 
and uniform reality’ (1995: 275).
 Schudson’s scholarship on the objectivity ideal creates some-
thing akin to a tectonic shift in our understanding. Through the 
lens he provides, objectivity in journalism becomes less a science as 
much as an article of belief or faith. Objectivity is less an expres-
sion of professional excellence as an expression of professional 
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anxiety. Whereas ‘objectivity’ suggests the facts can speak for 
themselves, objectivity as an ideal assumes they cannot. He also 
gives us a different account of the ascendance of the informational 
ethic of objectivity, which masks a questioning of the very ground 
upon which the reporter stands: ‘That ground, on which both 
advocates and opponents of “objectivity” in journalism stand, 
is relativism, a belief in the arbitrariness of values, a sense of the 
“hollow silence” of modernity, to which the ideal of objectivity 
has been one response’ (1978: 158). On the surface, objectivity 
may look like naïve empiricism, but it addresses a different set 
of circumstances, and is no longer simplistically aligned with a 
realism based on facts as external phenomena subject to laws.

Facts here are not aspects of the world, but consensually validated 
statements about it. While naïve empiricism has not disappeared in 
journalism and survives, to some extent, in all of us, after World War 
I it was subordinated to the more sophisticated ideal of ‘objectivity’. 
(Schudson 1978: 7)

This ‘sophisticated’ ideal operates partly as moral philosophy, 
partly as political tactic, presented as a discourse on ‘the facts’. 
Needless to say, it is in this period that the ideal of objectivity 
gains renewed force as a discipline for the separation of facts and 
values, one immediately recognizable as part of the modern ‘dis-
interested’ discourse on objectivity based on a ‘distrust of values’ 
(Schudson 1978: 5–6), but also out of a profound concern for 
democratic government and the public function of the press.
 The full story of the articulation and codifi cation of objectivity, 
the accretion of concepts of impartiality, balance and style into an 
orthodoxy, remains to be told – although several scholars in addi-
tion to Schudson have made important contributions (see Schiller 
1979; Carey 1982: 1187; Streckfuss 1990; Hackett & Zhao 1998; 
Mirando 1993, 2001; Vos 2012). Few, if any, company codes of 
ethics in the 1920s referred to objectivity. It is a long way from 
what Schudson describes as a ‘precarious faith in procedure’ 
(1978: 185) to the highly institutionalized understanding of objec-
tivity defi ned in terms of ‘inverted pyramids, non-partisanship, 
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detachment, a reliance on observable facts, and balance’ found in 
journalism schools and their core textbooks (Mirando 2001: 30).
 While Schudson places the major emphasis on the rise of public 
relations and propaganda, and a general cultural crisis or feeling 
of drift, there is increasing evidence that other factors specifi c to 
the 1910s and 1920s prompted a form of reckoning from editors 
and publishers – especially from those not based in New York and 
protective of the press as a public institution. We should remain 
mindful that ‘the last decade of the nineteenth century and the fi rst 
three decades of the twentieth were a period of extreme social con-
fl ict in the United States and a high point of American Radicalism’ 
(Iggers 1998: 61). Schiller suggests ‘a stream of harsh criticism 
began to descend on the practice of journalism’ (1981: 187). The 
advertising revenue of newspapers in the 1910s and 1920s, as a 
proportion of income compared to circulation, seemed to have 
spiked, prompting fuller refl ection on business ethics (Schiller 
1981: 185; see Crawford 1924: 3–24). Concern over the impact of 
regarding the press solely as a commercial business arose, and with 
it talk of a ‘wall’ between newsrooms and business operations (see 
Ward 2004: 221–2). There was a strong trend towards monopoly 
between 1910 and 1950, ‘exactly the period when the profes-
sional norm of objectivity was taking root in American journal-
ism’ (Hallin & Mancini 2004: 220). All of these factors impacted 
on journalism, with the new codes of ethics considered ‘a defense 
against the rising infl uence of advertisers, government offi cials, 
and others who had begun to see the value of the media as a tool 
of persuasion’ (Kelly 2005: 158). Barbara M. Kelly captures the 
dilemma well when she asks: ‘How were the editors and publishers 
to handle this new genie that was not only out of the bottle, but 
buying space and supporting the industry?’ (2005: 158).

Duelling doctrines: bias and credibility, 1960–present

Debate over the ideal of objectivity was an important fi xture of 
journalism debates through the 1950s, with interpretive reporting 
forming a special area of concern (see chapter 5). The post 1960s 
period has been even more turbulent. In his overview of the period, 
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Steven Knowlton suggests it is a time that journalism entered the 
crucible (2005b: 221–35). It is one of the ironies of objectivity in 
journalism that an ideal developed to maintain the reliability of 
facts over values itself succumbs, by the 1960s, to a ‘distrust in 
values’. For Schudson, this shift in the treatment of objectivity 
stems from a range of factors: generational change in journalism, 
broader political developments such as McCarthyism, Vietnam 
and Watergate. Schudson especially focuses on intense ‘news 
management’ by government in the post-World War I period, and 
a critical ‘adversary’ culture. These factors combine together in 
what Schudson calls a ‘critique of conventional  journalism’ (1978: 
183).
 For our present purposes we can suggest that this period can be 
characterized as one in which two ‘doctrines’ of objectivity work 
in parallel, but also jostle with one another. The fi rst sees objectiv-
ity as a biased doctrine, and the second a doctrine of credibility. In 
terms of objectivity as a biased doctrine, as Schudson suggests,

objectivity in journalism, regarded as an antidote to bias, came to be 
looked upon as the most insidious bias of all. For ‘objective’ report-
ing reproduced a vision of social reality which refused to examine the 
basic structures of power and privilege. It was not just incomplete 
. . . it was distorted. It represented collusion with institutions whose 
 legitimacy was in dispute. (1978: 160)

The notion that objectivity is a biased doctrine takes many forms, 
and it has also been cast as a myth (Morrison & Tremewan 1992; 
Klotzer 2009; Tafl inger 1996) and an ideology. This latter idea 
is perhaps most clearly expressed in Theodore L. Glasser’s essay, 
‘Objectivity and News Bias’, which fi gures objectivity as a bias. 
‘Today’s news is indeed biased – as it must inevitably be – and 
this bias can be best understood by understanding the concept, the 
conventions, and the ethic of objectivity’ (1992: 176). We shall 
examine Glasser’s argument in more detail in chapter 6.
 The notion that objectivity is a doctrine that supplies credibility 
has also been put forward. In a 1969 memo to staff of The New 
York Times, then Managing Editor, A. M. Rosenthal, stressed a 
link between the basic character of the paper and objectivity. That 
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character indeed rests on ‘The belief that although total objectiv-
ity may be impossible because every story is written by a human 
being, the duty of every reporter and editor is to strive for as much 
objectivity as humanly possible’ (Rosenthal 1969).
 A key concept in the academic literature on objectivity, Gaye 
Tuchman’s notion of ‘strategic ritual’, makes the link between 
credibility and bias (1972). For Tuchman, news people diffuse 
pressures, criticism and reprimands in relation to their work, espe-
cially in relation to deadlines and libel, by appealing to objectivity. 
Objectivity safeguards credibility while diffusing concerns about 
bias. Procedures relating to sources, facts and attribution are, 
in Tuchman’s view, ‘actually strategies through which newsmen 
protect themselves from critics and lay professional claim to 
 objectivity’ (1972: 676, emphasis in original).
 Debates around the rise of public or civic journalism in the US 
reveal the complex nature of the link between ideology, credibility 
and objectivity. For advocates of public or civic journalism, objec-
tivity leads to a loss of credibility and, more importantly, a loss of 
connection with readers and their broader communities (Rosen 
1993). This has an impact on the quality of democratic life for all. 
As James Fallows puts it, much unhappiness lay with ‘the concept 
of “objectivity” because it promotes the illusion of detachment 
from public life’ (1996: 260). However, at the same time, public 
journalism was heavily criticized by established media as a depar-
ture from the objectivity norm. Editors of the Washington Post 
and the Times argued that public journalism goes against the 
impulse to separate feelings from facts. Fallows notes that there 
is in fact a ‘hidden consensus’ where much of public journalism 
can be read as simply good journalism, but the sticking point is 
 objectivity as a doctrine and its role in journalism.

Conclusion

If objectivity in journalism was a river, it would have many tribu-
taries. Tracing the origins of objectivity is thus a complex task, 
demanding attention to a veritable tidal system of commercial, 
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cultural and organizational drivers and conditions. Indeed, the 
very concept of objectivity in journalism shifts and changes in 
different periods. Academic, popular and professional discussion 
is not always careful in delineating which concept, era or strand 
of objectivity is being discussed. To remediate this  situation, 
using the case study of US journalism, within a broad orienta-
tion towards objectivity commencing from the 1830s, I have 
discussed a number of distinct forms or layers of objectivity: a 
proto- objective era of news as commodity 1830–80, objectivity 
as a democratic realist epistemology in the late 1800s, the rise of 
objectivity as a reporter-focused occupational or organizational 
ethic from 1880–1900, and objectivity as an informational ethic 
at the turn of the twentieth century. Circa 1920 we see the rise 
of the ideal of objectivity as defi ned by Schudson, which unpacks 
in two directions as it were, objectivity as a biased doctrine, and 
 objectivity as a doctrine of credibility.
 Answering the question, Why and when did journalistic objec-
tivity arise?, the formal response would be ‘it depends on the 
concept of objectivity you are talking about’. However, in terms 
of the approach taken in this chapter, we are in a position to say 
that since the 1830s objectivity in journalism has emerged in a 
number of different ways and at different times, varying accord-
ing to different professional, technological, commercial, political 
and organizational conditions, although not fully articulated as an 
ideal until the 1920s. Engaging with this history, and grasping the 
fuller picture, can give us a better picture of the shifting nature of 
objectivity and debates surrounding it. It can also give us a sense 
of the grip of history on our present discourse. Attentiveness to 
variation and change, and the ability to see beyond a particular 
position, are important pre-requisites in the study of objectivity 
in journalism. Teasing out these debates and arguments is on the 
one hand the task of scholars, but, on the other hand, this work 
is crucial to assessing the capacity of journalism to re-invent itself, 
which is a task of vital importance to readers and groups of all 
kinds, not just journalists.
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2

What are the main objections to 
journalistic objectivity?

‘Objectivity may be dead, but it isn’t dead enough’ (Iggers 1998: 
91). As this quote suggests, objectivity in general, and journal-
istic objectivity in particular, is a term that invites dispute. For 
Iggers, the desire for an extra nail in the coffi n stems from his 
view that objectivity is an obstacle to journalists ‘playing a more 
responsible and constructive role in public life’ (1998: 91). In this 
chapter, I attempt to describe the different kinds of objections to 
objectivity in journalism, while leaving specifi c critiques associ-
ated with the journalism of attachment, peace journalism, and 
public journalism (among others) for later chapters. It is not dif-
fi cult to put the concept of objectivity into crisis. But, it should be 
noted that just as there are many concepts of objectivity, there are 
many  objections to objectivity; and not all of them directed at the 
same target. Before launching into the objections it is important 
to underline the fact that the stakes are high. Tackling the various 
objections to objectivity is a serious business. If the assumptions 
upon which journalists carry out their work are suspect, then 
this can impact negatively on public confi dence. In other words, 
it can impact on the credibility with which social and intellec-
tual problems are discussed. To paraphrase a concern voiced by 
E. Barbara Phillips, how can journalists transmit insights if they 
don’t approach the world from a refl ective, theoretical mental 
attitude? (1977: 71).
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Values

The objection to objectivity based on values is wide-ranging, 
encompassing the question of whether ethical and political 
values can co-exist with journalistic objectivity (see chapter 6). 
John C. Merrill links this critique to the idea of ‘subjectivizing’: 
every story is always ‘judgemental, value-loaded, incomplete, 
and distorted as to reality. That is the nature of journalism. 
That is the nature of any kind of communication’ (Dennis & 
Merrill 1984: 106). Denis McQuail summarizes a range of con-
cerns about values when he links objectivity to ‘fragmentation, 
individualization and “secularization” – the withdrawal from 
value commitments. In the most critical view of objectivity, the 
practice is viewed as actively serving, whether willingly or not, 
the interests of agents of an established order and as reinforc-
ing a consensus which mainly protects power and class interest’ 
(1992: 188).
 This linking of objectivity to a ‘withdrawal of value commit-
ments’ raises questions about the ideological basis of objectivity. 
This in turn has fuelled an ardent set of criticisms around ‘selec-
tivity’; of sources, frames and even purpose. Armand Mattelart, 
writing in the Chilean context, raises concerns around selectivity 
when he suggests that ‘as a practical concept “objectivity” presup-
poses on the part of the journalist perceptive powers capable of 
selectively penetrating reality and determining what is important 
and what is not’ (1980: 37), but in reality the journalist offers an 
‘interested selection’, by which he means a class-ideological selec-
tion. Far from being value-free, objectivity is thus a ‘consecration 
of an ideology and class interest as a universal value’ (1980: 37). 
While objectivity puts forward a conception of facts as ‘what they 
are in themselves, and not what the journalist sees them to be’, 
the description of events does not emanate in the external world 
but in an ‘interpretative grid’ which is implicit in selection itself. 
Mattelart raises a further, related concern to do with science. The 
celebration of objectivity on scientifi c-technical grounds has an 
effect of alienating the journalist’s labour. Facts are thus decon-
textualized, ‘deprived of the conditions which would explain their 
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conditions and detached from the social system which endows 
them with meaning’ (1980: 39).
 Stephen D. Reese puts forward a different approach to ideol-
ogy when he uses the idea of a ‘paradigm’ – an ‘accepted model 
or pattern’ guiding information-producing tasks – to explore the 
principle of objectivity. He places objectivity in a larger ideologi-
cal framework to do with the occupational ideology of media 
workers. In doing so he shifts the focus away from objectivity as 
a way to know ‘external reality’, towards the forms of knowl-
edge allowed by the paradigm and its ensemble of rules (1990: 
394).
 One of the most famous discussions of objectivity and values, 
and objectivity as a value, is to be found in the work of Herbert 
Gans, whose seminal 1979 study, Deciding What’s News, analyses 
values in the news, and the values of journalists. As Gans notes, 
‘journalists try hard to be objective, but neither they nor anyone 
else can in the end proceed without values’ (1979: 39). Gans’ work 
is not necessarily presented as an objection to objectivity per se – 
he is, rather, interested in the ‘workings of objectivity’. However, 
in the last chapter of his book, Gans introduces a concept of 
perspective that seriously complicates objectivity. He writes: ‘In 
the prototypical homogeneous society, which has never existed, 
everyone shares the same perspectives; but in a modern society, 
no one sits or stands in exactly the same place. Consequently, per-
spectives on reality will vary’ (1979: 310). Gans does not deny that 
it is possible to cut across and take on other perspectives, but jour-
nalists and intellectuals are themselves ‘attached to organizations, 
class, and other positions’ (1979: 311). Furthermore, ‘no one can 
synthesize all perspectives’. Gans concludes that rather than con-
stitute some position beyond the realm of values, objectivity itself 
is a kind of value (1979: 39).
 Crucial here is a process Gans terms ‘value exclusion’, which 
refers to the conscious exclusion of values: journalists do this in 
three ways: through objectivity, the disregard of implications, 
and the rejection of ideology (as they defi ne it)’ (1979: 183). 
Extending Gaye Tuchman’s research (Tuchman 1978), Gans sees 
values exclusion as a practical consideration defending journalists 
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‘against actual or possible criticism’ (1979: 183) as well as a way 
to safeguard journalistic integrity (1979: 186).
 Values exclusion puts a different cast on the common view 
that it is important to strive for objectivity. It also allows us for 
a more complex idea of what is commonly seen as ‘detachment’. 
Through this concept one strives not for one transcendent stand-
point, or even solely to escape partisan views, but to apply judge-
ments about what values to exclude and which to include, often in 
reaction to the news or perceptions of fairness. This means that, 
on occasion, journalists will regard themselves as free to include 
values, show solidarity, take stands, and form reality judgements 
according to their ‘paraideology’ or workplace and professional 
ideology (Gans 1979: 203).
 Gans argues that values exclusion provides a way for journal-
ists not to become overly focused on the implications of the news, 
and the broader consequences of their work, as the main focus is 
on conveying facts. Values exclusion is learnt, and practised, but 
also linked to perceptions of legitimate controversy, consensus and 
deviant perspectives (see Hallin 1986: 117). Organizations can 
‘reinforce’ values exclusion, while class or racial background and 
fi nancial position can provide a different infl ection on the ‘feeling 
of objectivity’. One complex and contentious area of values exclu-
sion is ideology, for while journalists may be conscious of values 
that should be excluded, they are (by virtue of the very nature of 
ideology) less conscious of their own ideological positionings, and 
vulnerable to what I term below ‘frame-blindness’. Gans’s conclu-
sion is that journalists do not always practise good ‘ideological 
editing’ (1979: 194).

Scientistic journalism and empty facts

A strong criticism of journalistic objectivity has to do with 
its hollowness, especially when it stages balance or neutrality 
through a convenient juxtaposition of opposing viewpoints. This 
line of criticism relating to scientistic journalism and empty facts 
goes further, and focuses on the way modelling journalism on 
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science and facts has some detrimental effects. Namely, it affects 
what James Carey calls the ‘conversation’ journalism has with 
its public, or how journalism fi ts into the conversation that is 
public society. The conversation Carey has in mind is imagined 
as an exchange between thinking citizens leading to more certain 
community direction based on shared values of common sense 
and democracy. For critics in this category, objectivity has a 
detrimental effect on civic problem solving. For Doug McGill 
‘the ideal of objectivity . . . has become a crutch for journalistic 
practices that work against civic aims’ (2004). For Jay Rosen, 
‘objectivity is a very bad, unworkable philosophy for that task 
of re-engaging citizens in politics and public life’ (1993: 51). It 
has, in other words,  contributed to a defi cit of deliberation and 
democracy.
 Within this line of argument, the provision of more informa-
tion, the reporting of a greater number of experts, the emphasis on 
facts, leaves the public less involved – bored and agitated onlook-
ers on the game of journalism (Carey 1999 [1987]: 51). The jour-
nalism of fact, the ritual airing of different views, the way facts 
fi lter down from experts on high, limits understanding. Scientistic 
journalism leads to a demobilized or immobilized public. ‘It is 
above all a journalism that justifi es itself in the public’s name but 
in which the public plays no role except as an audience’ (1999 
[1987]: 51).
 There is a sense that objectivity is not up to the challenges of 
contemporary public life. For Carey, the conventions of objective 
reporting were developed to ‘report another culture and another 
society’ (1997 [1969]: 140). In this argument, science, in itself, 
is not the main concern. Facts exist as facts only in particular 
universes of discourse, and with skill these can be translated and 
passed around (Park 1940: 679). The problem, rather, has to do 
with the high-minded educational assumptions behind the scien-
tistic approach. The assumption is that it is intellectuals that have 
the greatest access to facts, and that the journalists and experts 
are educators of the audience. In effect, what is handed down is a 
dialogue between experts on facts to audiences, leaving audiences 
on the outer. A conversation with the public falls by the wayside. 



What are the main objections to journalistic objectivity?

63

The antidote for Carey is to question the vocabulary of facts, and 
objectivity, and imagine journalism in other ways: as poetry, as 
diary, a repository of culture, a journalism of record of community 
life (1999 [1987]: 52).
 As well as renewing a relationship with the public, there is 
another important side to this line of criticism which has to do 
with the very identity and independence of journalism. Objective 
reporting on one level gives a very precise role to the reporter, a 
process of putting words, actions and events into simple language. 
There is a craft to the construction of non-partisan reports, but 
in some ways journalism becomes a form of technical writing. It 
becomes a form of professional communication, where journal-
ists adapt information from one source (say a government report) 
to another (the reader). The journalist becomes a relay point in a 
larger system of news transmission. This sits at odds with more 
‘inquiring’ ideas of journalism and reporting.
 For Carey, the idea that journalism becomes technical writing 
and a non-independent relay point is something to be concerned 
about. It means losing an older idea of journalism as a literary 
genre, as creative and imaginative work, and journalists as inde-
pendent interpreters of events. Just as this ‘conversion downwards’ 
was happening (1997 [1969]: 137), objectivity became a central 
idea in explaining the professional competence and responsibilities 
of journalists. As a result, older ideas of journalism (as advocacy 
and criticism) begin to be side-lined or made secondary to the 
main ideal of objectivity. An ‘essentially utilitarian-capitalist-
scientifi c orientation towards events’ prevails, where perspective, 
the ‘role of personalities or actors’ is privileged over information 
(Carey 1997 [1969]: 141).

Objectivity as biased and irresponsible

One of the hallmarks of journalistic objectivity as a professional 
ideal is that it allows the journalist to rise above bias and aspire 
to a higher level of responsibility. A powerful line of criticism of 
objectivity turns the tables on this view by arguing that objectivity 



What are the main objections to journalistic objectivity?

64

is itself a form of bias and is not responsible. This line of argument 
suggests that despite the fact that objectivity is linked to higher 
standards of professionalism, questions of morality and respon-
sibility do not always get fully addressed, or are evaded. Thus, as 
Theodore Glasser suggests – echoing arguments that date from 
at least the 1950s (Carroll 1955: 25) – ‘objectivity in journalism 
effectively erodes the very foundation on which rests a responsible 
press’ (Glasser 1992: 176).
 For Glasser, objectivity is biased in four ways. Firstly, it is 
biased against other advocacy or ‘watchdog’ roles for the press, 
sometimes associated with the ‘fourth estate’. This is quite a 
serious criticism as it goes to the role of journalism in society, 
and the way one idea of journalism can work to constrain this 
role. Secondly, it is biased in favour of the status quo, because 
of its reliance on offi cial sources and establishment institutions. 
Thirdly, drawing on Carey’s work, Glasser bemoans that objectiv-
ity is biased against independent thinking. Fourthly, objectivity is 
biased against the very idea of responsibility. It allows journalists 
to shift responsibility by arguing they are the reporters, not the 
creators of news, and therefore the consequences of what they 
report is not their concern (1992: 183). The picture of objectivity 
that arises from this critique is one that is especially passive and 
aligned with the status quo. For Glasser, objectivity has brought 
about a ‘disregard for the consequences of newsmaking’, and the 
task today is to ‘liberate journalism from the burden of objectivity’ 
(1992: 183).
 One of these burdens is an artifi cial commitment to balance. 
For example, when journalists focus on balance, on giving both 
sides their say (as though there are only two sides), they may 
‘inject’ a sense of fairness into the piece but may do a disservice to 
‘actual’ truth. There is a concern that objectivity has morphed into 
what the contributors to the manifesto ‘On Behalf of Journalism’ 
call ‘false balance, a tyranny of evenhandedness. Little more than 
“He said, she said” journalism’ (Overholser 2006: 10). For Jay 
Rosen, balance can be seen as ‘a fl ight from truth rather than an 
avenue into truth’ (1993: 49). Discussing aspects of the reporting 
of lynching and war, Doug McGill notes, ‘the norm of objectiv-
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ity often has allowed serious social wrongs to continue unabated, 
while reporters misguidedly pursue the goal of “balanced” 
 coverage’ (2004).

Source dependence

As a form of professional communication, in Carey’s terms, objec-
tive reporting impinges dramatically on the independence of the 
journalist, and their traditional roles of advocacy and critique 
(1997 [1969]: 138). Under this new regime, the reporter encoun-
ters a complex division of labour in the newsroom (indeed jour-
nalism becomes closely bound to the function of reporting). Also, 
they became a ‘broker’ between audiences and sources. Carey’s 
analysis of this situation focuses on issues of source dependence 
and reliance on offi cial sources, with new protocols and contexts 
transforming the journalist–source relationship. As Carey notes, 
‘the net effect of the press conference, the background interview, 
the rules governing anonymous disclosure and attribution of 
sources, and particularly the growing use of the public infor-
mation offi cer within government is to routinize the reporter’s 
function and to grant the source exceptional control over news 
dissemination’ (1997 [1969]: 138).
 The reporter’s situation can be seen as a pushing and pulling 
between different obligations: those belonging to workplace, 
audience and source. However, Carey feels the source pulls on 
the psychology of the reporter in a unique way: reporters depend-
ent on sources often inhabit the same corridors and receive direct 
feedback from them. This in turn translates into a particular 
‘sympathetic’ orientation towards offi cial sources. ‘Reporters do 
not seek independent confi rmation or use a critical method to test 
the statements issued by offi cials. . . . There is no real attempt to 
balance the offi cial version against the contextual evidence’ (Koch 
1990: 174–5). As Todd Gitlin notes, with little actual contact with 
readers and viewers, ‘reporters tend to be pulled into the cognitive 
worlds of their sources’ (2003 [1980]: 270). He goes on to make 
the stronger claim that structurally, ‘journalists are trained to be 
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desensitized to the voices and life-worlds of working-class and 
minority people’ (2003 [1980]: 269).

Frame-blindness

Frame-blindness describes a situation where journalists fail to 
recognize the ideological nature of their own framing of issues. As 
noted in the introduction, a key feature of objectivity in journalism 
has to do with an invisible frame being presented around events, 
allowing them to be ‘reported’ rather than ‘constructed’. While 
framing theory is a vast area, for our present purposes I draw 
on Gitlin’s defi nition of frames as ‘persistent patterns of cogni-
tion, interpretation, and presentation, of selection, emphasis, and 
exclusion, by which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse’ 
(2003 [1980]: 7). News reports claim to ‘recount events without 
the intrusion of value judgements or symbols’. News is ‘a report 
on reality’, and not a ‘story’ (Schiller 1981: 2). In political report-
ing it has been linked to a ‘mirror’ or ‘messenger’ analogy, with 
the reporter as journalist a neutral professional ‘standing above 
the political fray’ (Hallin 1986: 5). This claim to an invisible frame 
does not guarantee a thorough or even unbiased report, with one 
of the most startling examples being the racist reporting of lynch-
ings in the US in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
in The New York Times (see Mindich 1998: 113–37).
 Framing relates to a key dilemma in journalism (Hallin 1986: 
72). On the one hand, reporters provide just the facts. On the 
other hand, they are teachers and storytellers compelled to draw 
on frames to educate, persuade and entertain. Between these two 
poles journalists can rely on different frames and discursive pat-
ternings. Confl ict, for example, can be constructed through ‘law 
and order’ or ‘injustice and defi ance’ frames (Fawcett 2011). 
Events and actions can become enlarged or even distorted through 
particular frames (a particular problem in political reporting of 
scandals and speculation over leadership, for example).
 The issue of frame-blindness raises important concerns to do 
with the relationship between journalism and the social order. It 
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does so because ‘framing’ implies that language has a key role in 
mediating and constructing the social order. As Robert A. Hackett 
notes, ‘language itself cannot function so as to transmit directly 
the supposedly inherent meaning or truth of events’ (1984: 234). 
In other words, framing does leave the message transmitted by 
the report unchanged. Nevertheless, news journalists operate as 
though direct transmission was possible thanks to routines that

decisively shape the ways in which news is defi ned, events are con-
sidered newsworthy, and ‘objectivity’ is secured. News is managed 
routinely, automatically, as reporters import defi nitions of news-
worthiness from editors and institutional beats, as they accept the 
analytical frameworks of offi cials even while taking up adversary posi-
tions. When reporters make decisions about what to cover and how, 
rarely do they deliberate about ideological assumptions or political 
consequences. Simply by doing their jobs, journalists tend to serve the 
political and economic elite defi nitions of reality. (Gitlin 2003 [1980]: 
11–12)

News routines, including those around objectivity, enable report-
ers to distance themselves from the ideological and political frames 
infl uencing their work.
 Gitlin points here to a complex professional situation. 
Objectivity ‘insulates’ reporters from various interest groups, 
which range from ‘direct political pressures of specifi c advertisers, 
politicians, and interest groups’, and even publishers. Objectivity 
also ‘tunes’ reporters into ‘the expectation and experience of 
news executives and high-level sources’, so that ‘they systemati-
cally frame the news to be compatible with the main institutional 
arrangements of the society’ (2003 [1980]: 269).
 Here, what I am terming frame-blindness intersects with source 
dependence. For Daniel C. Hallin, writing about coverage of the 
Vietnam War, the same routines Gitlin highlights leaves journal-
ists open to manipulation. Reporters focused on ‘just the facts’, 
‘but they were not just any facts. They were offi cial facts . . . The 
effect of “objectivity” was not to free the news of political infl u-
ence, but to open wide the channel through which offi cial sources 
fl owed’ (Hallin 1986: 25). In something of an indictment of the 
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relation between objective reporting and offi cial sources, Hallin 
argues ‘offi cial sources fi ll an important void left by the ethic of 
objectivity: they fi ll the vacuum of meaning left by the journalist’s 
renunciation of the role of interpreting reality’ (1986: 73).
 There exist ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ versions of the framing thesis in 
regard to journalistic objectivity. In the hard version there is a 
concrete, pre-given reality that we judge the media against. We 
can say that frames distort or fail to measure up to a reality (see 
Hackett 1984: 234; also Gans 1979: 305): they ‘transmit’ some-
thing about actual events. Ideology is a factor insofar as it provides 
a skewed picture of the world. The ‘soft’ version is more challeng-
ing, because it questions the pre-givenness of social and political 
reality. As Tom Koch argues, the idea that the frame distorts real 
objectivity is a chimera since ‘being involved in an event – even as 
a recorder – we infl uence it’ (1990: 20). So-called events are con-
structed, pre-mediated. In a sense our worlds are constructed via 
a layering of frames of different power and form. In this domain, 
rather than speak of distortion, reality is all ideology and dis-
course, with frames embedded within a ‘gaseous’ cloud of social 
and economic relations.
 Another example of the soft theory that applies to objectivity 
is Hallin’s theory of ‘spheres of consensus, controversy and devi-
ance’ (1986: 117), which describes different forms of public dis-
course. Hallin pictures these as regions of a concentric circle, with 
consensus being the inner core, legitimate controversy the middle 
layer, and the sphere of deviance the outer layer. The sphere of 
consensus is the ‘motherhood and apple pie’ layer, where core 
values are not contested. Consensus values are rarely subject to 
opposing views and disinterest need not be maintained. The sphere 
of legitimate controversy is the region in which journalistic objec-
tivity is most at home, sounding out different perspectives in elec-
toral contests and legislative debates. This sphere is bounded by 
the sphere of deviance, where some views are ruled to be beyond 
those of legitimate controversy, and objectivity works in a political 
way to disqualify some views from being heard. ‘Here neutrality 
once again falls away, and journalism becomes . . . a “boundary-
maintaining mechanism” ’ (1986: 117). The fact that much of the 
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commercial media are funded by advertisers places extra consid-
erations on defi nitions of consensus, legitimate controversy and 
deviancy.
 Ideology and hegemony are commonly evoked terms in studies 
of framing, although they can be operationalized in different ways. 
Ideology can be linked to a naturalization of social relations, with 
news declaring ‘that’s the way it is’ when in fact ‘the way it is’ is 
constantly being contested (Hackett 1984: 248). The ideologi-
cal function of news and norms of objectivity in this sense are to 
‘refl ect and represent the prevailing structure and mode of power’ 
(Hackett 1984: 249). For John Hartley, ‘the impartiality, objectiv-
ity, neutrality and balance which form the bedrock of editorial 
ideology are no sham. They are required if news is to act alongside 
the other agencies in naturalizing dominant ideology and winning 
consent for hegemony’ (1982: 61–2).
 Hegemony, as understood by Italian political scientist Antonio 
Gramsci, is accomplished through the educational and media 
systems (Hall 1977: 333). It can be described as a process of coer-
cion or domination by consent, whereby the dominant classes, 
operating in a fi eld of meanings, expectations and desires, ‘succeed 
in framing competing defi nitions of the reality within their range, 
bringing all alternatives within their horizon of thought’ (Hall 
1977: 333). The media operates within this fi eld to give events 
social intelligibility, to translate the real into symbolic forms 
according to codes and conventions like objectivity (Hall 1977: 
343).
 The work of framing is masked, Stuart Hall suggests, by profes-
sional routines and norms which construct the work of encoding 
‘within the bracket of a professional-technical neutrality’. The 
concept of neutral reporting, for example, distances the reporter 
from the ideological content of the material he is handling and the 
ideological infl exions of the codes he is employing’ (1977: 344). 
Hall is quick to add that this does not mean that the media does 
not have some ‘relative autonomy’ – which is ‘enshrined in the 
operational principles of broadcasting – “objectivity”, “neutral-
ity”, “impartiality” and “balance” ’ (Hall 1977: 345) – but thus 
autonomy ultimately works in a broader sense to support the 
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‘structured ideological fi eld’ on which consensus or disagreement 
is formed.

Objectivity as contradiction in terms and 
dangerous myth

The argument that objectivity in journalism is a contradiction 
in terms belongs to Hunter S. Thompson, famous for his use of 
fi ctional devices, fi rst person, sarcasm, satire, cursing and exag-
geration in books such as Fear and Loathing on the Campaign 
Trail ’72 (Thompson 1973; McLaughlin 2002: 163–6). Thompson 
regards the rules of objectivity as constraining on the very act of 
journalism because the subjective observations of the journalist 
are crucial to truth-seeking. Thus his view that

So much for Objective Journalism. Don’t bother to look for it here – 
not under any byline of mine; or anyone else I can think of. With the 
possible exception of things like box scores, race results, and stock 
market tabulations, there is no such thing as Objective Journalism. 
The phrase itself is a pompous contradiction in terms. (Thompson 
1973: 44)

Whereas some journalists will acknowledge objectivity as an 
impossible ideal, but strive towards it nonetheless, Thompson 
gives up on it. Total coverage is diffi cult. Balance unrealistic (Hahn 
& Thompson 1997). If objectivity is premised upon a distance 
between the event being reported and the reporter, subject and 
journalist, then Thompson can be said to dissolve the  distinction 
between the two.
 Thompson was tuned into the way objectivity leads journalists 
to look for particular kinds of facts: these facts can be supplied by 
those in power, and in this sense journalism can be manipulated. 
Thus, his comments on Nixon: ‘ “It was the built-in blind spot of 
the Objective Rules and dogma that allowed Nixon to slither into 
the White House in the fi rst place” ’ (Keil 2005: 60). ‘He seemed 
so all-American, so much like Horatio Alger, that he was able to 
slip through the cracks of Objective Journalism. You had to get 
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Subjective to see Nixon clearly, and the shock of recognition was 
often painful’ (Thompson 1994: 243).
 Thompson found objectivity inadequate to cover American pol-
itics, but more than this, in the play of facts and information, he 
regarded it as almost complicit in the problems of American poli-
tics, the illusions it creates, the superfi ciality and staged responses. 
It is not that objectivity is just fl awed, but that we cannot afford it. 
‘Not even the Pope can afford “objectivity” in a US election year. 
It is . . . a luxury and a cop-out, a holding tank for bystanders’ 
(Thompson 1994: 243).
 Some can fi nd gonzo journalism indulgent, tiresome – easy to 
mimic badly but diffi cult to do well – a particular product of the 
excesses of the 1960s and 1970s. Others appreciate (for all its 
fl aws) its honesty, its insights into power, its inventiveness with 
language and its (often long-term) immersion in its subject – a 
return to good research and groundwork (Ricketson 2001).
 Leaving Thompson’s particular style to one side, this line of 
criticism shares some aspects with the criticism that objectivity is 
overly scientistic. What is shared between the two is an idea that 
alternative forms of journalism offer more in the way of explain-
ing how the facts fi t together than sheer reporting. As one editor 
of an anthology of literary journalism puts it, in an increasingly 
complex society, readers ‘demand not just information, but visions 
of how things fi t together now that the center cannot hold. . . . 
Literary journalism couples cold fact and personal event, in the 
author’s humane company’ (Kramer 1995: 34).
 Gonzo journalism is but one expression of the ‘new journalism’ 
of the 1960s and 1970s, which sought to disturb the ‘pale beige 
tone’ (Wolfe 1973: 31) of standard journalism, and fuse non-
fi ction techniques with a commitment to reporting. Another fi gure 
equally concerned with objectivity was Tom Wolfe, although he 
is less overtly critical of objectivity. As a form of reportage he felt 
that the basic unit was not information per se, but the scene (1973: 
35, 66). This shifts the focus of attention of the journalist but also 
provides a new ‘stage’ on which to act and participate in the story. 
It allows for ‘an egotistical objectivity but an objectivity of sorts in 
any case’ (1973: 66).
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 In many objections to objectivity, the concept is seen as 
 something that needs correcting, or improving. For others it is 
a mindset that conceals how subjective they are (Morrison & 
Tremewan 1992: 124). But there exists a more stark line of objec-
tion we should consider. Namely that it is a dangerous myth, 
and that a belief in objectivity can have outright negative effects. 
Thus, rather than strive for a diffi cult ideal, we should admit that 
absolutes are beyond us (Klotzer 2009). William Morgan of the 
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation undertakes a version of this 
criticism when he suggests that

objectivity in journalism, perhaps as in academic work, seems to me 
to be at the very worst a dangerous myth and at best a distant and 
mostly unattained goal, towards which we strive when we remember. 
I even tend to doubt that the word has a place in a book of journal-
ism policy, being probably unachievable and certainly unverifi able. 
(Morgan 1992)

From this line of criticism, objectivity emerges less a noble striv-
ing for truth than a staging of facts and numbers to achieve an 
objectivity-effect. Objectivity here is linked to rhetorical devices, 
such as being precise in relation to time, places, objects, numbers.
 Debate over the ‘dangers’ associated with objectivity have taken 
on a complex form due to developments in cable news: ‘more per-
sonalized, more interactive, more opinionated, more communal, 
less objective?’ (Kinsley 2006). Pictured against a new backdrop, 
detachment begins to look like lack of attachment, critical disinter-
est, uninteresting. Current affairs with a twist of comedy, documen-
tary or opinion, seems more informative than the ‘straight report’.

More and more, Americans are trusting the information they get 
from sources with a voice, including comedy programs like The Daily 
Show, documentaries like An Inconvenient Truth . . ., and Fox News’s 
remarkable growth stems in signifi cant part from its clear point of 
view (Overholser 2006: 10–11).

While honesty and factual accuracy remain core values for jour-
nalists, the pretence of objectivity has become an issue for audi-
ences and consumers. Former reporter for The New York Times, 
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Doug McGill, identifi es pseudo-objectivity as the danger (2004). 
The concern here is that a journalist might compile a story of 
opposing points of view, and thus fulfi l the ritual of objectivity, 
but do nothing to advance understanding of the issue beyond 
an initial acquaintance with it. It is becoming less common, in 
McGill’s view, for journalists to base their reports on the facts 
rather than take sides in a debate. But political journalist Michael 
Kinsley goes further, questioning what he calls ‘artifi cial objectiv-
ity’. ‘Objectivity – the faith professed by American journalism 
and by its critics – is less an ideal than a conceit. It’s not that all 
journalists are secretly biased, or even that perfect objectivity is 
an admirable but unachievable goal. In fact, most reporters work 
hard to be objective and the best come very close. The trouble is 
that objectivity is a muddled concept’ (2006). The argument that 
objectivity is a dangerous myth suggests that striving and falling 
short may not be so virtuous after all.

Objectivity as a bystander’s journalism: the 
journalism of attachment

A persistent critique of objective journalism is that it is a form of 
moral spectatorship (Ryan 2001: 7). Journalists working in the 
specifi c area of war reporting have mounted their own critique 
of notions such as neutrality and detachment. This leads us to 
what has been called the journalism of attachment, a journalism 
that ‘cares as well as knows’ (Bell 1998a: 16; McLaughlin 2002). 
Schooled in a BBC tradition of distance and detachment, foreign 
correspondent (and later British MP) Martin Bell comes to see 
objectivity as an ‘illusion’ (1997: 8); although he holds ‘more than 
ever’ to values of ‘fairness and impartiality, and a scrupulous atten-
tion to the facts and a determination to pay heed to the unpopular 
spokespeople of unfavoured causes’ (Bell 1998b: 102). A similar 
questioning of objectivity has been put forward by Sarajevo Times 
editor Kemal Kurspahic (1995) and CNN’s Christiane Amanpour 
(1996). However, by contrast, both seek to stick with the concept 
of objectivity. Amanpour writes,
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I have come to believe that objectivity means giving all sides a fair 
hearing, but not treating all sides equally. Once you treat all sides the 
same in a case such as Bosnia, you are drawing a moral equivalence 
between victim and aggressor. And from there it is a short step toward 
being neutral. And from there it’s an even shorter step to becoming 
an accessory to all manners of evil; in Bosnia’s case, genocide. So 
 objectivity must go hand in hand with morality. (Amanpour 1996)

The idea of journalism of attachment has not been without its 
critics, and we shall examine this debate separately in chapters 5 
and 6.

The nature of truth and reality

Of all of the blows that have been dealt to journalistic objectiv-
ity, perhaps none is more fundamental than those concerning the 
notions of truth and reality it relies on. This criticism can be close 
to the bone for those journalists who see their role as truth-tellers 
or as holding up a mirror to reality. It includes criticism of the 
basic assumption to do with the separation of facts and values in 
journalism (see chapter 3).
 This is partly a philosophical critique, as Carlin Romano notes:

In both philosophy and the sciences, the notion of a hardbound truth 
in the world that researchers ‘fi nd’ or report has fallen on hard times. 
Ever since Kant argued in the Critique of Pure Reason that the nature 
of human thought makes it impossible to perceive things in themselves 
without shaping by the mind’s categories, the idea that language or 
thought can mirror the world has been skeptically received. In the 
twentieth century, that doubt about ‘naïve realism’ seems to have 
gained the upper ground in every fi eld except American journalism. 
(Romano 1986: 76)

Among a range of fi gures that have contributed to doubt over 
objectivity, Romano mentions Thomas Kuhn’s critique of scientifi c 
knowledge; Paul Feyerabend’s critique of scientifi c method; Hans-
Georg Gadamer’s theories of interpretation; Michel Foucault’s 
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work on power relations in society; and Richard Rorty’s critique 
of capital T truth.
 Alongside the philosophical critique, objecting to objectivity 
on grounds of truth and reality is also partly ideological, and 
draws on accusations of ‘frame-blindness’ and ‘source depend-
ence’ examined above. Furthermore, sociologists of media have 
questioned the concept of external reality implied in journalistic 
objectivity as well as the suggestion that journalists just report 
reality. As Kevin Latham puts it, ‘news works “as if” it refers, 
truthfully, to an external reality, whereas in effect any such reality 
is rather a product of the specifi c conditions, methods, systems and 
governing assumptions of news production, that is of its “regime 
of truth” ’ (2000: 636).
 These regimes are supported by particular paradigms of media 
work, and organizational contexts. As Gaye Tuchman puts it, 
‘each newspaper story is a collection of “facts” assessed and struc-
tured by newsmen’ (1972: 663). Tuchman puts forward a notion 
of the ‘web of facticity’ to describe an intermeshing of sources, 
facts and common understandings that underpins reporting. Facts 
are accumulated, validated, verifi ed. The web of facticity ‘both 
guides the search for news and perpetually reconstitutes itself as 
the frame for news’ (1978: 103). It is diffi cult, from this perspec-
tive, to hold onto the view that the news mirrors society. News 
is instead made meaningful through processes of judgement, the 
transformation of facts, and application of frames. Yet, as Barbie 
Zelizer suggests,

practicing reporters rarely admit their usage of constructions of reality, 
seen among critical observers as a common way of presenting the news. 
. . . They instead stress their adherence to notions of objectivity and 
balance, both of which are suggested by professional codes. . . . This 
raises questions about how and why journalists use professionalism as 
a way to conceal the constructed nature of their activities. (1993: 221)

 ‘Objectivity is an attitude geared towards fi nding the truth’ 
(ABC Editorial Policies 2008). This statement captures both a 
basic premise, and a broader framework. Truth-seeking is hotly 
debated in academic and professional circles, and the very paths 
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of  truth-seeking are changing. The issue of perspective and point 
of view, in particular, garners specifi c attention. In Milton’s 
Areopagitica (1664) ‘Truth’ is depicted as a virgin woman of 
perfect shape. ‘Then strait arose a wicked race of deceivers who 
. . . hewd her lovely form into a thousand pieces, and scatter’d 
them to the four winds’. In this tradition, forming the truth is con-
ceived in terms of gathering together pieces in order to reconstitute 
a perfect form (Hartley 1992: 149).
 Contrast this with feminist and cultural studies approaches 
that critique the very dichotomy of the knower and the known, 
questioning the way objectivity works through exnomination, 
minimizing the impact of racial, class, gendered and ethnic ways 
of knowing. ‘What counts as “truth” in a given instance is deter-
mined by who has the power to defi ne reality’ (Allan 2010: 149). 
As broadcaster John P. Santos argues, ‘the long-hallowed cult of 
journalistic “objectivity” has too often been a veneer for what is 
essentially a predominating white male point of view in our news 
culture’ (1997: 123; Allan 2010: 111).
 Signifi cantly, then, classical concepts of truth have been over-
taken by contemporary analysis of knowledge and power (Foucault 
1980). Today, collaborative on-line journalism collectivizes but 
also deconstructs this work. It also takes the search for truth 
beyond the newsroom, the specifi c view of gatekeepers, placing the 
emphasis on multiple perspectives emerging out of the interaction 
of a diverse community of users (Bruns 2005: 27).
 At stake in this discussion is the very fate of an ‘objective’ 
picture of the world; but also the issue of what a post-objective 
(or post-truth) journalism looks like. Hartley uses the term ‘post-
truth society’ to characterize a binary-oriented journalism in 
which ‘reason and truth are not the guiding principles’ but rather 
‘adversarial visions’ that pit ‘we’ groups against ‘they’ groups 
(1992: 217). As described by Robert A. Hackett and Yuezhi Zhao, 
in post-truth journalism ‘Truth-claims would be limited by and 
to their particular paradigm’ (1998: 124). ‘Any objectivity that 
was possible would operate on the basis of consensual standards 
shared within, but not across, the boundaries of discourse com-
munities’ (1998: 124). For David T. Z. Mindich, journalism as 
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a ‘post-objective’ profession would focus on honest mediation 
rather than delivering ‘reality’ (1998: 141–2).
 Others have also tackled ‘post-truth-ness’. For Richard Rorty, 
there is ‘ “nothing more” to truth and objectivity than justifi cation 
and intersubjective agreement’ (Ward 2004: 269). Intersubjectivity, 
or approaching objectivity through ‘revealing and assessing our 
subjectivity and the subjectivity of others, knowing where “we” 
stand in relation to “them” ’ (Deverell 1996: 60), has become an 
important theme. Against this backdrop, Stephen J. A. Ward sees 
traditional objectivity as hopelessly one-dimensional: ‘Objective 
reporters were completely detached; eliminated all of their opinion; 
reported just the facts’ (2011: 224).
 This state of affairs does not necessarily mean objectivity is 
irrelevant. As Gans suggests, ‘It may exist as epistemologically 
impossible, but it can exist as journalistic intent’ (1979: 315). 
Indeed, multiple perspectives, sources, make objectivity ‘even 
more necessary’: ‘But objectivity would also attain a new meaning, 
for in the fi nal reckoning, story selectors can be objective only by 
choosing news from several perspectives’ (1979: 315).
 For Stuart Allan, this post-truth paradigm, if operationalized in 
the correct way, would enable a critical examination of the link 
between objectivity and hegemony. Allan seeks to move beyond 
‘hard’ versions of frame-blindness to explore more complex theo-
rizations. Drawing on a postmodern critical framework, Allan 
seeks to push beyond a version of the hegemony thesis that relies 
on an unmasking of ‘true’ reality in order to tackle the indetermi-
nacies and contradictions of the social order (Allan 1995: 130).

The view from nowhere

In a signifi cant extension of the objections focused on truth and 
reality, critics of neutral and objective points of view raise the issue 
of ‘the view from nowhere’ (Iggers 1998: 96). While the phrase 
can be used to characterize objectivity in general, it has taken on a 
specifi c meaning in journalism studies. Promoted especially by Jay 
Rosen, the idea of the view from nowhere serves to highlight when 
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reporters adopt a non-position. Here, balance becomes a shelter. In 
Rosen’s version, because reporters can no longer be characterized 
as left or right, they evade accusations of bias. On the surface this 
looks (positively) like detachment. However, for Rosen, this can 
easily turn into a dark power, ‘The daily gift of detachment keeps 
giving, until you’re almost “above” anyone who tries to get too 
political with you, or at least in the middle with the microphone 
between warring factions. There’s power in that; and where there’s 
power, there’s attraction’ (2003). In other words, it leads to a (nega-
tive) commitment to politics and democracy. Detachment from any 
theorized political stance (a view from somewhere) has a particular 
aspect on political journalism, according to Rosen, because it 
becomes vulnerable to grandstanding, aggressive displays and 
politics as spectacle. Supported by concepts such as neutrality and 
objectivity, it evacuates the space of politics (Rosen 2004a).
 Rosen does not dismiss all aspects of objectivity. The concept of 
the view from nowhere assists him to isolate the specifi c aspect of 
objectivity that is of most concern, which is that:

In pro journalism, American style, the View from Nowhere is a bid for 
trust that advertises the viewlessness of the news producer. Frequently 
it places the journalist between polarized extremes, and calls that nei-
ther-nor position ‘impartial.’ Second, it’s a means of defense against 
a style of criticism that is fully anticipated: charges of bias originating 
in partisan politics and the two-party system. Third: it’s an attempt to 
secure a kind of universal legitimacy that is implicitly denied to those 
who stake out positions or betray a point of view. American journal-
ists have almost a lust for the View from Nowhere because they think 
it has more authority than any other possible stance. (Rosen 2010b)

 On all levels, the view from nowhere offers a false or unearned 
position of authority. Against the idea of a ‘view from nowhere’ 
dominating the press agenda, Rosen conceives of a pluralistic view 
in which the people who ‘come from somewhere’ co-exist with 
those who come from nowhere.

Let some in the press continue on with the mask of impartiality, which 
has advantages for cultivating sources and soothing advertisers. Let 
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others experiment with transparency as the basis for trust. When you 
click on their by-line it takes you to a disclosure page where there is a 
bio, a kind of mission statement, and a creative attempt to say: here’s 
where I’m coming from. (Rosen 2010b)

 As Rosen acknowledges, the phrase ‘view from nowhere’ comes 
from Thomas Nagel, who published a book with that title in 1986. 
Like Rosen, Nagel is ambivalent on objectivity, offering both a 
defence and critique. Unlike Rosen, Nagel sets himself an over-
arching problem, namely ‘how to combine the perspective of a 
particular person inside the world with an objective view of that 
same world’ (1986: 3). This attempt to fuse the two approaches, 
which Rosen treats as distinct, represents a fundamental philo-
sophical challenge for Nagel. Nagel’s approach is to ‘juxtapose 
the internal and external or subjective and objective views at 
full strength’ (1986: 4). Achieving or maximizing objectivity 
means stepping back from our initial view of the world to ‘form 
a new conception that has that view and its relation to the world 
as object’ (1986: 4). This is quite different from Rosen’s posi-
tion, and Nagel retains a strong commitment to detachment and 
 transcendence of subjectivity.
 Nagel does not rely on any straightforward separation theory of 
facts and values to secure his concept of objectivity. Rather, it is a 
question of standpoint and degree, and accommodating the subjec-
tive in the objective, and vice versa. Subjectivity is crucial to appre-
ciating the ‘specifi c qualities’ and incompleteness of the objective 
world (1986: 25). ‘Reality is not just objective reality’ (1986: 26). 
A standpoint becomes more objective when it is less grounded in 
the ‘specifi cs of the individual’s makeup’ or their character (1986: 
5). Objectivity is, for Nagel, the product of refl ection,

we can raise our understanding to a new level only if we examine that 
relation between the world and ourselves which is responsible for our 
prior understanding, and form a new conception that includes a more 
detached understanding of ourselves, of the world, and the interaction 
between them. (1986: 5)

Balancing this commitment to refl ection is a principle of integra-
tion: that we should endeavour to recognize and reconcile with 
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subjective or less objective viewpoints (remembering that this 
may become an impossible task). Nagel is particularly conscious 
of the attempt to eliminate point of view and perspective from 
objectivity.
 Nagel has little sympathy with a simplistic view that we must 
get outside ourselves and view the world from nowhere within it. 
Nor is his conception of objectivity based on an absolute ‘god’ 
position. His response is to re-work the idea of detachment, by 
appreciating a viewpoint of the world that ‘includes us’, and our 
conception of the world, in a way that ‘is not tied to our particular 
point of view’ (1986: 70). An ‘objective advance’ may eventually 
be turned into a mere appearance, which would prompt more self-
understanding. Transcendence and re-integration are coupled in 
this sense.
 Inspired by the work of Nagel, and Julian Baggini (2003), 
foreign correspondent David Loyn (2007) proposes objectivity as 
a means to truthfulness. In a 2007 response to Loyn, peace jour-
nalism researcher Jake Lynch focuses on Nagel’s apparent use of 
objectivity to enforce epistemological ‘correctness’ which seems 
to focus on eliminating ‘peculiarities’: ‘In pursuing objectivity we 
alter our relation to the world, increasing the correctness of certain 
of our representations of it by compensating for the peculiarities 
of our point of view (Nagel 1986: 91; Lynch 2007: 3). Lynch is 
not alone in casting suspicion on the idea of transcending our 
peculiarities (D’Agostino 1993). His critique is focused around 
the vague nature of this process of assessment, and its founda-
tion. Indeed, Nagel is not clear on the standard of correctness that 
should be applied here; but this may be because his focus is not 
on correspondence theories of truth, but on the re-integration of 
standpoints. So it is still open to debate whether Nagel is a tran-
scendentalist, reliant on objectivity as a view from some absolute, 
God-like position. As Nagel states, ‘A view or form of thought is 
more objective than another if it relies less on the specifi cs of the 
individual’s makeup and position in the world. A standpoint that 
is objective by comparison with the personal view of one individ-
ual may be subjective by comparison with a theoretical standpoint 
still farther out’ (1986: 5). Here, Nagel, like other philosophers 
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(D’Agostino 1993) is turning to ideas such as conversation to 
underpin a renewed commitment to objectivity.

Conclusion

For some readers these objections to objectivity, and the issues 
raised by them, will have missed the mark. For others, they 
amount to a death blow. It is not hard to create doubt around the 
concept of objectivity. As Richard Sambrook of the BBC notes, 
‘These days it is fashionable to question whether there is any such 
thing as “truth”. Whether facts actually prove anything; whether 
objectivity is worth striving for’ (2004). But I want to suggest 
that there is more than fashion at stake, and a range of objec-
tions to objectivity need to be taken seriously, alongside defences 
of it, and new avenues of exploration associated with alternative 
philosophical perspectives. Issues related to relativism, framing, 
ideology, need to be carefully engaged with. As with any term that 
helps to structure our understanding of the media, it is important 
to debate it, to pick the issues apart, whether in meetings, pubs, 
in coffee shops, or in universities, in order that our media culture 
stays active and inquiring. For some practitioners this ‘deconstruc-
tion’ might bring feelings of fear or threat, but hopefully it leads to 
new ways of thinking about matters of importance.
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Why is there so much dispute over 
‘the facts’?

At the core of objectivity in journalism is the concept of report-
ing the facts. Indeed, a reverence towards facts goes to the heart 
of objectivity itself. Facts sit at the centre of concerns of many of 
the objections to objectivity discussed in the last chapter, includ-
ing selectivity and values, scientism, source dependence, and the 
very nature of truth and reality. Before considering some of the 
defences to objectivity in the next chapter, it will be useful to 
examine some of the disputes over facts – especially issues of 
the status of facts, and the separation of facts from values, which 
are the most contested aspects. We shall also discuss several differ-
ent schools of philosophical thought. This is because terms such as 
‘realism’, ‘objectivity’, ‘positivism’ and ‘empiricism’ are frequently 
used to categorize objectivity without a great deal of precision, 
leading to empty debating points, and a muddied view of objectiv-
ity. As we shall see, while many of the ‘-isms’ we discuss below 
share a common base, they do signal quite different ways of setting 
out the relationship between the truth and the facts.

The uses and abuses of philosophy

A great deal of dispute over ‘the facts’ goes to debate over the 
philosophy of objectivity itself, one that affi rms a world that exists 
independent of mind, that forms ‘a coherent and accessible world 
of objective facts capable of being known through observation, 
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understood with the use of reason, and accurately represented in 
thought, literature, and the arts’ (Shi 1995: 4–5). For the objectiv-
ist faithful, this view of the world is entirely reasonable. Others 
might question parts, such as the possibility of ‘accurate’ represen-
tation in any kind of language. Nick Davies, declaring objectivity 
a classic ‘fl at earth tale’, writes ‘Reality exists objectively, but any 
attempt to record the truth about it . . . involves selection . . . In 
this sense, all news is artifi ce’ (2008: 111). But other critics might 
go further to question any concept of ‘independent’ reality. They 
might suggest that ‘ “reality” – or what we believe to be reality – 
emerges from the consciousness of the observer’ (Hanitzsch 2004: 
488). They might refuse the idea of ‘telling it as it is’, proposing 
instead that ‘it is as you tell it’ (Barkho 2010: 15). Others discredit 
objectivity as an epistemology, or way of knowing the world. For 
Jay Rosen ‘journalism is the last refuge of objectivity as an epis-
temology’: ‘Not even in the hard sciences do they really see the 
pursuit of truth this way’ (1993: 48). Rosen focuses on a key issue 
which is that this epistemology alienates or disconnects journalism 
from wider intellectual debate:

[O]bjectivity as a theory of how to arrive at the truth is bankrupt 
intellectually. There isn’t anybody else who believes in it and for good 
reason, because everything we’ve learned about the pursuit of truth 
tells us that in one way or another the knower is incorporated into 
the known. Objectivity has the further unfortunate effect of alienat-
ing the American journalist from intellectual debate and intellectual 
 conversation, which is a very dangerous thing. (1993: 51)

Rosen argues that journalism’s reliance on this theory of truth has 
serious implications for the role of journalism in society.
 An important caveat should be raised at this point. It is tempt-
ing to explain and defi ne objectivity purely on the philosophical 
level, as an expression of this or that philosophical movement. 
It is desirable to think that this is possible because one expects 
objectivity to be a well-thought-out and consistent form of theory 
and practice. While an understandable view, there are diffi culties 
with a purely philosophical analysis. One diffi culty is that phi-
losophy is not the sole ‘source’ of objectivity. There is a growing 
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argument, especially in the English case, that legal understandings 
of ‘matters of fact’ and impartiality are central to the develop-
ment of a fact-oriented journalism in England (Shapiro 2000: 
26). In the US, objectivity was fi ltered through political theory 
(Lippmann 1920). Furthermore, ‘practice’ can itself be a source. 
As we noted in the Introduction, it is possible to practice the pro-
cedures of objectivity without assuming the entire epistemology. 
As Jeremy Iggers observes, ‘most defenders of objectivity are not 
troubled by such abstract and theoretical problems as defending 
the concept of objective analysis or explaining the possibility of 
a neutral point of view’ (1998: 96). In other words, journalistic 
objectivity can be seen as a kind of hybrid or ‘bitzer’ of differ-
ent ideas and approaches. Despite these issues, I want to suggest 
that an excursion into the philosophical side can be useful to 
tease out some aspects of the dispute around facts, and hope-
fully go beyond ‘dispute’ as a mode of discussion of objectivity in 
journalism.

Putting facts and truths together

One of the most troublesome aspects of the debates around 
objectivity and facts is the way that the concept of objectivity is 
given a dual role: that of a view of the world, but also a way of 
representing and communicating truths. This gesture treats the 
word ‘objectivity’ as short-hand for ‘objective reality’ as well as 
a mode or method of perception of this reality. This fusion of 
reality and perception narrows the space between facts and truths. 
It closes down a very important philosophical area that has been 
explored by many movements and theorists. Facts, truths and 
objective reality are thus merged or melded into constructs such as 
‘objective truth’ (Windschuttle 1998: 8). But there is a distinction 
between facts and the truths derived from them, as well as an issue 
of the method used to approach truth and facticity, and present 
them in the form of news.
 Walter Lippmann addresses this issue by being sceptical of the 
idea that the news presents objective truths. In a famous passage, 
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he challenges the idea of treating the news and truth as two words 
for the same thing.

The hypothesis, which seems to me the most fertile, is that news and 
truth are not the same thing, and must be clearly distinguished. The 
function of news is to signalize an event, the function of truth is to 
bring to light the hidden facts, to set them into relation with each 
other, and make a picture of reality on which men can act. Only at 
those points, where social conditions take recognizable and measur-
able shape, do the body of truth and the body of news coincide. (1922: 
358)

Lippmann’s idea that the function of truth is to set hidden facts into 
relation with each other usefully leads us into a discussion of ways 
of knowing or understanding facts and events. For Lippmann, 
objectivity plays a cardinal methodological role in anchoring facts 
in relation to truths. However, in many discussions of objectiv-
ity in journalism, truth and facts are treated (against Lippmann’s 
advice) as close to identical. In this sense the discussion oscillates 
between a naïve empiricism and raw scientism: either the facts 
‘speak for themselves’ or the reporter is close to some kind of 
camera, an apparatus. Signifi cantly, there exists a number of ways 
to approach this issue of the relationship between truth and facts.

Correspondence and coherence

Donald McDonald defi nes objectivity as ‘an essential correspond-
ence between knowledge of a thing, and the thing itself’ (1975 
[1971]: 69). In doing so, McDonald draws upon one of the key 
theories of putting facts and truths together, namely a ‘corre-
spondence theory of truth’. Accusations of ‘slant’ and ‘distortion’ 
commonly draw on a correspondence theory.
 The correspondence theory has to do with what Denis McQuail 
describes as ‘the degree of correspondence between the version of 
events offered by the news and the “reality” of these events, and 
“good performance” of the news task has come to be equated 
with a high degree of correspondence and accuracy in this respect. 
The news media are expected to “tell it as it is” ’ (McQuail 1986: 
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2). Yet, as McQuail points out, the correspondence theory makes 
certain assumptions. ‘Objectivity helps to sustain the belief that 
there is one given reality (i.e., that there is no alternative to the 
existing social order) and that news is a reliable account of it (i.e., 
that objectivity is possible)’ (1986: 6).
 The contrasting ‘coherence theory of truth’, as implied, does 
not determine truth through the correspondence of a representa-
tion with an object. It values a consistency of propositions: ‘For 
coherence, a statement or proposition must be consistent with a 
suitably defi ned body of other propositions, and this body needs 
to be consistent within itself’ (Dawson & Gregory 2009: 127).
 One of the reasons why the coherence theory is not always 
favoured in discussions of objectivity in journalism is because it 
gives a limited role to experience: ‘For a pure coherence theorist, 
experience is only relevant as the source of perceptual beliefs, 
which take their place as part of the coherent or incoherent set’ 
(Blackburn 2008). That said, it could also be argued, such as when 
Schudson tells us that the ideal of objectivity developed because 
facts could not speak for themselves (see chapter 1), that objectiv-
ity is precisely a coherence theory, a form of perceptual belief that 
is not dependent on correspondence per se.
 Under the correspondence theory, truth corresponds to an 
objective reality, which is both understandable or knowable and 
rational (Dawson & Gregory 2009: 127). It allows for concepts 
such as ‘fi delity’ or ‘faithful’ representation. The issue of the 
manner or nature of this correspondence is important, and it can 
be characterized in different ways. We shall examine some of these 
below in relation to problems of communication and facticity, but 
it is clear, as Iggers points out, that many journalists favour ‘the 
vocabulary of objective and pictorial representation’ (1989: 94), 
which accounts for a reliance on metaphors such as mirroring, 
refl ecting, etc.

Empiricism

Empiricism is often invoked in discussions of objectivity and 
granted a dominant position. It also takes many different forms. 
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Broadly speaking it constitutes a philosophical position that says 
knowledge is derived from or dependent on the sense experience 
of the external world (Novack 1968: 8). It holds that experience 
rather than reason is the source of knowledge; although phi-
losophers have differing views on the exact relation between our 
knowledge and sense experience and may focus on sensations, 
facts or phenomena. The focus on experience, observation and 
induction has an obvious attraction for many theories of journal-
istic reporting, especially those that assume the reporter to be a 
tabula rasa or blank slate of knowledge. The philosophy is usually 
linked to British Empiricists of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries such as John Locke and David Hume. Stephen J. A. 
Ward provides a useful description of Locke’s psychology when 
he writes, ‘The mind is empty of ideas until external objects cause 
bodily sensations of colour, heat, shape, pain, and so on. The 
mind refl ects on these sensations and produces the ideas . . . in the 
mind. It then combines these ideas into judgements, such as cause 
and effect. It can also reason, moving by inference, from ideas to 
other ideas’ (Ward 2004: 68). This account highlights one of the 
key areas of controversy in empiricism; namely, the status of the 
observer who is ‘constantly organizing sense data, according to 
some pregiven schema or pattern’ (Hackett & Zhao 1998: 110).
 Another key fi gure is Francis Bacon. A version of Bacon’s 
‘common-sense’ inductive method, based on the view that obser-
vations were sacred, characterized offi cial academic philosophy in 
the US and England throughout the nineteenth century (Novick 
1988: 34). Schiller tells us that ‘Baconian observation and deduc-
tion were the American version of positivism’ (1981: 83). James 
Gordon Bennett is recorded as declaring ‘ “I have struck out the 
true Baconian path in commercial science, and it must succeed” ’ 
(Schudson 1978: 54; also Schiller 1981: 83).
 It is perplexing that, for all of the talk of naïve empiricism, 
journalism scholars rarely discuss non-naïve or sophisticated 
forms of empiricism. But more complex forms of ‘transcendental’ 
empiricism exist, questioning the presuppositions and conditions 
upon which we understand our ‘given’ experience (see Deleuze 
1991; Voloshinov 1973 [1929]). The decision to ignore complex 
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forms of empiricism has been determining, however. Ward sug-
gests that journalism had a choice to base its approach on active 
or passive varieties of empiricism, and regards the decision to go 
with the passive observer as a ‘fatal conceptual error’ (2004: 198). 
‘The theory of journalistic objectivity took on an epistemologi-
cally indefensible position and an inaccurate representation of the 
reporting process’ (2004: 198).

Positivism

Many scholars have noted a link between positivism and jour-
nalism (Gans 1979: 184; Schiller 1981: 83–4; Hallin 1986: 65; 
Glasser 1992: 176; Hackett & Zhao 1998: 10). Positivism has 
been taken up by a range of fi gures, but is most frequently linked 
back to the French philosopher Auguste Comte, and also John 
Stuart Mill, who placed the testing of truth and falsity at the heart 
of his ideas of the liberty of the press (see Mill 1997 [1859]: 24).
 Positivism as an approach is often associated with observable 
and retrievable facts. Ward aligns it with what he calls ‘pure objec-
tivity’, ‘narrower in concept and stricter in method’, an ‘attempt to 
inoculate science from bias’ (2004: 78).

Pure objectivity conceived of the scientist as a dispassionate observer 
of nature. It favoured procedures and new instruments that grasped 
the facts . . . Ontologically a fact was a hard nugget of data that no one 
could invent or manipulate. The truth of a factual statement followed 
from a direct correspondence of the sentence and the state of affairs 
it describes. Facts could be the objective, evidentiary basis of science 
only if science could draw a hard line between facts and values . . . 
‘Objectivity’ was not being subjective, not interpreting. (Ward 2004: 
78)

Drawing on empirical philosophy, positivism combines aspects of 
empiricism and rationalism in the spirit of modernity and progress 
(Hjørland 2005: 130), which gives rise to a concept of a uniform, 
objective world (Schiller 1981: 83). Positivism holds that science 
and facts are the only ground of valid knowledge. It dislikes specu-
lation, focusing on the ‘positively given’ (Blackburn 2008). It seeks 
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to go beyond theology and metaphysics (which is meaningless), 
and identify general principles that are common to all sciences. 
These principles are put forward as the basis of social organiza-
tion and human conduct. On this basis, ‘the accumulation of facts 
would lead to predictive laws of society that would guide political 
reform’ (Ward 2004: 79).
 Positivism impacts on discussions of journalistic objectivity 
because of the specifi c way it puts facts and truths together, usually 
focusing on quantifi able facts that can be ‘counted, measured and 
weighed’ (Shi 1995: 71). It informs the separation of facts and 
values associated with objective journalism, as well as its emphasis 
on verifi cation and checking. Especially signifi cant here is logical 
positivism, associated with the Vienna Circle of philosophers of 
the 1920s, which went furthest in laying out conditions for objec-
tive knowledge: namely, that it should be value-free, that claims 
should be expressed in elementary or clear language (Hjørland 
2005: 139). As Ward notes, any experiences ‘not translatable into 
or verifi able by experience’, were considered ‘literally meaningless 
– they were neither true nor false. At best, they expressed subjec-
tive emotions or attitudes’ (2004: 84). This is not dissimilar to the 
way in which absence of appropriate verifi able sources disqualifi es 
certain kinds of facts in journalism.

Pragmatism

Sitting in the tradition of empiricism, but treated in quite a dif-
ferent way, pragmatism is often referred to in discussions of jour-
nalism (O’Donnell 2007). However, as we shall see, it can fi nd 
different treatments. Iggers, for example, ties pragmatism directly 
to a ‘rejection of journalistic objectivity’ (1998: 136). James W. 
Carey suggests that ‘Idealism and pragmatism have undermined 
the notions of objectivity and objective truth that ground the 
explanatory apparatus of such [behavioural and functional] sci-
ences’ (1989: 91). Ward, by contrast, turns to pragmatism to 
 reinvigorate objectivity (2004).
 Today, pragmatism (especially the form promoted in the work 
of John Dewey) is commonly linked with the liberal project of 
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fi nding an alternative to traditional thinking on democracy and 
culture, and elitist constructions of democracy that exclude the 
public (see Iggers 1998: 129; also Schudson 2008). Jeremy Iggers 
outlines a positive pragmatist ethical theory for journalism:

In the pragmatist view, reality is socially constructed, emerging out 
of the human activity of creating words and concepts as tools to 
meet human needs. . . . As we transform our social reality through 
our productive activity, we continuously transform our language and 
concepts and categories through which we see the world. (1998: 134).

From this point of view the media is a kind of custodian of the 
common values that underpin social action.
 As an attack on the ‘brittle certainties and rigid determinism’ of 
positivism (Shi 1995: 75), pragmatism certainly has a place in the 
discussion of a critique of objectivity. However, arguing against 
Carey and Iggers, I would suggest that the relationship between 
pragmatism and objectivity has been mis-cast as an opposition. In 
fact, going beyond both a correspondence and coherence theory 
of truth, pragmatism suggests that truth is not static, but becomes 
or is made true (Shi 1995: 76). It is tied to action, as the Greek 
word ‘pragma’ suggests, and facts. A pragmatic theory of truth 
ties truth to utility and purpose, to the ‘projects and purposes 
formed by its possessor’ (Blackburn 2008). Distinct from both the 
correspondence and coherency theories of truth, pragmatism sees 
truth condition as linked to human and communal activity (see 
Iggers 1998: 135). Reality is thus, as William James argues, not 
ready-made; it is the product of creative activity: ‘In our cognitive 
as well as in our active life we are creative. We add, both to the 
subject and to the predicate part of reality. The world stands really 
malleable, waiting to receive its fi nal touches at our hands. Man 
engenders truths upon it’ (James 1998 [1907]: 108). This leads to 
a dynamic conception of truth: ‘The truth of an idea is not a stag-
nant property inherent in it. Truth happens to an idea. It becomes 
true, is made true by events. Its verity is in fact an event, a process: 
the process of its verifying itself, its veri-fi cation. Its validity is the 
process of its valid-ation’ (James 1998 [1907]: 87).
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 In such statements there is the basis of a very fl exible theory 
of truth that, through its practical and factual orientation, the 
focus on consequences, events and happenings, is complementary 
to journalistic ideas of ‘the story’   – and dare we say objectivity? 
James is no devotee of objective truth, and doubts it exists (1998 
[1907]: 34). James and Dewey felt that ‘mirroring a stable reality 
was an illusion’ (Shi 1995: 78). But James was careful to clarify 
that this is not the same as saying truth does not exist nor that 
there are no objective standards (James 1998 [1907]: 99). Rather 
the pragmatist is guided by the truths of the past and the ‘coer-
cions’ of the world ahead (James 1998 [1907]: 99). These form a 
kind of ‘objective control’.
 All of this could be regarded as somewhat academic, but for 
two reasons. The fi rst is that while pragmatism may have chal-
lenged absolute truth, and may even appear to reject objectivity 
(Iggers 1998: 118, 136), the idea of a ‘practical truth’ is compat-
ible with journalistic objectivity. Critics such as Ward have been 
at the forefront of exploring ‘pragmatic objectivity’ (see chapter 
4). The second inter-related point is that one of the key fi gures of 
Schudson’s ideal of objectivity, Walter Lippmann, can be consid-
ered a pragmatist (Iggers 1998: 66). Indeed, Lippmann charac-
terized his own work, and that of others, as ‘applied pragmatic 
realism’ (Shi 1995: 295). The periodical New Republic, of which 
Lippmann was a co-founder, was the ‘organ of applied pragmatic 
realism’. On this basis, the on-going characterization of objectivity 
in terms of naïve empiricism may indeed be inaccurate.

Realism and naturalism

Iggers argues that ‘objectivity may have begun as a method of 
systemic doubt, but in practice, in its institutionalized form, it has 
become a sort of naïve realism’ (1998: 66). More than the other 
approaches we have examined so far, realism is directly concerned 
with representation, or mimesis, the aesthetic work of refl ecting 
and mirroring reality. In his examination of realist impulses in 
American culture 1850–1920, David E. Shi reminds us that the 
term ‘realism’ derives from ‘res’, the Latin word for thing (1995: 
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89). As such realism invokes a world of physical objects and mate-
rial desires that other ‘isms’ in their abstraction do not. Yet this 
material world is of keen interest to journalists, especially pho-
tojournalists. In literary culture, realist writers and artists were 
encouraged to relish the ‘ “delights of the actual” ’ (Charles Leland 
quoted in Shi 1995: 67), and explore facts and the raw details of 
the world in a way that was not limited to any particular science. 
Literary realists made a claim to objectivity but put it to quite a 
different purpose:

No matter how sincere their quest for truth, no matter how brassy 
their claims of objectivity, the realists were in fact quite diverse and 
complex in their representations of reality. Many of them promoted 
far more than documentary accuracy. They wanted to use realistic rep-
resentations of contemporary life for a special purpose: to rein in the 
runaway aspects of a turbulent new society. (Shi 1995: 90)

Shi notes that the same spirit motivated many social scientists, who 
‘strove to fi nd “realistic” ways to enhance social stability amid 
an increasingly turbulent society fi lled with labor unrest, ethnic 
diversity and racial tensions’ (1995: 99). This goes far beyond any 
simplistic mirroring or documenting of society. Realism and objec-
tivity became a ‘vision of solidarity’ (Shi 1995: 100), an expression 
of a social agenda as well as a literary aesthetic (1995: 116).
 While a celebrated literary genre, realism for many theorists is 
something of a risky topic, since any construction of a static objec-
tivity is deemed problematic, if not ideologically an expression 
of hegemonic understandings of social relations (Belsey 1980: 3). 
Realism has, since the revolutions of modern art and physics, been 
savaged; the ‘mirror of representational realism’ had been cracked 
(Shi 1995: 284). The meaning of the ‘representational’ has shifted 
from meaning the ‘capturing’ of reality to ‘codes, conventions, and 
social schemata’ (Tuchman 1978: 108).
 Yet, in the mid to late nineteenth century, and therefore concur-
rent with the development of commercial news, realism was vital 
and diverse: realists were the radicals of their time, ‘assaulting the 
positivistic assumption that people gain knowledge solely through 
the rational processing of sensory data’ (Shi 1995: 279–80). There 
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were genteel realists, sentimental realists, brutish realists, muck-
raking realists, all tackling the issue of reality and representation 
in distinct ways (Shi 1995: 7). In the late nineteenth century in 
the US there was an acknowledgement that ‘holding a mirror to a 
culture in motion produces a blurred image’ (Shi 1995: 7). Only 
the immediacy and breadth of newspapers seemed adequate to the 
task (Shi 1995: 108).
 Is it possible that journalism has not been objective enough, 
and that the informational model of objectivity cut journalism off 
from some vibrant infl uences? Read alongside realism, objectivity 
in journalism feels less constrained, less subservient to experience 
and proactive in engaging with the world. Realism is focused on 
facts, but promotes a ‘situated’ understanding of them; more than 
just pieces of information but embedded in social and cultural 
interactions.
 Interestingly, while realism has become something of a pejora-
tive term in theory debates, ‘critical realism’ has emerged as a new 
philosophical paradigm for journalistic objectivity, avoiding the 
perils of constructionism or conventionalism, and positivism.

Unlike conventionalism, critical realism strongly affi rms the existence 
of a real world, a world independent of the observer and his/her cate-
gories and concepts. . . . Moreover, critical realists maintain, the world 
is accessible and understandable. It is not a perpetually opaque and 
impenetrable ‘thing in itself’ that always eludes language and thought. 
Rather it can be meaningfully described and explained. . . . In opposi-
tion to positivism, critical realism acknowledges that such descriptions 
of the real unfold only through concepts that are themselves socially 
constructed. . . . Yet it rejects the conventionalist notion that the world 
can be reduced to concept or discourse. (Hackett & Zhao 1998: 129)

 Critical realism is a response to both the excesses of positivism, 
and the excesses of constructionism/conventionalism. The attempt 
to balance the belief in a world independent of the observer while 
acknowledging conventionalism, the desire to negotiate corre-
spondence and a postmodern conception of the truth, raises many 
questions, which are being taken up and addressed (see Lynch 
2007: 6). It is impossible to adequately cover this area fully, as it 
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extends into social movement theory, activist debates and theol-
ogy (Wright 1992). Critical realism has taken on many meanings 
and ‘is not a homogenous movement in social science’ (Danermark 
et al. 2001: 1). However, one area of concern is that in terms of 
debates around journalistic objectivity, the ‘critical’ in critical 
realism is highly reactive and circumscribed by dualism. It is ‘criti-
cal’, in Hackett and Zhao’s case, because it refutes positivism and 
‘conventionalism’ (1998: 129). In this view, realism is too heavily 
identifi ed with positivism. Furthermore, conventionalism is stere-
otyped as totally relativist and reductive. These are all contentious 
ideas (see Davis 1997).
 Critical realism is also appearing in the discourse of media 
organizations. Mark Thompson, Director-General of the BBC, has 
taken up the term, but the concern is in these more professional 
versions that critical realism becomes a veneer for traditional ideas 
about reporting reality; and in this sense critical realism may be 
about providing a way to see past conventionalism and keep the 
mirror/mimetic conception of reporting intact.
 If, as Michael Schudson argues (see chapter 1), an ‘informa-
tional’ mode of journalism took ascendance in objectivity debates 
from around the 1900s, realism (especially read through the work 
of Shi) provides a different perspective on ‘story’ journalism, one 
that goes ‘beyond a concern for descriptive “accuracy” in order to 
convey a dramatic sense of truth” ’ (Shi 1995: 233).
 An even more intriguing term is ‘naturalism’, an approach 
closely tied with realism and diffi cult to distinguish fully. Both 
seek an impression of life (Shi 1995: 220), but naturalism seeks 
specifi cally to go beyond the genteel drawing rooms to engage 
with the lower classes, and characters who engaged with ‘violent, 
barbaric, lustful, and other criminal behavior’, focusing on the 
‘commonplace and sensational’ – much like some of the crime and 
sensationalist reporting of the era. If objective realists responded to 
science by seeking to become more rigorous and accurate in their 
delineation of facts from values, and to work towards progress in 
culture, objective naturalists take on board a Darwinian concep-
tion of survival of the fi ttest to explore characters who are not 
always rational or in control of their fate. As Shi puts it: ‘Instead 
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of acting as free agents, characters in naturalistic stories confront 
overpowering environmental and economic forces, inherit con-
trolling hereditary tendencies, and succumb to unconscious drives 
and sexual urges’ (1995: 221). Naturalism gives a rawer picture of 
events in the world than realism, which assumes an environment 
that is controllable, systemic, positivistic, consistent and viewable 
from all sides. For all of the discussion of naïve empiricism and 
an informational model of reporting, we can suggest that a strong 
naturalistic streak persists in many forms of journalism (muck-
raking, social pages, photojournalism), especially when scandal, 
infi delity or corruption are the focus, and the discussion turns to 
motives such as revenge and betrayal. Naturalism thus arguably 
forms a wellspring of objectivity in journalism that is not always 
 suffi ciently recognized.

Facticity and issues of communication

As noted above, a key issue in any correspondence theory of truth 
is how correspondence is imagined. As Carlin Romano notes, 
there is a risk of concealing a key distinction ‘between language 
and the world’. ‘ “[F]act” is a word that describes language about 
the world, and not the world itself’ (1986: 63). Facts are ‘not 
objects in the world’ (Hacking 2000: 22). The idea that facts are 
not objects has signifi cant implications for journalism. When 
objectivity is put forward as reporting facts as ‘objective truths’ 
that exist outside of any representations, there is a risk that we 
misconceive the nature of facts.
 ‘Facticity’ is the name we can give to this problem of drawing 
a distinction between facts and the world. Put simply, facticity 
describes a test, or set of conditions, through which experiences, 
information, statements, become facts. Many disciplines (law, 
science) have processes for establishing facts, usually through evi-
dence. It is a key area of dispute in objective journalism, where it 
is resolved through ‘separation theories’ that seek to separate fact 
from opinion, or facts from values (see next section), modifi ed 
by special organizational factors such as news deadlines. Thus, 
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‘according to news convention’, McQuail suggests that ‘facts 
can be considered as self-contained units of information in any 
account which claims to report on actual events or situations. A 
“fact” is clearly different from a subjective opinion or a comment 
and it should, in principle, be verifi able by reference to reliable 
sources or to other independent accounts’ (1992: 83).
 However, McQuail downplays a key issue for facticity, which is 
that ‘facts or data are not merely observed and collected; they are 
represented in language’ (Bonney & Wilson 1983: 4). It should be 
noted that this is not the same as saying that there is no such entity 
as a fact; rather, that they are descriptions and statements, and 
of a unique kind. Indeed, one of the reasons citizens and readers 
appreciate facts is their supposed immutability, the way they form 
secure or stable points for rational debate and  discussion (see 
White 1971: 80).
 Gaye Tuchman’s seminal text Making News: A Study in the 
Construction of Reality (1978) offers an extended discussion 
of facticity and objective journalism. The book teases out the 
power of the news media in shaping knowledge and information 
through language used and frames chosen. Facticity has several 
dimensions. In terms of the observational dimension of the news 
production process, it relates to the news chosen for publication 
or broadcast. This will determine the salience of different facts and 
how they are packaged. Some facts may be deemed not relevant 
or just not noticed (either because they are taken for granted, the 
reporter may be poorly trained, or they may be fi ltered out by a 
frame) (Tuchman 1978: 8–9).
 What Tuchman calls the ‘news net’ refers to the spatial (where 
reporters go), organizational (which agencies they use) and social 
(who they talk to) fi eld in which facts are developed, distributed 
or shared. It is a hybrid network, consisting of human beings (for 
example, translators and ‘fi xers’) as well as technologically aug-
mented elements (databases, for instance). But as the metaphor 
implies, some things travel through the net. ‘Today’s news net 
is intended for big fi sh’ (Tuchman 1978: 21). It provides limited 
access to social movements (1978: 133–55). The news net is partly 
conceptual as well; it excludes some occurrences and orders work 
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priorities according to set standards (1978: 37–8). Faced with a 
situation in which the news net ‘produces more stories than can 
be processed’ (1978: 45) the news net assigns different facts and 
stories newsworthiness. Typographies such as hard versus soft 
news, and spot versus developing news, help control the fl ow of 
work: ‘newsworkers use typifi cations to transform the idiosyn-
cratic occurrences of the everyday world into raw materials that 
can be subject to routine processing and dissemination’ (1978: 58).
 Tuchman’s concept of the ‘web of facticity’ undermines the idea 
that facts are self-contained nuggets of information. It specifi cally 
relates to the way facts are handled in news organizations, pre-
occupied with news deadlines, but also threats of libel and their 
own credibility. Tuchman defi nes facts as ‘pertinent information 
gathered by professionally validated methods specifying the rela-
tionship between what is known and how it is known’ (1978: 82). 
As such, she is interested in professional practices directed towards 
sanctioning or legitimating facts.

Facts must quickly be identifi ed. But for newsworkers (as for scien-
tists), having witnessed an occurrence is not suffi cient to defi ne one’s 
observation as factual. In science, the problem of facticity is embed-
ded in processes of verifi cation and replication. In news, verifi cation 
of facts is both a political and professional accomplishment. (1978: 
82–3)

The intertwining of politics and professionalism here points to 
the complex web of sources, attributions, on and off the record 
statements that form the inner fabric of the news net. Verifi cation 
of statements is central to facticity here, but Tuchman is careful 
to note that organizational needs and pragmatics can trump sci-
entifi c accuracy (1978: 85). Tuchman sees the web of facticity as 
undergoing a gradual institutionalization: ‘By stressing methods 
–  gathering supplementary evidence, presenting confl icting truth-
claims, imputing facts through familiarity with police proce-
dures, and using quotation marks . . . – newsworkers produced a 
 full-blown version of the web of facticity’ (1978: 160).
 Two aspects of the concept of web of facticity are worth high-
lighting specifi cally, both of them linked to communication. The 
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fi rst has to do with the relationship between facts and the con-
struction of sense and meaning. For Tuchman, ‘taken by itself, a 
fact has no meaning. Indeed, even “two and two equals four” is 
factual only within certain mathematical systems of theories. It is 
the imposition of a frame of other ordered facts that enables rec-
ognition of facticity and attribution of meaning’ (1978: 88). The 
‘chain’, ‘web’ or ‘link’ structure is thus crucial to the validity and 
recognition of facts.
 The second point has to do with the demands facticity makes 
on language. Objectivity is embedded in ‘particular discursive 
parameters’ (Conboy 2010: 12). The inverted pyramid form, 
short paragraphs, headlines and specifi c use of tenses are obvious 
aspects. Tuchman also highlights newswriting as ‘news-speak’, 
‘full of awkward lengthy sentences, packed with nouns con-
noting facticity’ (1978: 106). The ‘language of news prose . . . 
frames and accomplishes discourse. It is perception and guides 
perception’ (1978: 107). In other words, facticity has a strong 
discursive element. Broadcast journalism goes to special lengths 
to ‘accomplish’ its own discourse. ‘By seeming not to arrange time 
and space, news fi lm claims to present facts, not interpretations. 
That is, the web of facticity is embedded in a supposedly neutral 
synchronization of fi lm with the rhythm of everyday life’ (1978: 
110). Rules around camera placement and composition support 
facticity, with breaches of the conventions leading to ‘distortion’. 
‘Distortion is said to hamper the viewer’s perception of the central 
fi gure or event, and hence the facticity of news’ (1978: 113). These 
discursive demands show us that style is intertwined with our very 
sense of the facts, and indeed experience of objectivity. How to 
carry out the task of ‘bearing witness’ while resisting the tempta-
tion to ‘whip up feelings’ becomes harder than ever (Seaton 2005: 
232–3).

Separation theories

The question of how the knower is connected to the known is fun-
damental to debates around objectivity, and the way one answers 
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the question has a great deal to do with whether objectivity is seen 
in scientifi c, cultural or political terms. One of the more contro-
versial areas of journalistic objectivity is a reliance on a separation 
of facts and values or opinions to underpin facticity (see Schudson 
1978: 5–6). Broadly speaking, the separation is based on the 
idea that statements of fact can be regarded as value-free, and 
that description can be distinguished from evaluation (Blackburn 
2008). In journalism, Jay Rosen describes the theory in this way: 
‘It states that if you separate facts from values, or information 
from opinion, or news from views, this will permit you to know 
the truth. These separations are central to American journalism’s 
image of itself’ (1993: 48). It should be noted that this separation 
is an evolution and codifi cation of a long-standing distinction 
from the era of the penny press, namely that between news and 
editorial, or news and opinion (sometimes expressed as news 
versus views). The distinction has, therefore, taken on new layers 
and forms while retaining past understandings.
 The main criticism launched against the separation is that ‘the 
perception of anything as a “fact” may itself involve value-judge-
ments, as may the selection of particular facts as the essential ones’ 
(Blackburn 2008). Outlining a feminist argument, for example, 
Stuart Allan argues that ‘facts cannot be separated out from their 
ideological and hence gendered, conditions of production’ (2010: 
149). The separation seemingly posits facts as beyond any kind of 
theorization or interpretation. Facts are said to come from direct 
experience and are thus in a sense ‘uncontaminated’ by values. The 
problem, then, is with what we might term an empirical attitude to 
facts in which facts present themselves to our senses. But, as Chin-
Chuan Lee notes, ‘facts do not speak for themselves; they must 
be interpreted within a framework’ (Lee 1990: 19). As such any 
positivistic conception of the pure separation of facts and values 
is diffi cult. The genius of the separation theory and the way it is 
used in discussions of journalistic objectivity is precisely the way it 
makes discussion of facticity diffi cult, or at least counter-intuitive, 
and makes ideology a second-order consideration in professional 
practice. ‘Most American journalists pride themselves on being 
professional, objective, neutral, and nonideological by segregating 
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facts from opinion. But they are by no means ideologically free’ 
(Lee 1990: 19). Traditionally, the separation of facts and values 
is a marker of professionalism, but the concept of the separation 
itself evades investigation.
 Herein lies one area in which an over-use of positivist reference 
points to characterize objectivity in journalism creates a problem. 
In a positivist frame, facts are pure while values are impure. 
Arguably, pragmatism offers a different and more fl exible version 
of the separation theory in which facts and values are considered 
intermixed, but through judgement are separated for the purposes 
of reporting. As Stephen J. Ward notes,

in the past news objectivity was interpreted as a rigid separation of 
fact and judgement (or opinion). But this narrow interpretation is no 
longer a suffi cient basis for journalism ethics. Nor is this interpreta-
tion a dominant force today as objective reporters provide context 
and interpretation for a daily blizzard of information. A richer, more 
fl exible idea of objectivity is in play. (Ward 1998: 122)

Questioning a tabula rasa view of the reporter, Ward argues 
that ‘the mind of an objective reporter is not a blank TV screen 
that receives impressions from the senses’. His alternative view 
is that ‘What objectivity requires is an active mind that uses its 
mental powers in ways that reduce the distortion of reports caused 
by wishful thinking, bad reasoning, petty feelings and personal 
interests’.

‘Postmodernism’

Postmodernism deserves specifi c mention in a chapter about dis-
puting facts. It is a diffi cult term to defi ne and is sometimes linked 
to the critique of objectivity. Conboy sees it as a ‘series of crises 
in representation and rationality, both key terms for the press’ 
(2002: 139). He links it to ‘a crisis in representation and notions of 
truth, a collapse of meta-narratives such as class, nation and reli-
gion, globalizing forces, the erosion of the divide between popular 
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and elite culture and the intrusions of margins upon the centres 
of established social and cultural life’ (2002: 137). For some, it 
represents a kind of relativism (Romano 1986: 77). For others, it 
merges with a general crisis in the master-narrative of facts. ‘Faith 
in facts has given way to an understanding that facts don’t inter-
pret themselves and to a distrust of all sources of authority, includ-
ing newspapers and the experts whose authority they  transmit’ 
(Iggers 1998: 4).
 Postmodernism is linked with a ‘social construction of truth’ 
argument that has become highly politicized (Meyer 1995; 
Hackett & Zhao 1998: 121–8). An extremist note has crept into 
discussions of social constructionism, and its thesis that reality 
is not simply a given but is socially constructed, and that social 
construction itself is important to study. It is worth noting that in 
The Social Construction of Reality, Peter L. Berger and Thomas 
Luckmann stress that the idea of society exists as both objective 
and subjective reality (1971: 149).
 Stuart Allan sketches an outline of the controversy around 
postmodernism when he writes: ‘Formulations of “reality” as 
an empirical fact to be located outside of the social relations of 
signifi cation are often sharply counterpoised against those formu-
lations of “reality” as a cultural construction. Angry charges of 
“unreconstructed positivism” are routinely met with accusations 
that “everything is being reduced to discourse” ’ (1995: 134). 
Allan observes that while postmodernism appears frequently in 
debates about journalism, often pejoratively, it ‘is only rarely dis-
cussed in news media studies in a sustained or rigorous fashion’ 
(1995: 130). Many journalists see themselves as truth-tellers. 
Postmodernism can be confronting to this viewpoint because 
it problematizes ‘truth’, situating it in dynamics of power and 
knowledge. It describes ‘those modes of thought that deny the 
existence of an objective reality outside of the various subjective 
accounts of it being routinely manufactured by journalists’ (Allan 
1995: 130). It stresses the end of an Enlightenment project of 
continuous progress (McQuail 1992: 303). From this perspective, 
postmodernism might suggest that truth is never there just for the 
telling; that language speaks us, and that the public makes truth in 
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chaotic ways. It is worth recalling here Schudson’s argument that 
the ideal of objectivity was installed precisely to preserve a faith 
in facts and not to succumb to chaos and disorder of modernity 
(1978: 120). As such, objectivity is arguably ‘anti-postmodern’ in 
its DNA. But the corollary of this is that it creates a problem for 
any journalism grounded in objectivity for thinking about social 
change, unrest and the postmodern condition itself. As Conboy 
suggests, the technological and economic changes of the late twen-
tieth century are leading to a signifi cant ‘epistemological shift’. 
Postmodernity is blurring the normal boundaries and complicat-
ing the ‘myths of the Fourth Estate and objectivity’ which are 
grounded in modernist grand narratives (2004: 211).
 Some journalism educators dismiss and disagree with postmod-
ernism as a form of nihilism, a philosophy of nothingness. While 
the counter-arguments are too numerous and complex to tease 
out here, my own discussion takes as a general working assump-
tion (one that would need to be argued in relation to different 
theorists and arguments) that ‘postmodernism’ does not dismiss 
referents, reduce the world to concepts or discourse, nor deny the 
existence of truth. Interested in the way practices of many kinds 
constitute knowledge and sense, through regimes that act with 
force and power, ‘postmodernism’ is more positively viewed as a 
 constructivist philosophy.
 Nevertheless, a typical reaction from the media ethics literature 
suggests that ‘Many academics believe truth claims are impos-
sible after Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault. In a world of 
sliding signifi ers and normlessness, ethical principles seem to 
carry little resonance’ (Christians et al. 2005: xii). Suffi ce to say 
that it is incorrect to suggest that the argument that meaning is 
culturally constructed means there is no truth. Mark Davis high-
lights a problem with this kind of argument: ‘To argue that social 
convention makes truths true and falsehoods false isn’t the same 
as saying there is no such thing as truth or falsehood, or that 
they are a matter of whim’ (1997: 163). Truths, even those con-
structed within formations of power and knowledge that are in a 
sense relative, retain their force. As political philosopher Duncan 
Ivison notes: ‘The relativity of norms, then, is relevant to moral 
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judgements in all kinds of signifi cant ways. But it doesn’t follow, 
therefore, that moral judgements are in general relative, especially 
given our practice of critically evaluating those norms that shape 
our judgements about what is good or right or virtuous (a practice 
we fi nd in human societies everywhere)’ (2003: 35).
 The dismissal of postmodernism in some discussions is unfortu-
nate. Why? Because the positions and ideas often bundled together 
with postmodernism provide some very interesting ways to rein-
vigorate and reinvent objectivity (see Allan 1995). As Hackett and 
Zhao (with Nick Dyer-Witheford, their co-author in the chapter in 
question) note, in an otherwise critical account of postmodernism, 
‘critics and journalists infl uenced by postmodernism have brought 
radical new perspectives to the issues of media and reporting . . . 
They have reinforced the recognition, already emergent in struc-
turalism, of the constitutive nature of language and discourse’ 
(1998: 124).
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4

What are the grounds on which 
journalistic objectivity has been 

defended?

Reading the robust objections to journalistic objectivity discussed 
in chapter 2, it seems diffi cult to conceive of a defence of objectiv-
ity in journalism. Despite this, some critics argue that ‘reports of 
the death of objectivity are greatly exaggerated’ (Hackett & Zhao 
1998: 8; also Hackett 1996). Michael Schudson argued that ‘there 
is no new ideal in journalism to successfully challenge objectivity, 
but there is hope for something new, a simmering disaffection 
with objective reporting’ (Schudson 1978: 193). In this context, 
appreciating the grounds on which critics and commentators 
defend objectivity becomes as important as understanding the 
main objections.
 This chapter responds to the question ‘What are the grounds 
on which objectivity has been defended?’ In it, I discuss some of 
the key defences that have been offered. My purpose here is not to 
answer every criticism of objectivity in journalism, or summarize 
every defence. The aim is to identify the key grounds on which a 
defence of objectivity might be staked out.

Coherency grounds

One important defence of objectivity is to question the very coher-
ency of the critique being made. It is a venerable defence, focused 
on rooting out confusion. As Julian Baggini writes, ‘While it is 
true (rather than “true”) that we have to reject certain naïve and 
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simplistic understandings of what truth and objectivity are, both 
remain perfectly coherent ideas and for the journalist, proper 
ideals’ (2003). Coherency can relate to confusion in defi nition, 
argumentation and categorization. Michael Ryan notes that, ‘few 
observers base their critiques on precise defi nitions of objectivity’ 
(2001: 3). Gilles Gauthier bemoans the ‘lack of intellectual rigour’ 
in modern critiques of journalism. ‘Much of the time, the notion is 
criticized but not defi ned’ (1993).
 While at fi rst glance ‘coherency’ is an obvious ground for defence 
(as it suggests the application of basic logic), it has been given spe-
cifi c form by Judith Lichtenberg as a way of tackling what she 
terms a ‘compound assault’ on objectivity. In her essay ‘In Defense 
of Objectivity’, Lichtenberg focuses on a particular confusion in 
critiques of objectivity: ‘We are told by some that journalism isn’t 
objective; by others that it cannot be objective; and by still others 
that it shouldn’t be objective’ (1991a: 216). Objectivity is thus 
impossible on the one hand, and undesirable on the other. Both 
propositions cannot be correct. For Lichtenberg, sociologists of 
knowledge and postmodernists confl ate these different critiques 
into one another: the idea that objectivity in journalism cannot 
exist, and couldn’t exist, is intermixed with the idea it should not 
exist. Lichtenberg’s response is to resist the confl ation of allega-
tions and deal with each on its own terms. Separating out the dif-
ferent issues, Lichtenberg argues that the different ‘values captured 
by the term “objectivity” vary greatly’, thus the ‘legitimacy of the 
complaints varies as well’ (1991a: 218). From this basis, her work 
questions a number of key critiques of objectivity to do with bias, 
ideology and favouring offi cial sources (1991a: 227).
 The question of defi nition gains a special place in the debate 
over coherency, since the shifting nature of the term objectivity 
introduces diffi culties for both critique and defence of the term. 
Richard Streckfuss, in his historical reassessment of the concept, 
argues that current critics are engaging with what is but ‘a shadow 
of the original concept’ (1990: 973). Streckfuss argues that objec-
tivity should not simply be reduced to neutrality, and that we 
should begin to appreciate the context in which the concept was 
put forward. ‘Objectivity was not founded on a naïve idea that 
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humans could be objective, but on a realization that they could 
NOT. To compensate for this innate weakness, advocates in the 
1920s proposed a journalistic system that subjected itself to the 
rigors of the scientifi c method’ (1990: 974).
 Gilles Gauthier pursues his own attack on incoherency by 
arguing that the criticism of objectivity in journalism is riddled 
by basic category errors. He writes: ‘In my opinion, much schol-
arly writing criticizing objectivity in journalism is completely 
invalidated by the fact that it is based on a category mistake: it is 
based on the application of the concept of objectivity to an inap-
propriate aspect of reporting’ (1993). To correct such category 
errors Gauthier introduces a series of fi ve propositions designed 
to narrow the area of application of the concept. His propositions 
try to clarify how objectivity should be applied to journalism, 
specifi cally straight news reporting, not analysis or commentary. 
He responds specifi cally to the criticism that because selection is 
involved, objectivity is impossible. Gauthier argues that selection 
is a reality of all reporting and representation. The idea that an 
objective report fails to match reality or reproduce the whole truth 
is not for him a convincing critique because ‘Objectivity does not 
come into play at the time of the original choice but during a later 
phase of reporting’ (1993). Gauthier’s critique rests fi rmly on 
coherency grounds, which is to provide a satisfactory defi nition of 
objectivity in journalism.

Interpretive grounds

Interpretation is a contentious issue in objectivity debates. For 
Daniel C. Hallin and Paolo Mancini, in a discussion of politi-
cal broadcast journalism in the US and Italy, interpretation is 
a concern, fi rstly, because of the way it is made out to belong 
 exclusively to political and journalistic elites, and, secondly, 
because of the way the conventions of reporting in the US embed 
interpretations in the events themselves, masking the interpretive 
work of the journalist (1984: 847). Notwithstanding this critique, 
interpretation has become an important ground for defending 
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objectivity. Defences based on interpretation seek to restore 
to objectivity its interpretive powers. They question the way that 
objectivity has been made passive, and separated or distanced 
from more active understandings of interpretation. Schudson 
has argued that objectivity and interpretation were contiguous 
in the 1930s (1978: 144–7) and only later came to be treated as 
oppositional. From this interpretative perspective it is possible to 
make room for a conception of objectivity that is compatible with 
aggressive analysis and explanation (see Berry 2005), and radical 
questioning in the public interest (Bowman 2006). Ward (2004) 
makes interpretation central to his concept of pragmatic objec-
tivity (see the discussion below). This re-assessment of the rela-
tionship between objectivity and interpretation is not restricted 
to journalism, and picks up on broader developments in literary 
theory (Putnam 1984).

Factual grounds

One of the key areas of dispute around objectivity in journalism 
has to do with the status of facts. Lichtenberg does not engage 
fully with the issues of facticity discussed in chapter 3, but does 
consider similar issues when she examines objectivity in relation to 
a continuum of subjects and statements news reporters investigate. 
These range from ‘relatively straightforward and uncontroversial 
facts’ to highly ambiguous situations. Lichtenberg concedes that 
‘for many of the complex goings-on between people, both at the 
“macro” political level and the “micro” interpersonal level, the 
language of truth and objectivity may be thin and inadequate’ 
(1991a: 226). However, she makes two points: fi rstly, that the 
realm of the ambiguous and interpersonal is limited in journalism; 
and secondly, that a conclusion about ambiguity should be drawn 
reluctantly, and only after much consideration. ‘We must, in other 
words, proceed on the assumption that there is objective truth’ 
(1991a: 226).
 In response to the dispute over facts and truth, Lichtenberg 
mounts a defence of objectivity as a commitment to the idea that 
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‘some questions have determinate, right answers – and . . . all 
questions have wrong answers’. Based on the idea of ‘unassail-
able facts’, she questions the repudiation of objectivity. In her 
counter-critique, Lichtenberg questions the extent to which social 
constructionism invalidates facts. She notes that ‘the aspiration to 
objectivity can, paradoxically, contain biases of its own’, but these 
tendencies are not ‘insuperable’ (1991b: 69). Using the example of 
the fact that ‘George Bush is President’ (a fact in 1991) she suggests 
that ‘however constructed “George Bush is President” may be, it 
is no less true or credible for that’ (1991a: 223). In other words, 
truth claims are not necessarily made less credible by the idea that 
such truths arise from social interaction or even particular theo-
ries (depending on how contested they are). ‘Facts, then, may be 
theory-laden; but whether they therefore lack objectivity depends 
on the particular theories they carry as freight’ (1991a: 224).
 For Lichtenberg, matters of interpretation are indeed signifi -
cant and point to radically different understandings, but these 
do not necessarily make facts irrelevant. Facts can constrain 
interpretations in signifi cant ways. As she states, ‘the insistence 
that an interpretation of the facts is beyond the reach of objective 
evaluation is simply overstated. . . . Some interpretations are better 
than others, and some are simply wrong’ (1991a: 224–5). One 
of the key issues for a defence of objectivity on factual grounds 
is a separation theory that posits a clear division between facts 
and values. Lichtenberg does not address the role of separation 
theories, but the defence nevertheless highlights the importance 
of well- established theories and processes (and indeed consensus) 
in sifting through facts. The Western legal system, for instance, 
which is strongly reliant on evidence and facts, is an example of an 
institution where objectivity operates on the basis of established 
theories and processes.

Metaphysical grounds

One common area of objection in relation to objectivity has to 
do with fi rst principles, the very concepts of understanding, com-
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munication and reality at play. When James W. Carey writes that 
‘communication is a symbolic process whereby reality is produced, 
maintained, repaired and transformed’ (1989: 23), he is making 
inroads into metaphysics. Most signifi cantly he is tackling the 
concept of a pre-existing reality and its place in what we can term 
the ‘reality fi rst, representation later’ argument.

Both our common sense and scientifi c realism attest to the fact that 
there is, fi rst, a real world of objects, events, and processes that we 
observe. Second that there is language or symbols that name these 
events in the real world and create more or less adequate descriptions 
of them. There is reality and then, after the fact, our accounts of it. . . . 
While language often distorts, obfuscates, and confuses our perception 
of the external world, we rarely dispute this matter-of-fact realism. 
(1989: 25)

 Declining to make metaphysical claims, Carey nevertheless 
gives voice to a core challenge to ‘reality fi rst, representation later’ 
idea, and the realism that for many underpins journalistic objectiv-
ity. As he puts it, ‘Under the sway of realism we ordinarily assume 
there is an order to existence that the human mind through some 
faculty may discover and describe (1989: 25–6). ‘Reality is not 
given’ or ‘independent of language’. ‘Reality is brought into exist-
ence, is produced, by communication’ (1989: 25). The terms of 
this critique permeate many discussions of objectivity, especially 
those related to social constructionism, but also critical realism 
(discussed in chapter 3).
 The metaphysical ground upon which this criticism can be 
defended can best be described through reference to the eighteenth-
century German philosopher Immanuel Kant. Kant is a touchstone 
for critics as diverse as Lichtenberg (1991b) and Ward (2004: 27). 
Put simply, a critique such as Carey’s, while raising relevant issues, 
remains curiously pre-Kantian in its structure because it ignores 
the challenge Kant made to the ‘reality fi rst, representation later’ 
argument two centuries earlier. When Kant set out to defi ne his 
approach to pure reason, he sought to enact a ‘Copernican’ revo-
lution in our approach to knowledge. Rather than assume that ‘all 
our cognition must conform to the objects’, Kant explores how the 
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objects of our senses ‘must conform to our cognition’ (Kant 1997 
[1781]: 110). Kant’s contention is that we can have a ‘pure’ or ‘a 
priori’ understanding of objects, meaning an understanding prior 
to, or independent of, experience. Rejecting ‘a posteriori’ under-
standings, or judgements coming from experience, Kant proposed 
a ‘transcendental’ approach that, in the words of his translators, 
‘does not deal directly with objects of empirical cognition’ (Kant 
1997 [1781]: 6).
 Kant does not deny perception but sees it in a particular way. 
The object fi rst appears as an empirical intuition through sensa-
tion (Kant 1997 [1781]: 155; Burnham & Young 2007: 38). 
‘Appearances’ (a category which includes the thing-in-itself as well 
as mere appearances like a rainbow) emerge through (a posteriori) 
experiences into empirical intuitions. But they also take shape in 
our understanding through a priori, pure concepts. An example 
might be the way the experience of a journey takes place in a fi eld 
of expectations about a trip or holiday. These ‘make one able to 
say more about the objects that appear to the senses than mere 
experience would teach’ (Kant 1997 [1781]: 128). For Kant, tran-
scendental cognition ‘is occupied not so much with objects but 
rather our a priori concepts of objects in general’ (1997 [1781]: 
133). This formulation implies a different realm of objectivity 
from that usually linked to realism and empiricism (what Kant 
would see as the realm of appearances).
 Some critics have pointed out that Kantianism was not at the 
front line of thinking about scientifi c methodology in the early 
twentieth century. (Although it should be noted that Walter 
Lippmann had more than a passing familiarity with Kant’s work.) 
Many journalists were inspired by ‘scientifi c naturalism’: ‘a school 
of thought holding that there are no a priori truths, that attempts 
to explain the universe in metaphysical terms foster not under-
standing but ignorance and suspicion, and that only knowledge 
gained by scientifi c investigation is valid’ (Streckfuss 1990: 975). 
This makes metaphysics a curious ground to defend objectivity.
 Nevertheless, the signifi cance of a Kantian perspective has to do 
with the fact that the realm of human concepts and their usage is a 
discursive domain. This opens up a link between Carey’s argument 
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about communication and Kant. Kant suggests that ‘cognition of 
every, at least human, understanding is a cognition through con-
cepts, not intuitive but discursive’ (1997 [1781]: 205). As such, 
judgement always deals with questions of mediation through rep-
resentations. Kant’s attention here is not on how experience gives 
rise to cognitions, the sense of matter and form of an appearance. 
He seeks an approach independent of experience.
 Placing objectivity in the realm of understanding rather than 
intuition or sensation, as articulated by Kant, provides an alterna-
tive metaphysical ground on which to contest ideas of objectiv-
ity based on a notion of ‘reality fi rst, representation later’. Kant 
would promote an emphasis on the discursive basis of reality. 
Where he would diverge from Carey is in the assumption that 
by critiquing realism objectivity is compromised. As Lichtenberg 
notes, understood through Kant, ‘idealism poses no threat to 
objectivity’ (1991a: 219).
 Kant’s philosophy provides support for the view that objectivity 
is active rather than passive, an act of judgement rather than mere 
intuition (see chapter 5). One legacy of Kant’s work is the idea that 
thought should not seek to ‘mirror’ reality, but rather that it should 
regulate it. Reason, through understanding, orders and constitutes 
objects, gives unity to knowledge. ‘In Kant’s terms this means that 
the knowing subject is active – not a passive “viewer” of a moving, 
changing and active world – and understanding knowledge means 
understanding the constituting role of this activity’ (Burnham & 
Young 2007: 21). Reason, considered regulatively, sets the goals 
and directions of our inquiry, and organizes knowledge (Kant 
1997 [1781]: 18). While it cannot be said that Kant provides a 
fully-fl edged account of objectivity, his philosophy remains infl u-
ential for the way it gives a role to reason in establishing our very 
sense of what is objective. It also supports a focus on independent 
judgement, which has been seen as crucial to updating objectivity 
(Cunningham 2003: 31).
 None of this is to suggest that Kant’s metaphysics is beyond cri-
tique. Indeed, the idea of the ‘I’ as the ‘fundamental psychological 
concept’ (1997 [1781]: 613) which underpins the unity of Kant’s 
system has been complicated by theories of language and discourse, 
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and the idea that the ‘I’ and ‘subject’ is an effect of language. This, 
for some, undermines the universalism of Kant’s critique and the 
basis of objectivity (see Lichtenberg 1991a: 219). Furthermore, 
post-colonial critiques question whether the unifi ed ‘I’ of Kant’s 
theory is an expression of a Eurocentric perspective (Lichtenberg 
1991b: 59–60). Kant has, however, opened up a perspective on 
categories and concepts that endures in the Western philosophical 
tradition and persists beyond any dismissal of objectivity as naïve 
empiricism. As Lichtenberg suggests, ‘we may deny that a particu-
lar account is objective – accurate, fair, or complete – but we need 
not deny that it is possible to tell an objective, or at least a more 
objective story’ (1991b: 62). Of course, some critics do deny this 
possibility, but Lichtenberg invites us to refl ect on the metaphysi-
cal grounds on which we do so. In other words, while we may 
debate the very categories and from different cultural standpoints, 
we do this upon architecture of categories and concepts. Our 
expectations for deeper understanding (Cunningham 2003: 26) 
and independent judgement thus come from somewhere.

Procedural grounds

While the ideal of journalistic objectivity was broadly inspired by 
developments in science, the actual methods used to ensure this 
objectivity focused on the separation of facts and values, the pro-
vision of differing perspectives, a focus on accuracy, and the use 
of predictable news formats. While the deadline-driven, personal 
and visceral nature of journalism seemingly mitigates any scientifi c 
method, a key ground for the defence of objectivity in journalism 
has come from those who seek to re-assert or re-invent the focus 
on objectivity as a method or procedure.
 As Lichtenberg notes, ‘objectivity must be “operationalized” ’ 
(1991a: 228). Today there is debate around how that happens, 
and a view that some of the pitfalls of a reliance on strict separa-
tion theories and an empty commitment to balance can be avoided. 
For example, while Lauren Kessler and Donald McDonald regard 
objectivity as a false and impossible ideal, they regard procedural 
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values such as honesty, fairness, accuracy, completeness and com-
plexity as attainable goals (1989: 28–9). For Stephen J. Berry, it is 
not so much the standard of objectivity that is the problem, but the 
operationalization of it, and a failure to challenge and verify infor-
mation (2005). Similarly, Doug McGill affi rms the ‘uncorrupted 
ideal of objectivity’ as ‘indispensable in journalism’, expressing his 
real concern with ‘an omnipresent and abused pseudo- objectivity’, 
a reporting-by-numbers approach to fairness and balance. McGill 
makes clear, ‘when I compare the ideal of objectivity to the 
observed practice of it, I see a great gap’ (2004).
 Feminist critiques of objectivity draw on this procedural argu-
ment when they argue that failure to account for ‘male norms, 
values and beliefs’ can ‘subjectively distort’ reporting (Allan 2010: 
148). This approach re-commits to concepts of truth and accuracy 
in the context of gendered, political, economic and social realities. 
One of the problematic aspects of objectivity is that it exnominates 
issues of ethnicity and gender that are deemed adjunct to a particu-
lar ‘scientifi c’ world view. A critical approach, attentive to issues 
of culture and identity, can offer, in this view, alternative ways 
to operationalize objectivity (see the discussion of ‘Standpoint’ 
below).
 In a robust defence of objectivity in journalism, Ryan attempts 
to unpack the philosophical constructs that underpin both science 
and objective journalism: values such as accuracy, precision, scep-
ticism, imagination and honesty, to mention a few (2001: 4). In 
proposing his list, Ryan is trying to turn objectivity into something 
more than a dogma by seeking a renewed link to scientifi c values. 
He does not deny that values exist, but wants to factor a commit-
ment to science and knowledge among them, and feels a commit-
ment to impartiality is in itself an act of integrity. Also, he wants 
journalists to be analytical, to engage in interpretation. Once 
properly defi ned, what Ryan argues is that it is the implementa-
tion of objectivity that is the problem not the idea itself (2001: 
16). ‘Objective journalists believe a real world exists and that 
one can produce a reasonably accurate description of that world. 
They do not guarantee that their descriptions are accurate in every 
respect, only that they have followed a process that allows them to 
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produce a description that is more accurate than any other process 
allows’ (2001: 5). Linking his procedural argument with one 
about coherency, Ryan questions whether critiques of objectivity 
based on the idea of it being a myth, or morally passive, lose sight 
of the importance of following proper procedures of accuracy.
 In defending objectivity on procedural grounds Ryan follows 
others such as Everette E. Dennis who suggests that ‘journalistic 
objectivity is possible if we adopt methods that lead to system-
atic decisions’ (Dennis & Merrill 1984: 114). Dennis upholds 
objectivity by promoting a ‘practical and practicable strategy 
that will make journalism better and more reliable’ (1984: 114). 
‘Objectivity in journalism or science does not mean that all deci-
sions do not have underlying values, only that within the “rules 
of the game” a systematic attempt is made to achieve an impartial 
report’ (1984: 118).

‘Standpoint’

Drawn primarily from feminist critiques of knowledge, so-called 
‘standpoint’ epistemology has offered another ground upon which 
to defend objectivity (Durham 1998). Standpoint epistemologies 
turn some of the precepts of aperspectival objectivity on their 
head. Rather than transcend partial viewpoints, escape from 
perspective, and treat any intrusion of subjectivity as a ‘distor-
tion’, ‘contamination’ or ‘infection’ (Machan 2004), standpoint 
 epistemology embraces the social situatedness of knowledge.
 Refusing to eliminate bias and ideology from view, stand-
point epistemology begins from the assumption that knowledge 
is socially situated, and as such different marginal, oppressed or 
dominated groups have their own standpoints and truth-claims. 
Standpoint epistemology is thus explicitly counter-hegemonic, 
and as a consequence it asserts that the traditional observers and 
refl ectors of society such as journalists and scientists should not 
be allowed to exclude themselves from the sphere of analysis. As 
Meenakshi Gigi Durham points out, ‘Standpoint epistemology 
uses the socially situated nature of various knowledge claims as 
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the basis for maximizing objectivity. This involves a reformula-
tion of the term “objectivity,” taking it away from any notion of 
eradicating bias and value neutrality toward a method of acknowl-
edging and incorporating bias into the structure of the scientifi c 
method’ (1998: 127).
 Not all standpoint epistemologists see value in objectivity. Some 
question the concept altogether: for its universalizing assumptions, 
for denying the idea that knowledge is socially situated, promoting 
value-neutrality, excluding the question of politics from research, 
and failing to theorize the relations between subject and other (see 
Harding 1991: 138–9). For Sandra Harding, one of the key prob-
lems with traditional defi nitions of objectivity is that it actually 
provides a very weak standard for maximizing objectivity (1993: 
71), as it fails to foster a critical examination of the historical 
contexts of research, or the origins and consequences of inquiry. 
Refusing to reject the term, Harding proposes that feminist stand-
point epistemology ‘requires strengthened standards of objectivity’ 
(1991: 142).
 Harding’s ‘strong objectivity’ has numerous aspects: it refuses 
to perform the god-trick of erasing the traces of human involve-
ment in research; it engages with issues of ethnocentrism (without 
placing one group at the centre of research) and relativism 
(without asserting that all views are equal). Rather than abandon 
objectivity, then, Harding seeks to challenge the (false) view that 
the only alternative to objectivism or absolutism is cultural relativ-
ism. Indeed, Harding suggests that ‘relativism appears as a prob-
lematic intellectual possibility only for dominating groups at the 
point at where the hegemony of their views is being challenged’ 
(1991: 153). Harding writes, ‘a strong notion of objectivity 
requires a commitment to acknowledge the historical character of 
every belief or set of beliefs – a commitment to cultural, sociologi-
cal, historical relativism. But it also requires that judgemental or 
epistemological relativism be rejected’ (1991: 156).
 For Durham, journalistic concepts of balance and fairness that 
do not engage with the political and ideological standpoint of 
different perspectives lock journalism into epistemic emptiness 
(1998: 126). Her alternative idea of objectivity leads to ‘a praxis 
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that recognizes and grapples with issues of ideological bias and 
the problems of alienation of socially marginalized groups from 
mainstream news coverage’ (1998: 118). For Durham, standpoint 
epistemology is a means to address some key tensions in the theory 
of objectivity. For example, the tension created by a continuing 
commitment to ‘value-free facticity’, such that journalists are 
asked to commit to a separation of facts and values so rigid that it 
is ‘the equivalent of erasure, the eradication of the reporter’s posi-
tions from the reporting’ (1998: 119). Another example is how 
one balances this erasure of the reporter’s viewpoint and voice 
with the commitment to represent pluralism in a culture (through 
different viewpoints and voices). For Durham, these tensions have 
a crippling effect on journalists.
 A journalism based on standpoint epistemology would, accord-
ing to Durham, study society through a lens that foregrounds the 
social location of those who are part of the news. In practical terms, 
a standpoint journalism might look at the social situatedness of 
activities such as caring (questions arise such as Who is assigned 
the work of caring? Where? What is the status of caring relative to 
other forms of work?) (Harding 1993: 55). Ryan has voiced con-
cerns over the practicalities of this: ‘Who decides when the views 
of dominant insiders must be counterbalanced by the views of the 
marginalized? Also, who decides which views of which marginal-
ized groups should be considered fi rst?’ (Ryan 2001: 15). But to 
some extent this misses a more central task of recognizing and 
legitimating knowledge claims, and a structural shift in the terms 
of who is allowed to speak and who is spoken for.
 For Durham, such a journalism would be refl exive, taking a 
cue from anthropological and literary research which have found 
ways of taking the location of the observer into account. Essential 
here is to begin the research from the point of view of those most 
affected and ‘most marginalized by dominant institutions and 
practices’ and who fi nd themselves ‘looking inward’ (Durham 
1998: 131–2). ‘Thus a journalist must strive to conceptualize him- 
or herself as the outsider, to become engaged in the consequences 
of the story from the point of view of those most disenfranchised 
by it, rather than in the simple aggregation of its parts’ (1998: 
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133). Integral to refl exivity is an affi rmation that ‘social identities 
are complex and heterogeneous’, and as such the ‘standpoint’ of 
the observer is always a product of social relations between the 
subject and ‘the Other’. ‘Incorporating standpoint epistemology 
into journalistic praxis would require, then . . . an examination of 
the social relationships between the knowers and the known, that 
is, between the journalist, journalistic institutions, the person who 
would experience marginalization in the context of the news story, 
and the knowledge claims at stake’ (1998: 134).

‘Pragmatic’ grounds

The philosophical school known as pragmatism is an unlikely 
contender as a ‘ground’ for defending objectivity. It is a major 
source of scepticism about detachment, truth and objectivity. 
Pragmatist philosopher Richard Rorty questions any clear-cut 
defi nition of appearance and reality, as well as the correspondence 
theory of truth, and representationalist theory of language that 
hangs from it (Rorty 1998: 2–3). Nevertheless, he leaves room 
for a concept of progress as ‘problem-solving’ and a notion of 
objectivity as ‘intersubjective agreement – agreement reached by 
free and open  discussion of all available hypotheses and policies’ 
(Rorty 1998: 7).
 Pragmatism (discussed in chapter 3) prioritizes practice and 
action, and in that respect it has an affi nity with journalistic 
endeavours. But it also represents some challenges for journalism. 
For if, as Rorty tells us, there are two main ways that refl ective 
human beings try to give sense to life, either by solidarity or objec-
tivity, journalism is caught uncomfortably and seemingly irrevo-
cably between the two. Too much solidarity and one ceases to ask 
hard questions of the community. Too much objectivity and one 
fi nds oneself in the realm of ‘nonhuman reality’, transcending the 
world of the community, and readers (Rorty 1991: 21). Rorty’s 
neat extension of this distinction is that realists seek to ‘ground 
solidarity in objectivity’, and pragmatists ‘reduce objectivity to 
solidarity’. Pragmatism does not reject objectivity but does not 
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accept it as a transcendent principle either. It focuses instead on 
cultural agreement and betterment. ‘For pragmatists, the desire 
for objectivity is not to escape the limitations of one’s community, 
but simply the desire for as much intersubjective agreement as pos-
sible, the desire to extend the reference to “us” as far as we can’ 
(1991: 23).
 While Jeremy Iggers sees pragmatism as a rejection of journal-
istic objectivity (1998: 136), the idea that we transform social 
reality through productive activity, and that truth can be estab-
lished through human projects and purposes has proven attractive 
to other scholars. For Klaidman and Beauchamp, objectivity and 
seeking the truth remain important virtues in journalism. What 
they term a ‘reasonable reader standard’ allows for an orientation 
towards truth that places the reader’s needs as a central concern 
for journalism. ‘What the press has a duty to report is roughly 
correlated with what the public has a need to know’ (1987: 32). 
In this framework, objectivity is not directed towards an abstract 
and absolute truth, but is a work of sifting through values. A 
 commitment to accuracy rates highly in this context.
 The most ambitious and comprehensive redefi nition of objec-
tivity in recent years has come from Stephen J. A. Ward in his 
book The Invention of Journalism Ethics (2004). The third part 
of his book defi nes a new ground for objectivity in the form of 
what he terms ‘pragmatic objectivity’. Ward’s reformulation of 
objectivity begins with a critique; namely that traditional news 
objectivity is a spent ethical force, and that it is ‘built upon an 
indefensible epistemology and a false characterization of reporting 
as passively empirical’ (2004: 261). ‘The epistemology of tradi-
tional objectivity presupposes epistemic dualisms of fact/value and 
fact/ interpretation that distort our understanding how we know, 
interpret and value. Traditional objectivity is fl awed by the mis-
taken belief that objectivity requires claims to be based on abso-
lute standards or facts, as ascertained by neutral,  perspective-less 
agents’ (2004: 262).
 In proposing his progressive and practice-oriented model of 
objectivity Ward seeks inspiration from other practical domains 
such as law and public administration where objectivity operates 
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as a fallible yet determining product of reasonable judgement 
(2004: 263). Seeking an empiricism that is not subject to a strict 
separation of fact and value, Ward aims ‘to fi nd a place for objec-
tivity in a world where fact, value, theory, and practical interests 
intertwine inextricably’ (2004: 263). The centrepiece of Ward’s 
theory is a pragmatic view of inquiry, in which ‘the inquirer 
understands phenomena holistically, against a background of 
pre-existing ideas that form the content of his or her conceptual 
schemes’ (2004: 264).
 On this model objectivity is not defi ned through opposition to 
subjectivity nor primarily through attachment to objective reality. 
Objectivity arises through an encounter between the world and 
conceptual schemes that provide criteria of knowledge and truth. 
It defi nes a work of understanding and evaluation, an imperfect 
testing of belief linked to both practical wisdom and theoretical 
exploration. Forgoing the idea that one can transcend all values 
beliefs, pragmatic inquiry strives for a more purposeful approach: 
‘What is possible is a partial transcendence of our current situa-
tion through well defi ned inquiry, questioning, imagination and 
interaction with other ways of thinking’ (2004: 266).
 What, it might be asked, defi nes this approach as objective? 
Ward suggests that pragmatic objectivity is the ‘evaluation of 
inquiry by objective standards’ (2004: 280). The mind refl exively 
turns on itself, monitoring and correcting activity according to 
standards of objectivity which lay down conditions for being 
rational. ‘Objectivity is the epistemic evaluation of situated inquiry 
. . . a fallible, context-bound, holistic method of testing interpreta-
tions’ (2004: 280). Furthermore, ‘we judge an interpretation to 
be objective if it has good support, according to the best available 
standards of a conceptual scheme’ (2004: 280). Objectivity arises 
out of the application of ‘generic and specifi c standards’ (2004: 
288). For Ward, ‘all good journalism, including reporting, is active 
inquiry. It consists of searching and interpreting, of verifying and 
testing, of balancing and judging, of describing and observing’ 
(2004: 292). As Ward sees it, journalists are neither fabulators 
nor stenographers. ‘They interpret their experiences against the 
 background of their conceptual schemes’ (2004: 297).
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Conclusion

Andrew Calcutt and Philip Hammond suggest that ‘The critique 
[of objectivity] has long since become the orthodoxy: not only is 
there consensus against objectivity among scholars of Journalism 
Studies, but journalists themselves have internalized the critique 
and often seem unwilling or unable to offer a robust defence of 
what was once a defi ning ethic of the profession’ (2011: 98). 
However, surveying these grounds for defence of journalistic 
objectivity, several lines of resistance to criticisms of objectivity 
emerge. Aside from the fact that none of the grounds we have 
examined are based on objectivity as a ‘view from nowhere’, it 
becomes possible to say (in no particular order): that the critique 
is incoherent in important respects; that it misconceives objectiv-
ity as lacking interpretation; that it fails to grasp the signifi cance 
and importance of facts; that the critique is based on mistaken 
metaphysical grounds; and that pragmatism and standpoint epis-
temology do not mean the end of objectivity, nor an objective 
commitment to truth. Even on the question of ideology and power 
there is a sense that consideration of speaking position or stand-
point could make objectivity stronger, not weaker. Most certainly, 
the idea that any deviation from absolutism or objectivism ends up 
in relativism has been thoroughly questioned. The positions sur-
veyed in this chapter raise questions about the linking of objectiv-
ity and neutrality (preferring instead to see objectivity as the result 
of an act of interpretation rather than the by-product of eliminat-
ing subjective values). Personal values need not be decoded as 
distortion or prejudice.
 It is not my purpose here to measure the effectiveness of these 
responses against the specifi c objections raised in chapter 2. What 
is evident is that any simple dismissal of objectivity as impossible 
has been complicated. Objectivity need not be tied to an idea of a 
reality that exists independent of mind. The critique of objectiv-
ity as an epistemology has been heard; and naïve empiricism is no 
longer the sole model.
 It seems clear that of all the aspects of journalistic objectivity the 
one that remains most problematic is a separation theory insisting 
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on a strict separation of facts and values. Far from defending this 
aspect of objectivity, alternative ideas of objectivity as a regulatory 
ideal, an epistemic virtue and standard of judgement are emerging. 
Similarly problematic is a representational argument that suggests 
objectivity is a mirror on objective reality, or suggests that lan-
guage is a mere vessel for communicating content. The ‘invisible 
frame’ that forms part of the language game of objectivity needs 
to be openly tackled as a frame, a feature of discourse, a stylistic 
convention, a mode of performance, rather than in relation to 
some empirical window on the world. Indeed, what constitutes 
an appropriate style for contemporary ‘objective’ journalism, and 
how the journalist moves along the ‘subjectivity scale’, which sees 
any interpretive or background writing as a move away from the 
objectivity ideal and ‘straight news reporting’ (Hulteng 1973: 7), is 
an important area of investigation at a time when the convergence 
of media and entertainment are placing pressures on the style of 
news (see Conboy 2004: 184–5).
 Finally, it becomes important to consider the standpoint of the 
observer. Interestingly, the different defences demonstrate a will-
ingness to write subjectivity back into objectivity, both in terms of 
the importance of autonomous judgement, but also in terms of the 
frailty of the human situation. As Berry writes, ‘Those of us who 
value objectivity as an essential standard of journalism approach 
its use by fi rst recognizing our humanness – our subjectivity. 
Precisely because we understand our frailties, we insist upon main-
taining the pursuit of objectivity’ (Berry 2005: 16). On this basis, 
human frailty and judgement are strong reasons for objectivity, 
not reasons to denounce it.
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Is objectivity a passive or 
active process?

Out of our discussion of disputing facts in chapter 3, a very basic 
question arises: namely, is objectivity a passive or active process? 
How we answer this question has important ramifi cations for our 
view of objectivity. The question of passivity also takes us into 
debates in journalism history, especially around the treatment of 
ideas of interpretive reporting.
 In light of our guiding question, what should we make of the 
view that ‘a reporter should be as a mere machine to repeat, in 
spite of editorial suggestion or dictation’ (Pray 1855: 472). Or 
that ‘news coverage should recount events without the intrusion of 
value judgement, interpretation, and point of view’ (White 2000: 
390). As Stephen J. A. Ward notes, there is a tension between 
the idea of the reporter as ‘active selector of materials’ and ‘a 
recording machine’ (2004: 198). As Judith Lichtenberg stresses, 
‘ objectivity does not mean passivity’ (1991a: 228).
 Passive and active are, of course, loaded terms. By ‘passive’ I 
mean a view that associates objectivity with a neutral, detached, 
disinterested outlook, implying that the observer is a bystander 
(Morrison & Tremawan 1992: 114–15). This is a controversial 
view. C. A. J. Coady argues that ‘objectivity should not be viewed 
as a camera-like passivity in the face of unambiguous reality. A 
camera is a bad model of objectivity though it can be a useful 
instrument of it in the hands of an investigator. After all, a camera 
merely records events, it doesn’t investigate, explore or discover 
facts; it cannot distinguish between the signifi cant and the trivial’ 
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(ABC Editorial Policies 2008: 2). By contrast, an active outlook 
on objectivity links it to judgement and interpretation. A critical 
reader might interject here and argue that disinterestedness and 
neutrality may not be passive but can be the product of a rigor-
ous, active mind – a point that I would agree with. Nevertheless, a 
passivity thesis has become prominent in discussions of objectivity 
in journalism. As ‘passive’ agents ‘Journalists are not supposed to 
make claims, engage in arguments, or make judgements between 
contending positions’ (Hackett & Zhao 1998: 54). Harold Evans 
makes a distinction between a ‘horizontal’ school of journalism, 
waiting on events, rendering ‘words into print along a straight 
assembly line’, leaving ‘scandal and injustice . . . unremarked 
unless someone else discovers them’, and an ‘active’ or ‘vertical’ 
school, setting its own agenda (1983: 340). To be passive is to 
accept contradictions and be objective. To be active is to question 
presuppositions and risk accusations of bias.
 How we answer this question about passivity and activity goes 
to what we expect of objectivity. James W. Carey sets the scene 
here by insisting that the turn to objective reporting led to a ‘con-
version downwards’ of journalism, a process whereby a reporting 
is ‘de-intellectualized’ and turned into a technical form of writing 
(1997 [1969]: 137). This is supported by a general view that 
‘objectivity strips reporters of their creativity and imagination, 
thereby transforming the journalist into a passive link between 
source and audience, or a worker more technical than intellectual’ 
(Harless 1990: 229). Of course, even technical work is active 
in a sense, but the broader point goes to relationship between 
 reporting and the mental work of interpretation.

Objectivity through ‘subtraction’

The idea of objectivity as passive arises in some aspects from 
empiricist philosophy, where sensations and feelings form our 
experience, and things happen to us. The mind is a blank slate; 
characters and impressions furnish the mind. Observation of 
external sensible objects (as well as refl ection) is said to supply 
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understanding with the materials of thinking. Ideas enter through 
the senses, which are likened to windows, and objects of sensation 
are a primary source of ideas. All of this gives rise to a receptive 
role for the perceiver. Questioning the idea that innate principles, 
brought into the world with us, are stamped upon our minds, 
empiricism gives rise to the view that our experience is like white 
paper upon which knowledge is written. Objectivity is achieved 
by getting out of the way, subtracting the self, experience, inter-
pretations. It arises from an ‘absence of subjectivity or personal 
 involvement’ (McQuail 1992: 72).
 Journalists have picked up on this view, and for Paul H. Weaver 
‘liberal journalism strives to be a kind of tabula rasa upon which 
unfolding events and emerging information inscribe themselves’ 
(1975 [1974]: 91). It is possible to extend this analogy to other 
forms of technology, such as a ‘mindless stenographic machine’ 
(Harless 1990: 230; Carroll 1955: 27) or a camera:

[E]very reporter is a camera on events of public interest, a camera 
to record what happens or is said, and to present it simply, briefl y, 
directly, interestingly and impartially, ungarnished by opinion, accu-
sation, speculation, sensation, or conclusion. (Barnes 1965: 72)

Notwithstanding Philip C. Rule’s argument that the ‘TV Camera 
. . . is no more objective than a writer’s typewriter’ (1971: 541), 
the analogy of the camera suggests that events register on the con-
sciousness of the reporter like light and shade on celluloid. This 
process is seemingly independent from any subjective thought 
process. The idea seems to be to record and report without selec-
tion, refl ection or even emotion – which in itself is a very extreme 
version of the separation of fact and values (see chapter 3).
 This passive and subtractive understanding of journalistic 
objectivity receives a great deal of criticism. In simple terms, it is 
suggested that subjective elements cannot be subtracted, that all 
decisions and perceptions of a story are infl uenced by judgements 
and values. The argument has been put forward that the nervous 
system itself limits cognition, that
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man’s entire nervous system, in its interpreting, sensing, and trans-
mitting to the brain the information it receives, builds up through 
the years total-response patterns which, as they stabilize, thenceforth 
affect in a defi nite accept-reject manner the perceiving capacity of a 
person. (Livingstone, quoted in McDonald 1975 [1971]: 70)

In other words, every story and signal passes through a sieve or 
fi lter (see also Tafl inger 1996).

‘Additive’ objectivity

It is possible to argue that this passive idea of empiricism is based 
on a misreading of Locke’s theory of understanding, and that 
complex ideas arise out of the refl ective operations of the mind 
and are therefore, actually, active. A philosophical re-reading of 
empiricism could show that our mind does not simply record what 
is out there, but operates on the ideas given to it.
 Placing less emphasis on the idea that the mind is initially empty, 
that there is nothing in the mind prior to sensation or refl ection, 
pragmatism focuses on the idea that truth is made or moulded 
through actions. This, for James D. Harless, forms a key middle 
path through debates about objectivity in journalism. Shifting the 
focus away from neutrality and passivity, he puts a positive frame 
around the idea that objective reporting is subjective:

The human being is the reporting agent; he or she assumes the respon-
sibility of submerging his or her own personal values in the interest 
of attaining as objective a report as possible. In other words, this 
view suggests, each reporter must internalize the important value of 
 objectivity and operate so as to honor and attain it. (1990: 231)

Regardless of whether the starting point is a neutral objective 
reality or a subjective perception, Harless sees objectivity as an 
additive or supplementary operational term linked to the exercise 
of judgement. Submerging personal values may itself feel subtrac-
tive, but the broader goal is active. This understanding of objec-
tivity as an active process links it to active processes of refl ection. 
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Objectivity in this sense is a product of rational striving for objec-
tivity. As Paul Taylor of Reuters suggests, ‘ “Objectivity is not a 
state, is it, it’s a goal, a process, a daily dialectic – and we’re con-
stantly debating it, as we should be, all of us” ’ (quoted in Lynch 
& Confl ict and Peace Forums 2002: 12). To further illustrate this 
play between passive and active concepts of objectivity, we can 
draw on some important debates in journalism.

The journalism of attachment

The so-called ‘journalism of attachment’ represents an important 
moment at which passive and active concepts of objectivity meet 
in open debate. This movement, emanating from the writing of 
Martin Bell, is a product of its time, the mid-1990s and the con-
fl ict in Bosnia. For Bosnian journalist Kemal Kurspahic, objective 
fact-gathering was essential to moving governments into action in 
the face of genocidal atrocities (2003). David Loyn suggests that 
in this period ‘the political establishment in America and Europe 
did not want to get involved, so they wrote it off as a Balkan 
tragedy where ancient ethnic hatreds had been awakened. . . . So 
the journalists became frustrated. Their reporting was not having 
any “effect”. They wanted to be liberated from the yoke of objec-
tivity’ (2007: 5). Loyn is sceptical of the journalism of attachment 
and its desire ‘to be allowed to “tell it as it is” – to take a position 
condemning the Serbs’. However, this should not overshadow the 
critique of the limits of objectivity put forward by advocates of the 
journalism of attachment.
 Bell, a BBC reporter in Kosovo and later a Member of 
Parliament in the UK, witnessed events during the Bosnia con-
fl ict that forced him to reconsider some aspects of his journalistic 
ethics. Questioning the conventional valorization of detachment, 
Bell writes:

I would describe objective journalism as a sort of bystanders’ jour-
nalism, unequal to the challenges of the times. . . . In proposing an 
alternative journalism – one that is both balanced and principled – I 
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am not so much calling for a change as describing one that has already 
taken place. It had to. How else, for instance, were we to report on 
genocide? Were we to observe it from afar, pass by on the other side, 
and declare that it was none of our business? It was all our business, 
perhaps especially ours because we were the independent witnesses. 
And if genocide would not move us, nothing would move us, and what 
would that then say of us? (Bell 1998b: 102–3)

For Bell, the journalism of attachment is a journalism that ‘cares as 
well as knows’ (1998a: 16). Bell shifts his focus away from the ‘cir-
cumstances of wars’ (military tactics and personnel) and put emo-
tions at the centrepiece of the way he wanted to bring people his 
stories. In a key point, Bell argues that there is ‘nothing object-like 
about the relationship between the reporter and the event’ (1998a: 
18). Bell thus constructs objectivity as ‘passive’ on two levels, in 
terms of its positioning (as bystander) and also in its construction 
of reality (as merely ‘object-like’).
 Stephen J. Ward’s response to Bell questions the construction of 
objectivity as passive.

According to Bell, dispassionate journalism means (1) a reporter 
cannot use his or her ‘eyes and ears and mind and store of experience’; 
(2) a reporter is dispassionate in the sense of being devoid of passion 
and emotionally unmoved by events; . . . For Bell, dispassionate jour-
nalism is neutral in feeling, judgment and action. (Ward 1998: 121)

Ward disagrees with Bell’s defi nition of news objectivity and 
argues that a rigid separation of fact and judgement (in which he 
also includes opinion) is narrow and no longer a dominant force. 
He sees objectivity as the product of an active mind and mental 
powers. ‘A strict taboo on judgment’ is no longer required. Ward 
rejects the idea that objective reporters can never offer an interpre-
tation. He also suggests that neutrality arises from the application 
of judgement and public scrutiny to events.
 In Ward’s understanding, there is no contradiction in the idea 
that journalists can be objective and attached (that is, care). The 
reporter’s judgement is what counts. Indeed, combining objectiv-
ity and attachment can lead to a better concept of objectivity. ‘We 
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need both the passion of attachment and the restraint of objectiv-
ity to work together to produce solid, yet engaging, reporting’ 
(1998: 123). Clearly, competing ideas of journalistic objectivity 
are at play here: a passive conception put forward by Bell, and 
characterized by Ward as narrow and sterile; and a more active 
version (in Ward’s eyes), seen as richer and more fl exible. The 
ethical aspects of the controversy provoked by the journalism of 
attachment will be discussed in more detail in chapter 6.

Interpretive reporting

The ‘conversion downwards’ of journalism into objective report-
ing is seen by Carey as having several negative effects: the loss of 
independence of the journalist, the eclipse of traditional roles of 
advocacy and criticism, a diminution of the journalist as ‘inter-
preter of events’ (Carey 1997 [1969]: 137–8). This results in 
a shift in focus from intellectual to technical skills. Journalism 
defi ned broadly is distilled into what is termed ‘straight reporting’, 
which Richard L. Strout of the Christian Science Monitor and 
New Republic magazine described as taking the statement of one 
person, fi nding a reply from another, and putting them together in 
one story with a little colour (1950: 5). What we can call ‘interpre-
tive agency’ (and its decline) often informs distinctions between 
passive and active ideas of objectivity.
 Interpretive reporting has been debated by practitioners and 
theorists since at least the 1930s. It has attracted debate because 
of the different assumptions surrounding it. Interpretive reporting 
can be seen as a core but restricted component of objectivity, anti-
thetical to objectivity, or a way to extend and improve it. One’s 
starting point is central to how the judgement of passive and active 
gets made.
 For instance, taking the case of interpretation as a restricted 
aspect of objectivity, working within the constraints of ‘straight’ 
reporting, journalists integrate interpretation into objectivity by 
attributing interpretations to sources. This puts strict limitations 
on the report. Thus a news worker reporting two competing claims 
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over a document might report the positions rather than consult the 
document. As Robert A. Hackett and Yuezhi Zhao describe this 
situation, obtaining the document would have forced the reporter 
to make interpretations, and violate standards of judgement such 
as balance, neutrality and objectivity (1998: 45).
 A different approach is to view interpretation as a way to 
improve objectivity. Arthur Hays Sulzberger, publisher of The 
New York Times insisted in 1952 that ‘more background and 
clearer interpretation were needed today, with objectivity in pres-
entation as a constant goal’ (The New York Times 1952: 21). 
Lester Markel, writing in The Bulletin of the American Society of 
Newspaper Editors in 1953, insists that ‘interpretation should not 
be separated from the allegedly factual story’ and promotes what 
he calls ‘objective interpretation’ (Markel 1953: 2). Distinguishing 
interpretation from opinion, Markel defi nes interpretive report-
ing in terms of ‘a deeper sense of the news. It places a particular 
event in the larger fl ow of events. It is the color, the atmosphere, 
the human elements that give meaning to a fact’ (1953: 1). Putting 
forward a simple scheme, Markel suggests that to investigate and 
report is news, to explain is interpretation, and to remark and 
make overt judgements is opinion. Furthermore, interpretation is 
an objective judgement based on knowledge and appraisal of an 
event. Editorializing is subjective judgement.
 Markel dismisses the argument that any departure from the 
facts or use of judgement leads to opinion. Instead of institutional-
izing some notion of ‘old style straight reporting’ he contests the 
fallacy that ‘the attainment of pure objectivity is possible’ (1953: 
2). His argument is based on the idea that all fact, and objectivity, 
is based on interpretation. Once the impossibility of pure objectiv-
ity is admitted – a notion that does not mean objectivity in jour-
nalism is a useless principle – objectivity and interpretive reporting 
are largely contiguous, ‘and the kind of judgment required for the 
interpretation is no different from the kind of judgment involved 
in the selection of the facts for a so-called factual story and in the 
display of that story’ (1953: 2).
 A 1950 special Nieman Fellows report on ‘Reporting 
“Background” ’ similarly asserted ‘you can interpret and still retain 
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objectivity’. The authors questioned a ‘strictly factual’ account of 
the news that offers no understanding – ‘the reader is entitled to 
his objectivity served up in a form he can understand’. Rather than 
condemn objectivity, the authors encouraged critical refl ection 
on it. The fi rst obstacle to interpretive reporting is ‘an unrealistic 
regard for objectivity’. ‘Objectivity becomes unrealistic whenever 
it prevents the use of explanatory material in an array of facts and 
assertions that is confusing without it’ (Nieman Fellows 1950: 
29). The argument here is not with straight reporting treated as 
a synonym for objectivity, but ‘slavish objectivity’ which ‘defeats 
its own purpose when it results in a slanted story’ (1950: 30). The 
authors refer to ‘straight-laced reporting’ as a ‘traditionally objec-
tive method’ of handling some news matter, but also refer to news 
that provides background as ‘real objectivity’ that gives a true 
picture, distinct from ‘false objectivity’ (1950: 30).
 Hackett and Zhao judge that ‘while interpretive reporting has 
conceptually and practically refreshed the older ethos of objectiv-
ity, several considerations caution us not to exaggerate the extent 
to which it has changed old reporting conventions’ (1998: 45). 
In their assessment, interpretive reporting constitutes a modest 
reform. While interpretive reporting ‘has challenged the old-style 
straight reporting and opened the way for more contextualiza-
tion. Given the power of tradition . . . the potential of interpretive 
reporting was very much limited’ (1998: 46). The next section 
explores the relationship between this old-style straight reporting 
and objectivity in more detail.

Re-assessing interpretive reporting in the 
McCarthy era

Interpretive reporting stands at the centre of an on-going debate 
around objectivity as an active or passive process, and a set of 
fears that ‘interpretive reporting, if allowed to become a cloak 
for propaganda, would take us back to the bad old days of unre-
stricted “qualifi ed report” ’, which Frank Mott defi nes as report-
ing by rumour with little regard for the facts (Mott 1953: 83). 
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Interpretive reporting also came under intense debate during the 
McCarthy era in the US. This debate, I argue, has had an impor-
tant impact on how objectivity is discussed and valued. There 
are many key episodes in US journalism (Vietnam, the Pentagon 
Papers, Watergate). Why, it might be asked, should we give the 
McCarthy era special attention here?
 My justifi cation is that this era set-up the discursive terms for 
what followed in a unique way. This is not to suggest that it was 
completely determining, however. Studies of Vietnam War cover-
age used concepts of straight reporting and interpretation received 
from the McCarthy era (see Hallin 1986: 73), and repurposed 
them into a tension between establishment and advocacy positions 
(1986: 67). While Vietnam brought the alignment of objectivity 
with offi cial sources and dominant frames of understanding into 
clearer view (Hallin 1986; Gitlin 2003 [1980]), it further contrib-
uted to the construction of objectivity within an establishment 
versus advocacy narrative.
 Watergate represents a slightly different course of events. 
Schudson suggests that ‘Watergate overwhelms American jour-
nalism’ (1995: 142), but in the backwash some repeated patterns 
are evident. Watergate focused the advocacy/adversarial position 
around ideas of investigative journalism (Zelizer 1993: 228–9). 
The idea of interpretive reporting as some kind of exceptional 
practice did not receive the same degree of attention as in the past. 
Indeed, as Schudson points out, the focus fell on  investigative 
reporting ‘as just plain reporting’ (1978: 188). It could be argued 
that a dichotomy between objectivity and interpretation falls away 
here, but I would suggest it is still evident in the idea that ‘the 
investigative tradition distinguishes its aggressiveness from objec-
tive reporting’s passivity’ (Schudson 1978: 189). Nevertheless, 
in the case of Watergate, the political conditions around the 
standard of objectivity assumed greater complexity. During the 
Nixon era, and in a speech on network censorship in 1969 by 
Vice-President Spiro T. Agnew, objectivity became central to a 
 governmental discourse seeking to discipline the press (Agnew 
1969; see Maras 2012). In this context, Schudson suggests 
Woodward and Bernstein ‘make a case for a journalism true to an 
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ideal of  objectivity and false to counterfeit conventions justifi ed 
in its name’ (1978: 189). Schudson argues that, on the level of 
journalism education, this has an effect of a re-investment in the 
‘rituals of objective reporting’ (1978: 192), which sets the scene 
for a repetition of the old tensions around objectivity.
 Taken together, Schudson argues that ‘in covering Vietnam and 
Watergate, journalists did not abandon “objectivity” so much as 
recognize what a poor shadow of objective reporting they had 
been allegiant to for a generation’ (1995: 171). This is remarkable 
in light of the vigorous debate over interpretation in the 1930s 
and 1950s, part of what John L. Hulteng calls a ‘long-continuing 
and multilabelled discussion’ that extends from debate around 
interpretive reporting to the journalism of advocacy (1973: 133). 
My contention is that one of the sources of this ‘poor shadow’ 
of objectivity arose out of the post-McCarthy narratives about 
objectivity and interpretation. A conventional understanding of 
interpretive reporting sees it as a challenge to objectivity. In some 
respects, however, this narrative misconstrues the relationship 
between objective and interpretive reporting, primarily because it 
treats objectivity as synonymous with an entire tradition of ‘old-
style straight reporting’ that leaves little room for interpretation.
 The McCarthy era represents a signifi cant period for any 
 discussion of objectivity because of Senator Joseph R. McCarthy’s 
‘devilishly clever manipulation of the dogmas of objective journal-
ism of the sort we were taught at Columbia’ (Boylan 1986: 31). In 
1953 Ronald May argues that while ‘no other principle is possible 
. . . under pressure of McCarthy’s methods, objective reporting 
serves simply as a transmission belt for outrageous falsehood’ 
(1953: 11). Under time pressures ‘Reporters wrote Mr. McCarthy’s 
charges as fast as they were made and demanded more’ (Strout 
1950: 5). McCarthy himself understood the deep appeal of docu-
mentation and facts to the American public, and his rhetorical style 
was often based around evidence and proof of wrongdoing, docu-
ments and copies (Rosteck 1989: 293). To paraphrase Houston 
Waring from 1951, the ‘God of objectivity’ had fallen through the 
‘technique of the big lie’ (quoted in May 1953: 11).
 The impact of this manipulation was profound. For Barbie 
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Zelizer, McCarthyism represents a key juncture at which the 
objectivity ideal is re-evaluated and re-codifi ed as a talking point 
for the profession and its responsibilities (see Zelizer 1993: 
230–3). There is no question it revealed a weakness in approach 
(see Davies 2005). As Paul H. Weaver suggests, ‘no demagogue 
can create . . . a movement without a sounding board in the press. 
By uncritically repeating and dramatically displaying the sensa-
tional charges made by a Senator – in keeping with the usages of 
objective journalism – the press provided Joe McCarthy with just 
such a sounding board’ (Weaver 1975 [1974]: 96). This period 
in the history of journalism is marked by trauma and guilt. It has 
been described as a ‘journalistic failure’, with the press playing 
more of an accomplice than adversary role (Boylan 1986: 31; 
Zelizer 193: 230). Alan Barth, writing in the Guild Reporter, gives 
an early example of this response when he declares that

the redoubtable fourth estate has been taken for a ride again – on the 
old, merry go round of reportorial objectivity . . . The plain fact is that 
members of Congress have stretched the tradition of objectivity until it 
has entirely lost its original shape. . . . And newspaper men who knew 
better than to take it seriously felt obliged to dish it out straight to a 
public that knew no better than to lap it up. (1951: 8)

Concerned, Barth fi nishes his report with an exasperated ‘maybe 
we have a responsibility that goes beyond objectivity’ (Barth 1951: 
8).
 While McCarthyism has given cause for a robust re-evaluation 
of objectivity, two misreadings have played a key role in casting 
objectivity as passive, or placing it in a negative position. As a 
consequence, the dynamic relationship between objectivity and 
interpretation has been distorted, and we have lost a strong sense 
of the way debates around interpretive reporting fed into attempts 
to reform objectivity itself.
 The fi rst misreading links interpretive reporting directly to 
McCarthy. J. Herbert Altschull provides an example of it when 
he notes, ‘it was after McCarthy that a powerful demand arose 
for “interpretive reporting” ’ (1990: 315). Altschull creates a clear 
before and after narrative in relation to interpretation, with the 
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turning point being McCarthy. Before McCarthy ‘the comfortable 
code of objectivity was supreme’ (1990: 314). After McCarthy, a 
‘widely expressed reaction among journalists against the code of 
objectivity’ occurred, leading to new conceptualizations of the ‘role 
and function of the American journalist’ (Altschull 1990: 315).
 This reading provides a misleading view of the origins of inter-
pretive reporting, and its links to objectivity. Schudson dates the 
discussion of the two from the 1930s:

In the 1930s there was a vogue for what contemporaries called ‘inter-
pretive journalism’. Leading journalists and journalism educators 
insisted that the world had grown increasingly complex and needed to 
be not only reported but explained. . . . Journalists insisted that their 
task was to help readers not only know but understand. They took it 
for granted by that point that understanding had nothing to do with 
party or partisan sentiment. (2001: 164)

In Discovering the News, Schudson shows how interpretive 
reporting and objectivity in the 1930s were not inconsistent with 
each other (Schudson 1978: 147). David R. Davies argues that 
from the 1940s the Associated Press actively debated the merits 
of interpretive reporting, and saw interpretation and objectivity as 
compatible (2005: 207–8).
 The ideal of objectivity (see chapter 1) and the movement 
towards ‘interpretive reporting’ respond to the same sense of a 
growing complexity of the world following World War I, and 
concern over the methods of managing public opinion. Curtis 
D. MacDougall suggests this in the 1938 edition of his text 
Interpretative Reporting:

changing social conditions, of which students of the principal media of 
public opinion have come increasingly aware during the past six years, 
are causing news gathering and disseminating agencies to change their 
methods of reporting and interpreting the news. The trend is unmis-
takably in the direction of combining the function of the interpreter 
with that of reporter after about a half century during which jour-
nalistic ethics called for a strict differentiation between narrator and 
commenter. (MacDougall 1938: v; Schudson 1978: 146)
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In a section of his book on ‘giving it substance’ MacDougall sum-
marizes criticisms of American newspaper handling of foreign 
news, and the failure of the Associated Press to provide background 
and interpretation of World War I (1938: 149). In his view it was 
both socially responsible and lucrative to provide interpretation. 
‘[T]he trend unmistakably is in the direction of more interpretative 
reporting and writing of the news’ (1938: 251). While he came to 
see it as a semantic debate, for MacDougall, interpretation was 
essential to objectivity, and objectivity without interpretation was 
‘impossible and, if possible, undesirable’ (1947: 3)
 For MacDougall, interpretive reporting sat alongside ‘the ability 
to avoid emotionalism and to remain objective’ (MacDougall 
1938: 251). It rose to meet the challenges of making meaning out 
of complex social, economic and political trends. For Herbert 
Brucker, writing in his book The Changing American Newspaper, 
it sought to go beyond stunts and sensation, and to probe beneath 
the surface (1937: 4).
 This is not to suggest that interpretive journalism and objec-
tivity were exactly aligned or identical, and Brucker notes a 
‘widespread scepticism on the part of newspaper readers as to the 
objectivity of American journalism and news display’ (1937: 28). 
But he sees interpretation as part of ‘respect for the Fourth Estate’s 
obligation of objectivity’ (1937: 18). Schudson notes that the most 
visible difference was a striving for ‘background and interpreta-
tion’ evidenced in weekend and weekday news summaries, and 
the advanced specialization of reporting (Schudson 1978: 145; 
Brucker 1937: 7). Interested in greater background and explana-
tion in reporting, Brucker saw himself in a broader debate over 
the journalistic formula of earlier editors such as Hearst and Ochs 
(1937: 12). For Brucker, a traditional prejudice against interpre-
tation arose, in part, because of a desire ‘to meet the needs of a 
simpler world’, to facilitate the recitation of simple facts (1937: 
11).
 A second misreading has to do with the concept of straight 
reporting as the backdrop against which interpretation was posi-
tioned, and the way objectivity and interpretation are placed in 
a dichotomy. This dichotomy arises out of a tendency to view 
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straight reporting as representing ‘the tradition of journalistic 
objectivity’ as a whole (Hackett & Zhao 1998: 46). It derives from 
a tendency in journalism history to see the divorce of editorial 
comment and the news in terms of the rise of ‘straight reporting’ 
(Mott 1953: 72). It is a leap in argument, however, to move from 
specifi c reporting practices to an entire code or tradition; and not 
all commentators of the 1950s took this leap, or confused the 
straight reporting of the 1950s with that of the 1840s. While com-
mentators such as May were critical of the principle of objective 
reporting (1953: 11)  , his example was the copy fl owing from the 
press service wire. This is salient because, as Douglass Cater makes 
it clear, not all reporting of the era operated under a single code:

One of the frozen patterns that have hampered press coverage of the 
McCarthy charges is the distinction between the ‘straight’ reporting 
of the ordinary reporters and wire-service men, and the ‘interpretive’ 
or ‘evaluative’ reporting of the privileged few. A wire-service editor 
defi ned ‘straight’ reporting for me. ‘The job of the straight reporter,’ he 
said, ‘is to take the place of the spectator who is unable to be present. 
Like the spectator, he does not delve into motives or other side issues 
except as they become a part of the public record.’ (1950: 18)

Cater does not see the straight reporter as the only possible form 
of reporting available. Cater is scathing on the limits of straight 
reporting, but it is generally in quote marks. ‘Faced with a phe-
nomenon as complex as McCarthyism, the “straight” reporter 
has become a sort of straitjacketed reporter. His initiative is hog-
tied so that he cannot fulfi l his fi rst duty, which is to bring clearer 
understanding to his reader. It results in a distortion of reality’. 
Cater does not confuse the straight reporter with objectivity.
 As a consequence of both misreadings – the linking of interpre-
tive reporting to the McCarthy era, and the confusion of straight 
reporting with the entire space of objectivity – it becomes easy to 
place interpretive and objective reporting in an antagonistic, con-
fl ictual relationship. As the writings of authors such as Markel, 
Cater and others illustrate, however, it is an oversimplifi cation 
to frame the relationship between old-style straight reporting and 
interpretive reporting as a simple dichotomy. As a result, objec-
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tivity sits in a much more complex relationship to interpretive 
 reporting than usually assumed.
 Unfortunately, the 1950s debates between interpretive and 
straight reporting have been turned into a schism between inter-
pretation and objectivity. As Elmer Davis puts it, a ‘great gulf’ had 
opened up in reporting.

The good newspaper, the good broadcaster, must walk a tightrope 
between two great gulfs – on the one side the false objectivity that 
takes everything at face value and lets the public be imposed on by the 
charlatan with the most brazen front; on the other, the ‘interpretive’ 
reporting which fails to draw the line between objective and subjec-
tive, between a reasonably well-established fact and what the reporter 
or editor wishes were the fact. To say that is easy; to do is hard. No 
wonder that too many fall back on the incontrovertible objective fact 
that the Honorable John P. Hoozis said, colon quote – and never mind 
whether he was lying or not. (Davis 1952: 38)

Note, even here the gulf is between ‘false objectivity’ and ‘inter-
pretive’ reporting; and Davis still holds to an objective rather than 
subjective standard of fact.
 Edwin R. Bayley rightly warns us that treating the ‘confl ict 
between “objectivity” and “interpretation” ’ as a ‘confl ict of 
principle was somewhat misleading’ (1981: 75). This treatment 
has the unfortunate effect of placing objectivity in a position of 
structured passivity. What risks being ignored is the way journal-
ists engaged critically with the tradition of objectivity, particularly 
in the context of the straight reporting of the wire services, using 
interpretation, explanation, background and objectivity itself as 
key terms (see Bayley 1981: 77–81).
 Bayley calls for a re-assessment (1981: 78). Jeremy Iggers like-
wise tries to shift the barricades and argue that the ‘acceptance 
of interpretation did not mean an abandonment of objectivity, 
ether as an epistemological goal, or as a set of journalistic prac-
tices; rather, the concept of objectivity was expanded to include 
the problematic notion of objective interpretation’ (1998: 95). 
Iggers suggests that ‘In the wake of the McCarthy era, objectivity 
began to lose its tight hold on American newsrooms, as editors 
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gave  reporters more latitude to practice interpretive reporting. 
And objectivity continued to come under considerable attack 
by opponents of the journalistic establishment in the 1960s and 
1970s’ (1998: 69). But this continues the linking of interpretation 
to McCarthy, and the tendency to see interpretation at odds with 
objectivity. Davis, an advocate of interpretation, takes a longer-
term view: ‘we have been getting away from that dead-pan objec-
tivity of late years – or were, till the rise of Senator McCarthy’ 
(1952: 34). Bayley explores the practical ramifi cations of this. 
Editors called on the Associated Press to ensure safeguards against 
‘so-called interpretive writing’ (Bayley 1981: 83). Politically, 
Bayley suggests ‘all of the “fundamentalists” on objectivity were 
from newspapers that supported McCarthy editorially, and all of 
the editors who defended interpretive reporting were from news-
papers that were critical of McCarthy’ (1981: 85). At the same 
time, objectivity became harder to praise, more diffi cult to see as 
active. In the terms put by Wallace Carroll, it became a ‘deadly 
virtue’ (1955: 25). Objectivity found itself stuck in the frozen 
patterns.

Conclusion

Every norm or ideal operates in a wider fi eld, both social and 
professional. In the case of objectivity this fi eld included a pre-cast 
set of concerns, interpretation as ‘opinion, prejudice, slanting, 
distortion, surmise, speculation, and advocacy’ (McDonald 1975 
[1971]: 81). As Donald McDonald notes, publishers reacted to 
this and

developed what they thought was a splendid alternative, an objectivity 
so narrowly defi ned that what was eliminated was not only opinion-
ated editorializing in the news columns but also any opportunity for 
the reporter to put what he was reporting into a context which would 
make it meaningful. This was thought to be the objectivity of the 
scientist in his laboratory, meticulously recording what his senses per-
ceived, impersonal, unprejudiced, and, above all, humble before the 
demonstrable fact. Actually the scientist was doing much more than 
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this: his investigations led him to look for causes and relationships, 
and his intuitive and creative faculties were never idle. (1975 [1971]: 
81)

This ‘narrowly defi ned’ objectivity was not universally promoted, 
as the debate around interpretive journalism shows. While it had 
the effect of limiting opinion, it also constrained reporting to what 
Davis called ‘one-dimensional news’, ‘factually accurate so far as it 
goes, but very far indeed from the whole truth’ (1952: 34). Davis 
echoes earlier concerns to go deeper than the surface, and expresses 
his own concern over the ‘passivity’ of objective journalism when 
he suggests that ‘objectivity often leans over backward so far that 
it makes the news business merely a transmission belt for preten-
tious phonies’ (Davis 1952: 32). Carroll similarly objects not to 
‘the ideal itself’ but to a narrow, ‘almost doctrinaire interpretation 
of objectivity’, that borders on ‘irresponsibility’. ‘Too often our 
objectivity is simply the objectivity of the half truth’ (1955: 25).
 The fact that critiques of objectivity can be countered by an 
appeal to more active and interpretive forms of objective journal-
ism suggests that objectivity is an adaptive norm, accommodating 
different perspectives. While a ‘subtractive’ reading of objectivity 
often takes the foreground, an ‘additive’ conception has contested 
the way objectivity is pigeonholed. Nevertheless, the idea that 
straight reporting (however that is defi ned) restricts interpretive 
reporting persists and feeds into implicit and structural judgements 
about the passivity, or otherwise, of objectivity. A gulf has devel-
oped between ‘the bald and exact fact versus interpretation’ (Mott 
1953: 87), between those who report and those who interpret, 
criticize and advocate (see Janowitz 1977). This distinction became 
even more entrenched around the Vietnam War. As Julianne Schultz 
notes, ‘the limits of neutrality and passive objectivity in journalism 
. . . became increasingly apparent during the social and political 
upheaval of the 1960s (1998: 43). Subjected to a strict (perhaps 
stricter) separation of news and editorial and opinion on the one 
hand, and a critical backlash on the other, the objectivity norm 
entered a period when it was both rejected and re- institutionalized, 
a source of bias as well as credibility (see chapter 1).
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Can objectivity coexist with political 
or ethical commitment?

At fi rst glance, the question posed by this chapter might seem like 
a non-question. The ‘human element in the business of perceiving’ 
has long been perceived as an issue (Myrick 2002: 50). Objectivity 
is so commonly associated with impartiality, detachment and 
value-free judgement that any sign of bias, favouritism or involve-
ment is taken as an indicator of failure. In other words, objectivity 
cannot coexist with political and ethical commitments. However, 
this response is unsatisfactory, for it leaves unexamined the forms 
of practice, politics and ethics being discussed. The risk is that by 
neglecting questions of culture and context, and relying on the 
idea of objectivity as ‘a view from nowhere’ as a starting point, 
any kind of values commitment becomes suspect. However, if, as 
Thomas Nagel suggests, objectivity is related to standpoint, a view 
in the world from which ‘the distinction between more subjective 
and more objective views is really a matter of degree, and . . . 
covers a wide spectrum’ (1986: 4–5; see chapter 2), then politics 
and ethics may re-enter the frame.
 Taking the contrary approach, there is an alternative view of the 
association of objectivity with value-free judgement, which is that 
the idea that ‘journalists committed to objectivity do not believe 
in anything except, perhaps, objectivity itself – is patent nonsense’ 
(Knowlton 2005: 223). Here, journalism as a calling or vocation 
represents a values commitment in itself. Nevertheless, the idea 
that objectivity is exclusive of political and ethical commitment is 
common. Indeed, some media organizations demand that workers 
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not be involved with political parties, unions or causes; or not 
write on them (Reese 1990; The New York Times Company 2005). 
These prohibitions are often linked with objectivity. When the 
(then) Australian Journalists’ Association (AJA) debated whether 
or not to affi liate with the Australian Council of Trade Unions in 
1984 the ‘No’ case related to objectivity: ‘The AJA, it said, should 
not be aligned with any movement capable of compromising 
members’ objectivity. “The journalist”, it concluded, “must stand 
for objectivity, impartiality, and non- contamination” ’ (Dunlevy 
1998: 132).
 Theodore Glasser suggests: ‘objective reporting has denied jour-
nalists their citizenship; as disinterested observers, as impartial 
reporters, journalists are expected to be morally disengaged and 
politically inactive’ (1992: 181). Many critics agree with Glasser, 
and see objectivity as incommensurate with political and ethical 
commitment. His critique invites us, however, to explore the line 
between objectivity and moral engagement and disengagement 
carefully; and it is signifi cant that, for Glasser, the focus is on dis-
engagement and inactivity not amorality or apolitical standpoints. 
Thus it could be argued there is another layer to Glasser’s state-
ment whereby the work of the journalist is always framed by moral 
and political concerns. For those who see objectivity as reconcil-
able with political and ethical commitment – or indeed a political 
and ethical commitment in itself – a more important issue arises of 
the purpose or goal of objectivity, and especially how it is achieved.
 Any discussion of objectivity and political or ethical commit-
ment faces a primary diffi culty of pinning down the context. 
The context can give specifi c form to the way politics and ethics 
is treated. For example, industrial not personal politics comes 
into play in the US in 1930s, when ‘publishers quoted the need 
for objectivity as grounds for refusing to negotiate with the 
Newspaper Guild, the journalist’s union, which had taken politi-
cal positions’ (Iggers 1998: 67). Schudson highlights ‘it was a term 
hurled back and forth in staff debates . . . in the thirties (1978: 
156–7). Publishers used it as a weapon against the newspaper 
guild. The objective observer emerges for the fi rst, but not the last, 
time as an object of discipline and dispute.
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 The question of whether objectivity can coexist with political or 
ethical commitment cannot be tackled in a solely abstract manner. 
As a result, in this chapter, after a discussion of facts and values, 
I want to explore objectivity in relation to different forms of jour-
nalism or visions of the journalist. This will assist in exploring 
the limits of the separation of facts and values when it comes to 
dealing with the political and ethical commitments of journalists.

Facts, values and the world

Thinking about political and ethical commitment leads us to con-
sider an important aspect of objectivity, which is the possibility of 
separating facts from values (examined in chapter 3). The norm 
of objective journalism is a highly circumscribed one, not simply 
in terms of the separation of facts and values, but in relation to a 
third term, ‘the world’. Linked to a notion of an ‘invisible frame’ 
being placed around the events, this frame distances the journalist 
from the world, placing them in a particular role of reporter or 
on a particular stage (Schiller 1981: 1). Thus, even when speak-
ing in the fi rst person and providing an eye-witness account, this 
framing conditions the journalist’s observations and experiences. 
Journalistic objectivity assumes a separation of reporter and event. 
So a description of the situation reporters might fi nd themselves in 
might go:

Event to Reporter to World (as Audience or Receiver)

This helps make clear that the reporter’s job is to report on events, 
which in turn is central to how journalists view knowledge and 
the world. Access to the event is seen as direct and unmediated. 
Reporting is conceived as transmission and correspondence. It 
rests on an assumption that ‘presupposes a relationship between 
the facts and the report, the outside world, and the way it is rep-
resented, which is natural, obvious and transparent’ (Lynch & 
McColdrick 2005: 212). This arrangement forms the basis of a 
unique relationship to knowledge and experience.
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 While providing expansive and ‘direct’ access to events, there 
are limits to this frame, specifi cally to do with imagining how the 
reporter fi ts into the ‘world of events’. Is the job of the reporter to 
report events to the world? Certainly. But what of the reporter’s 
position in the world? So we can rearrange our terms in this way:

World (of events) to Reporter to Event (as story)

Objectivity theory in its empiricist forms suggests that the event 
lives in an external reality, external to the reporter. But where 
does this leave the reporter’s world? How do we think of the com-
munity the reporter lives in, the cafés, churches or clubs they go 
to? A strong view in the literature is that the reporter’s world is 
something of an ‘unthinkable’, and the direct ‘Event to Reporter’ 
model untenable. As Annabel McGoldrick notes, it raises ques-
tions around ‘what to do about the subjective aspects of the job’ 
(2006: 2). For Robert A. Hackett and Yuezhi Zhao, ‘objectivity 
offers few strategies for reconciling the personal and emotional 
with the political and the rational’ (1998: 232). The problem is 
more than just a devaluing of subjectivity by objectivity, for with 
this bathwater goes the baby of identity, memory, attachment and 
connection – indeed a raft of experiences that can lead to greater 
sensitivity and insight in journalism. As Richard H. Reeb quips, 
‘reporters are not reporters for objective reasons’ (1999: 119).
 A lack of connection can be, and has been, celebrated. Walter 
Lippmann stresses that ‘Emphatically he [the reporter] ought not 
to be serving a cause, no matter how good. In his professional 
activity it is no business of his to care whose ox is gored’ (1920: 
88). New York Times reporter and commentator James B. Reston 
notes that objectivity conjures an image of ‘reporter devoid of any 
convictions about anything; a true cynic’ (1945: 101). But he goes 
on to insist on the importance of ‘human sympathy’ and a ‘sincere 
conviction about his obligation to the people to get to as near 
to the truth as possible’, as the main way to ‘attain that curious 
quality known as objectivity’ (1945: 101). Similarly, Jackie 
Harrison argues ‘accuracy’ and ‘sincerity’ are good synonyms for 
objectivity and impartiality (2005: 146).
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 A common form of journalistic objectivity, then, gives rise to 
a way of thinking about the reporter as standing apart from the 
world. Or, put another way, it can make it diffi cult to think of the 
reporter or journalist as being in the world, as having values and 
political commitments, as being citizens in the fullest sense. The 
point here is not that the balance of personal lives with profes-
sional commitments is impossible to achieve, but rather that some 
theories of objectivity leave little room for it.

Objectivity as ethical and ideological commitment

There is one obvious criticism that can be made of Glasser’s point 
that objectivity leaves journalists morally disengaged. It is that 
while journalistic objectivity implies a detached, scientifi c stand-
point, the idea also defi nes an ethical approach. It is, as Michael 
Schudson describes it, a morally prescriptive norm (2001). A com-
mitment to objectivity is often in itself an ethical commitment. 
Journalists have never pretended ‘to be indifferent to the values, 
such as freedom of speech and press, on which their very craft is 
premised’ (Hackett & Zhao 1998: 224). Journalistic objectivity 
implies values such as honesty, fairness and independence (the 
latter are headline values of the Australian Media, Entertainment 
& Arts Alliance ‘Journalist Code of Ethics’). Even when ‘objectiv-
ity’ may not appear as a headline term in a code of ethics, these 
others often do. Indeed, they operationalize objectivity in more 
specifi c and practical ways. They may replace objectivity, but in 
some cases an implied ‘objective’ position remains in the substrate 
as it were. For example, one Australian journalism textbook 
explains that independence goes to integrity: ‘Journalists should 
operate freely and independently of any infl uence that might affect 
objectivity’ (Phillips & Lindgren 2006: 293).
 For Stephen D. Reese this ethical commitment operates as a full 
professional ideology, and as such is part of a set of paradigmatic 
assumptions guiding the work of journalists. The ‘journalistic 
paradigm has been developed, sustained, interpreted, and modi-
fi ed within this larger hegemonic context’ (1990: 395). Values 
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that do not fi t with the paradigm are not explicitly suppressed but 
excluded through the maintenance of ‘mainstream’ boundaries. 
‘By accepting valueless reporting as the norm, the media accept 
and reinforce the boundaries, values, and ideological “rules of 
the game” established and interpreted by elite sources’ (1990: 
395). Examining the case of a socialist reporter at The Wall Street 
Journal, A. Kent MacDougall, Reese identifi es a need for what 
he calls ‘paradigm repair’. In the conventional view, any reporter 
holding socialistic values is a threat to, or ‘violation’ of, the ideals 
of objectivity. MacDougall outlines how he was able to promote 
some of his views through selection of sources and experts, and 
respecting factual accuracy. While the case provoked controversy 
it was also depicted as one where professionalism prevailed, and 
editorial checks and balances secured the necessary separation of 
facts and values.

Reporting the critical counter-culture

During the Cold War, the political fi eld itself was in transforma-
tion. In the US, not only was a critical counter-culture placing new 
expectations around society, but following the 1960 U-2 incident 
and the 1961 Bay of Pigs Invasion, ‘two Presidents had publi-
cally admitted lying and suppressing news’ (Weaver 1975 [1974]: 
96). The counter-culture of the 1960s is an unavoidable topic in 
any discussion of journalistic objectivity and political or ethical 
commitment.
 On 7 October 1969, Managing Editor of The New York Times, 
A. M. Rosenthal wrote a memorandum to the staff. This docu-
ment represents a robust re-affi rmation of objectivity. It is part of 
a long-standing commitment to an informational model of jour-
nalism at the Times (see chapter 1). But it can also be seen as an 
address about the social unrest of the 1960s, and how journalism 
should (or shouldn’t) respond. Rosenthal speaks of the paper’s 
‘ability to mirror the world as it changes’. ‘We’ve learnt too that a 
social movement . . . can be as real a fact as a speech or a parade’. 
Rosenthal frames this as a period of development and change in 
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the Times, but at a deeper level, it is a response to the culture of the 
1960s. This is acknowledged in the middle of the memorandum:

the turmoil in the country is so widespread, voices and passion are at 
such a pitch that a newspaper that keeps cool and fair makes a posi-
tive, fundamental contribution without which the country would be 
infi nitely poorer. The goal of objectivity is made more diffi cult – and 
becomes more important – as the stories we go after and the issues we 
cover become more and more complex. (Rosenthal 1969)

 James Boylan, with a specifi c focus on the Times, characterizes 
this more dramatically as a period of ‘newsroom mutiny’: ‘many 
reporters, witnessing the turbulence beyond the newsroom, found 
that their organizations were responding too slowly or not at all to 
the social and political crises of the Vietnam years; the magazines 
and the underground press seemed to get closer to the heart of 
things’ (1986: 37).
 There is, of course, a need to take care around terminology, 
as well as assumptions about the make-up of the counter-culture 
(generational or not, elitist or not), and its character (lawless, anar-
chistic, idealistic, hedonistic, etc.). This is not simply because, as 
activists learnt from that era, protesters can easily be transformed 
into agents of ‘civil disturbance’ rather than agents for ‘peace and 
justice’ (Gitlin 2003 [1980]: 6); but also because there is a risk of 
uncritically linking the 1960s to a critical culture without looking 
at particular issues or aspects of critical thought. For example, it 
is tempting to characterize the counter-culture in terms of a wide-
spread if not total critique of objectivity in journalism. Following 
the work of J. Herbert Altschull (1990: 317–18), Hackett and 
Zhao identify nine movements in journalism that interact or work 
alongside critical or adversary journalism – including interpre-
tive, investigative, adversary/critical, enterprise, precision and 
celebrity journalism. However, only three of them (advocacy 
journalism, underground journalism and new journalism) ‘have 
 unambiguously challenged the objectivity ethos’ (1998: 52).
 As Schudson notes, an ‘adversary culture’ (a term he borrows 
from Lionel Trilling) has been evident since the 1930s (1978: 177). 
By the 1960s growth in higher education gave adversary culture 
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a new ground, leading to renewed interest in, and redefi nition of, 
politics (1978: 178). Caution is advised, however, when it comes 
to drawing a link between this adversary culture and the profes-
sion of journalism. ‘Journalists did not “impose” an adversary 
culture on their reporting of politics – they responded to a critical 
stance they found in their sources’ (Schudson 1978: 180). Indeed, 
Paul H. Weaver suggests ‘offi cialdom itself [Senators, committee 
chairmen, Washington lawyers, assistant secretaries] became sym-
pathetic to the oppositional fashions of the decade’ (1975 [1974]: 
98).
 From the perspective of those reported on, objectivity was expe-
rienced as an ideology. Drawing on the work of Stuart Hall, Todd 
Gitlin sees it derived from a ‘profound myth in the liberal ideology: 
the absolute distinction between fact and value, the distinction 
which appears as a commonsense “rule” in newspaper practice as 
“the distinction between facts and interpretation”: the empiricist 
illusion, the utopia of naturalism’ (Gitlin 2003 [1980]: 48; also 
Hall 1973: 188). Objectivity became associated with hegemony, 
a view of how things are naturalized as common sense, masked 
as routine. Thus the ‘taken-for-granted code of “objectivity” and 
“balance” pressures reporters to seek out scruffy-looking, chant-
ing, “Viet Cong” fl ag-waving demonstrators and to counterpose 
them to reasonable-sounding, fact-brandishing authorities’ (Gitlin 
2003 [1980]: 4). Objectivity can lead to an over-emphasis on cer-
tifi ed spokespersons (2003 [1980]: 149); or alternatively (despite 
the conventions around balance) leave New Left voices out of 
stories altogether (2003 [1980]: 80). Combined with a fear of 
being painted left-wing (a legacy of McCarthyism), Gitlin argues 
reporters had every reason to treat the counter-culture, specifi cally 
anti-Vietnam protests, unsympathetically (2003 [1980]: 74–7).
 In line with the argument that objectivity is infl icted with some-
thing of a frame-blindness (see chapter 2), objectivity emerges as 
a manipulable value that falls victim to ‘pack journalism’ and can 
be used to support right-wing framings of protests at the expense 
of a broader understanding of the issues (Gitlin 2003 [1980]: 
98–9). Like other scholars such as Gaye Tuchman (1972), Gitlin 
sees objectivity as closely intertwined with the routines of media 
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work. But he suggests ‘there are disruptive moments, critical times, 
when the routines no longer serve a coherent hegemonic interest’. 
At these moments ‘political and economic elites (including owners 
and executives of media corporations) are more likely to intervene 
directly in journalistic routine, attempting to keep journalism 
within harness’ (2003 [1980]: 12).
 At this juncture, objectivity is very compatible with a com-
mitment to politics, albeit one aligned with hegemonic interests. 
Caught between their own ties to the system and also their 
own need for autonomy, news organizations, Gitlin argues, are 
strained: if they ignore social unrest, they risk losing audience 
confi dence. ‘Even a news organization’s methods for legitimizing 
the system as a whole, its code of objectivity and balance, pull it 
in different directions: at one moment towards the institutions of 
political and economic power, and at another towards alternative, 
and even, at times, oppositional movements, depending on the 
political circumstance’ (2003 [1980]: 259). But media organiza-
tions have a strong motive to take the risk of engaging with oppo-
sitional movements. ‘The network’s claim to legitimacy, embodied 
in the professional ideology of objectivity, requires it . . . to take a 
certain risk of undermining the legitimacy of the social system as a 
whole. The network’s strategy for managing this contradiction is 
. . . to tame, contain, the opposition that it dares not ignore’ (2003 
[1980]: 259).
 Viewed from the perspective of those doing the reporting, 
young reporters of the era felt ‘uncomfortable in their reportorial 
roles, almost as if they were agents of “straight” society spying 
on a subversive culture. They found themselves sympathetic to 
the ideas and values of the people they wrote about and increas-
ingly sceptical, uneasy, or outraged at the transformation of their 
stories between copy desk and printed page’ (Schudson 1978: 
181). Resisting a simplistic generational argument Schudson sug-
gests ‘The movement affected younger journalists fi rst and most 
profoundly, but this, in turn, infl uenced older and more powerful 
journalists’ (1978: 181).
 Inside news organizations, the counter-culture placed a new set 
of occupational stresses around the reporter and the news organi-
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zation itself. This manifested itself in terms of a tension between 
autonomy and control. As Gitlin notes,

To avoid a reputation for having an ax [sic] to grind, the top media 
managers endow their news operations with the appearance, and a 
considerable actuality, of autonomy; their forms of social control 
must be indirect, subtle, and not at all necessarily conscious. Their 
standards fl ow through the processes of recruitment and promotion, 
through policy, reward, and the sort of social osmosis that fl ows over-
whelmingly in one direction: downward. The editors and reporters 
they hire are generally upper-middle-class in origin, and although their 
personal values may be liberal by the conventional nomenclature of 
American politics, they tend to share the core hegemonic assumptions 
of their class: that is, of their managers as well as their major sources. 
(Gitlin 2003 [1980]: 259–60)

In this passage, Gitlin teases out the complexities of a system in 
which hegemony is secured through the bounded autonomy of 
news workers. That journalists, newly empowered as autono-
mous agents (admittedly with boundaries), would question this 
gilded cage is inevitable. As Boylan notes, ‘Reporters, given new 
scope, were repeatedly able to test management oratory about 
press freedom, to place acute political questions before the press 
establishment, and gradually to change the ideology of press– 
government relations’ (1986: 32). Boylan suggests that what 
occurred at this time was a questioning of objectivity as a standard 
of ‘non-involvement’ (1986: 38).
 This dissidence, in the spirit of the era, informed the ‘reporter-
power’ movement of the early 1970s (Boylan 1986: 38). Indeed, 
different models of professionalism emerged in this period, 
famously depicted by Morris Janowitz in a 1975 article as the 
‘gatekeeper’ and the ‘advocate’. Both set up a relationship to the 
world – only one in his view is compatible with objective jour-
nalism. Objectivity tends to be the province of the gatekeeper, 
which is focused on a ‘sharp separation of reporting fact from 
disseminating opinion’ (1975: 618). ‘[T]his image of the journal-
ist sought to apply the canons of the scientifi c method to increase 
his objectivity and enhance his effective performance. The model 
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was reinforced in part by the increased prestige of the academic 
social researcher, and it assumed that, through the application of 
intellectually-based techniques, objective and valid results could 
be obtained’ (1975: 618).
 Replacing ‘the scientifi c method with the concept of the journal-
ist as critic and interpreter’, advocacy journalists turn away from 
objectivity, and the static conception of reality, linked to the old 
gatekeeper norm. Janowitz describes this shift in attitude in terms 
of a feeling ‘that there is a series of confl icting interests, each of 
which creates its own contribution to the defi nition of reality. 
Therefore the role of the journalist is to insure that all perspectives 
are adequately represented in the media . . . The journalist must 
“participate” in the advocacy process. He must be an advocate for 
those who are denied powerful spokesmen’ (1975: 619).
 Writing in 1974, Weaver sees the institution of the press in a 
kind of limbo, occupying an ‘ambiguous middle ground between 
its longstanding tradition of “objective” journalism and a new 
movement for an “adversary” journalism – no longer massively 
committed to the one but not yet certain, let alone unanimous, 
about the other’ (1975 [1974]: 90). Giving a balanced perspective 
on the relation between objective and adversary journalism in this 
context is diffi cult, and Schudson seeks to go beyond any simple 
narrative of the old and the new or confl ict:

An adversary culture must be adversary to something. . . . To the 
increasingly numerous and vocal critics, the rhetoric of objectivity 
seemed hypocritical or deceitful, or in Vietnam, criminal. The adver-
sary culture’s attack on objectivity conjured up a more unifi ed and 
univocal Establishment culture than in fact existed. (Schudson 1978: 
183–4)

The idea that the attack on objectivity needs more careful analysis 
gets support from Weaver, who, in a rebuttal of adversary jour-
nalism, identifi es a certain romanticism that isolates ‘a part of a 
tradition or doctrine and to treat the part as though it were the 
whole’ (1975 [1974]: 95). For Weaver, values core to the adver-
sary culture – autonomy, investigation – were also part of the 
liberal tradition that supported objective journalism. The extent 
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to which mid-twentieth-century journalism ‘has become enmired 
in a tradition trap’ (Methvin 1975 [1970]: 202), and how that 
tradition has been cast, remains a topic of discussion and debate. 
While ‘objective’ journalism, was cast by some as ‘the natural, 
proper, and undisputedly legitimate form of journalism’ (Hackett 
& Zhao 1998: 52), for others, ‘the upheavals of the 1960s and 
a reassessment of journalism’s role in society, not to mention a 
journalistic revolution, shelved the concept [of objectivity] pretty 
dramatically’ (Dennis 1989: 83).

The caring journalist

Journalistic objectivity understood as an ethical commitment 
operates within a set of structured values. This is especially signifi -
cant to war correspondence, because it attempts to straddle issues 
of professionalism, public service, membership in a specifi c subcul-
ture of reporters, and social empathy (Tumber & Prentoulis 2003: 
222). These values condition how the journalist is supposed to 
encounter external reality. The separation of subject (the knower) 
and object (the known) is thus coded through dualisms where, 
as Stuart Allan notes, supposedly ‘masculine’ attitudes toward 
reality (‘held to be objective, rational, abstract, coherent, unitary 
and active’) are ‘discursively privileged’ over ‘feminine’ attitudes 
(‘posited as subjective, irrational, emotional, partial, fragmented 
and passive’) (2010: 150). Any deviation from this structuring 
leaves journalism vulnerable to accusations of crusading and mor-
alizing. The journalism of attachment, one that ‘cares as well as 
knows’ (discussed earlier in chapters 2 and 5), raises many issues 
around the shifting boundaries and values of war correspond-
ence. Here, I want to focus on the ethical and political dimensions 
of Martin Bell’s description of ‘objective journalism as a sort of 
bystanders’ journalism’ (Bell 1998b: 102).
 Looked at as a form of journalism with an explicit ethical com-
mitment, the journalism of attachment has not been without its 
critics. Christopher Dunkley criticizes the emotionality of the 
 journalism of attachment:
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Perhaps those who believe in the journalism of attachment would 
argue that the world would be a better place if only it were softer 
and more feminised; if only the Brits would abandon the stiff upper 
lip, embrace therapy culture, and let it all hang out. But to take that 
approach as the basis for a new style of news journalism sounds 
appallingly dangerous. (Dunkley 1997)

From a conventional perspective, the journalism of attachment 
is indeed dangerous. Not because it leads to unobjective journal-
ism per se, but because attachment triggers values not always 
associated with de-sensitized war reporting: emotional, involved, 
‘softer’, ‘feminized’.
 Within a heavily coded structural system that favours certain 
values, what is noteworthy about the journalism of attachment 
is that it raises issues of attachment and feeling, but mixes these 
in an unfamiliar fashion with forms of reporting valued for their 
distance, neutrality, and non-involvement; namely world affairs 
and war reporting. The ‘danger’ of the journalistic attachment is 
that it blurs the boundaries of war correspondence. This, I argue, 
explains the strong reaction evoked by Bell’s attachment theory. 
Mick Hume writes, in a passage worth quoting at length:

The new attitude demonstrated by some of the highest-fl ying foreign 
correspondents in the world signals a sea change in journalistic opinion. 
Of course, few war reporters have ever really been neutral. . . . In the 
past, however, major news organisations like Bell’s BBC felt obliged 
at least to pay lip service to the image of the reporter as detached 
observer. . . . What is now being said openly is that it is not only 
impossible for a journalist to be a dispassionate bystander, but that it 
is undesirable anyway. . . . All of these reporters insist that the facts are 
still sacred and that, while they are not ‘neutral’, they do all they can 
to be ‘objective’. . . . Yet, despite their denials, the evidence suggests 
that there is a clear contradiction between their formal commitment 
to objective reporting of the facts and their moral attachment . . . The 
stock-in-trade of today’s top war reporters is moralism: the attempt to 
depict Bosnia or Rwanda as morality plays in which Good battles Evil. 
. . . These war reporters see fi t to set themselves up as the Solomons 
of the cyberage, using their on-line laptops and satellite links to make 
instant yet fi nal judgements as to who or what constitutes ‘the original 
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sin and the unsullied virtue’ in the world. But in going down that road 
they are entering a journalistic minefi eld. (Hume 1997: 7–8)

This passage illustrates how ‘attachment’ disturbs the inherited 
structures of journalistic objectivity in a very fundamental way; it 
threatens the dominant attitudes and sensibilities. Conventional 
approaches foster a very all-or-nothing approach. Either you are 
objective and dispassionate, or you are a moralist. There seems to 
be no in-between. This causes diffi culties if one wishes to question 
the limits of objectivity.
 Interestingly, Bell makes it clear that judgement is crucial, and 
that his vision of attachment is part of a ‘principled journalism’. 
‘There is a time to be passionate and a time to be dispassionate – a 
time and a season for all things; and I would not report the slaying 
of innocent people in the same tone and manner that I would use 
for a State visit or a fl ower show or an exchange of parliamen-
tary insults’ (1998a: 18). Bell’s heresy is to ponder the possibility 
that journalism is not a neutral and mechanical undertaking, but 
possibly a moral enterprise that should be informed by right or 
wrong – this opens up a debate about what kind of ethical and 
moral system should be applied. While he is critical of objectivity 
as a bystander approach, perhaps of greater signifi cance is Bell’s 
starting point, which is that ‘we in the press . . . do not stand apart 
from the world. We are part of it’. The theory of journalistic objec-
tivity is still coming to grips with this basic proposition due to the 
way it fails to situate the reporter in the world, and also because 
of the structure of judgement placed on attachment.

The engaged journalist and the public agenda

There exists a wide spectrum of examples of, for want of a better 
word, ‘campaign’ journalism, from the independent documenta-
ries of John Pilger through to the sensationalist campaigning of 
proprietors such as William Randolph Hearst. Our focus, here, is 
on political journalism oriented towards social justice.
 The suggestion that journalists should not just report the world, 
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but seek to change it, is one that raises a concerned response 
from those interested in objectivity. The ideal of reporting from a 
detached and neutral position, in a fair, balanced or even-handed 
way, is threatened. More signifi cantly, however, the concern is 
that the public agenda is hijacked by a personal, political par-
tisan agenda. It will be helpful in this context to deepen our 
understanding of ‘agenda’. Agenda-setting is a very large fi eld of 
communications research that emerged in the 1960s (McCombs 
& Shaw 1972), with precursors back to the 1920s. It studies the 
relationship between the public agenda, media agenda and policy 
agenda. The interaction between a notion of objectivity and an 
agenda is therefore a large topic for discussion, beyond the scope 
of this study. For our present purposes we can note that any kind 
of agenda can have a distorting effect because an agenda lists and 
prioritizes particular items in social reality. Public agendas are 
said to be fi nite, capable of dealing with around four to six prior-
ity issues at a time. Almost by defi nition, things can be excluded 
(Dearing & Rogers 1996). An agenda is immediately an expres-
sion of both public and private interests. Indeed, a range of agents, 
from government to lobbyists and public relations professionals, 
seek to shape the agenda and the priority given to items on it.
 Constructing crusading journalism as a threat to objectivity, 
and also a hijacking of the social agenda, is to miss a key distinc-
tion. The distinction has to do with how the agenda is formed 
and declared, and the way reporting is carried out, justifi ed and 
legitimated. An engaged journalism can still be factual and fact-
oriented, and write according to a declared agenda, which is dif-
ferent from an objectivity that is fact-oriented but de-emphasizes 
or doesn’t declare the journalist’s engagement with an agenda. So 
it can be said of George Orwell, for instance, whose starting point 
was ‘a feeling of partisanship, a sense of injustice’ (Orwell 1965 
[1947]: 186), that he was fastidious in the accumulation of accu-
rate data about wages, prices and rents, names and dates, and also 
made use of sources from trade unions and local authorities. For 
writers such as Orwell there is no contradiction between truthful-
ness and commitment to specifi c political principles (Hampton 
2008: 483). Facts grounded his reporting in the everyday, and 
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in an expositional mode. As Michael Bromley puts it: ‘these ele-
ments provided an “objective” basis to which he added layers of 
subjective description, comment and analysis, contrast and hyper-
bole, and, fi nally, politics and ethics, in an attempt to achieve 
 authenticity in the representation of ordinariness’ (2003: 127).
 While truthfulness and commitment to specifi c political prin-
ciples need not be enemies, there is still strong debate around the 
limits of acceptable reporting, and the excesses of activism. For 
example, New Zealand freelance journalist Karl du Fresne, wishes 
to defend objectivity against activist journalism: ‘The former is 
driven by a commitment to the public’s right to know. The latter 
goes a step further: the information presented is shaped by the 
personal views of the journalist, who often desires a particular 
outcome’ (2007). Here, the public’s right to know, aligned with 
ideas of objectivity and disclosure of facts, is deemed acceptable, 
but an outright expression of change or revolution is not accept-
able. If the information is shaped by personal views, then that is 
less preferred, supposedly, than a story shaped by ideas of neutral-
ity and even-handedness. One is reportage that supports the public 
agenda, the other is a journalism that promotes an agenda.
 The distinction or border between these two projects is not 
always clear-cut, however (see Hallin 1986: 117). Agendas are 
subject to revision and renegotiation; which is to say that different 
groups, of different political and policy persuasions, can have an 
infl uence from day to day. To turn the invisible frame of objectiv-
ity into a shield and suggest that the public agenda is not open to 
debate and dialogue is risky, in that it hides the political nature of 
agendas and the contested aspect of the public interest. That said, 
as we have learnt in our discussion of the history of objectivity 
and the way it was a response to propaganda and public relations, 
objectivity is attractive precisely because it offers an apparently 
‘agenda-less’ perspective on the world (see chapter 1).
 John Pilger is a fi gure who is often linked to a lack of objectiv-
ity, although it is doubtful this criticism would concern him since 
he openly advocates a critique of objectivity: ‘For many, objec-
tivity means not rocking the boat, presenting the Establishment 
point of view. In my opinion, journalism is about digressing from 
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that view, having nothing to do with the government point of 
view, looking under rocks’ (quoted in Dunlevy 1988: 133). As 
Maurice Dunlevy notes, this puts Pilger in a tradition of muck-
raking that usually ‘sees the ethos of objectivity as an inhibition’ 
(1988: 133).
 Pilger is left-leaning, and involved. As one editorial observes: 
‘Pilger is a critic of capitalism, a cynic about the new global 
economy and an ardent and often vicious opponent of Western, 
especially American, infl uence in world affairs. . . . Pilger mourns 
American hegemony, the arms race and the spread of trans-
national capitalism to the Third World’ (Canberra Times, 1998). 
His journalism is sometimes dismissed as the promotion of a par-
ticular agenda. But we should think more carefully about where 
this dismissal comes from. If it comes from a view that deems the 
social agenda to be untouchable, beyond question, then clearly 
that very idea constrains debate.
 Supporters of Pilger’s work see him as keeping objectivity in 
check, of going deeper than the news media (Bowler 2006). And 
while his version of balance may be idiosyncratic, and he may 
be open in his bias, Pilger himself maintains a version of detach-
ment in relation to power, in the sense that he regards himself as 
 resisting propaganda and handling.
 The idea that any engagement equates to bias is in many 
respects overly simplistic. It is important to go beyond the issue 
of individual engagement and bias to broaden out the equation 
to take into account different elements – such as the setting of 
the agenda – and different interests. As the Canberra Times puts 
it:

Whether of the Right or the Left, engaged journalism can be produc-
tive. It drives people to seek out what interests them, ‘facts’ and stories 
that would otherwise have not been discovered. . . . Engaged journal-
ism, at its worst, can mean the crassness of parish-pump self-interest, 
tabloid banality, or the ‘fi xing’ of foreign news to suit the national 
interest (or that of the proprietor).

Refusing to dismiss journalism with an overt agenda on the basis 
of facts, the paper continues: ‘But engaged journalism is not the 
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deliberate falsifi cation of facts . . . Like objective journalism, the 
engaged variety may end in getting facts wrong, but it does not 
begin with error: that would be just bad journalism’.
 Some commentators argue that despite conventions of impar-
tiality, the version of events promoted by reporters often stays 
close to the offi cial account or preferred reading of events (Taylor 
& Condit 1988: 293; also Gitlin 2003 [1980]). In other words, 
balance can lead to a skewing effect. Fairness can be manipulated. 
Voices can be silenced. So an engaged journalism perspective 
might argue that the fourth estate role of the media ties journalistic 
objectivity excessively to the rules of the political system (in which 
the media is a player), and the movements of established parties. 
The corporate nature of media outlets forms another ‘fi lter’ of 
information (Herman & Chomsky 1988). An analysis of power is, 
arguably, beyond the philosophical range of journalistic objectiv-
ity which is dependent on a separation of facts and values rather 
than a questioning of the terms of this separation. Journalistic 
objectivity can be seen as a form of engaging with the world, but 
it has tight rules around what is and is not appropriate. At its 
most critical, engaged journalism can see objectivity as a form of 
silencing or censorship (Pilger 2006), or indeed as a form of war 
journalism.

Objectivity as war journalism

For Annabel McGoldrick, peace journalism researcher and broad-
caster, ‘What journalists think of as “objective” reporting actu-
ally consists of a set of conventions which predispose news about 
confl ict in favour of War Journalism’ (2006: 2). The construct 
‘war journalism’ has different aspects, but for Jake Lynch and 
McGoldrick, drawing on a model devised by Johan Galtung, it 
consists of four main elements. Firstly, it is war/violence oriented, 
focused on a ‘2 parties, 1 goal (win)’ scenario. War journalism con-
structs confl ict within an enclosed arena, it propagates an us/them 
journalism which casts the ‘them’ in a negative light. Secondly, 
it prefers secrecy over transparency and is  propaganda-related. 
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Thirdly, war journalism is elite oriented, focused on the key fi gures, 
particular evil-doers. Fourthly, it is victory oriented, focused on a 
formula of ‘peace = victory + ceasefi re’. By contrast, peace journal-
ism shifts the focus on confl ict towards win–win situations, giving 
voice to all parties. It resists propaganda through the exposure of 
truth on all sides. Rather than being elite and victory oriented, 
it is ‘people’ and solution oriented, focusing on a ‘formula’ of 
‘peace = non-violence + creativity’ (Lynch & McGoldick 2005: 6; 
McGoldrick 2006: 2).
 Whereas, for Schudson, resisting propaganda and public rela-
tions were central concerns of the ideal of objectivity (see chapter 
1), in peace journalism objectivity is aligned with propaganda and 
war journalism. Indeed, McGoldrick argues, the more objective 
you are, the more likely you are to report in a fashion biased ‘in 
favour of war’ (2006: 2). As Lynch and McGoldrick note:

Three conventions of Objective reporting, in particular, are predis-
posed towards War Journalism. Their ‘natural drift’, as it were, is 
to lead us – or leaves us – to overvalue violent, reactive responses 
to confl ict, and undervalue non-violent, developmental ones. The 
 conventions are:
 a bias in favour of offi cial sources
 a bias in favour of event over process
  a bias in favour of ‘dualism’ in reporting confl ict (2005: 209)

The issue goes further than natural drift, however, as the authors 
suggest earlier that ‘the trusty sword of Objectivity, forged in 
the Enlightenment and a choice weapon in later battles for com-
mercial and political survival, has over time ensured the primacy 
in news of the “offi cial agenda” ’ (Lynch & McGoldrick 2005: 
204).
 Peace journalism, like many other approaches that study news 
(such as propaganda analysis, framing and gatekeeper theory), 
regards news as convention-bound and constrained by routines. 
A form of interpretative reporting, it seeks greater context and 
background. With these perspectives, peace journalism shares 
the view that journalism is more than simply the reporting of 
facts, a notion that still functions ‘as the guiding principle across 
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a broad sweep of professional activity’ (Lynch & McGoldrick 
2005: 195).
 Peace journalism is aligned with that theoretical apparatus 
that resists concepts of ‘mirroring’ reality in favour of ideas of 
constructing reality. Drawing on methods from confl ict analysis, 
peace journalism goes beyond this view to serve as a reminder of 
the way peace can be excluded from the news agenda, and confl ict 
framed in ways that narrow down options for peace. It provides 
a provocative approach to the issue of balance, raising the ques-
tion of the over-valuing of violent, reactive responses to confl ict 
as opposed to non-violent responses (Lynch & McGoldrick 2005: 
197). It goes further to promote positive change (leaning towards 
non-violence and peace); and cultivate, support and give voice to 
‘change agents’ that can intervene in cycles of violence.
 However, it has proved a controversial approach, particularly 
around issues at the heart of objectivity to do with detachment 
versus participation (see Lynch 2007), and also whether the 
journalist should play the role of peace-keeper (Hanitzsch 2004). 
David Loyn for example, regards the peace approach as prescrip-
tive, and a new orthodoxy (2007). He resists the opposition of 
war and peace journalism, and the casting of reporter as peace 
advocate:

But the key point to be made here is that reporters need to preserve 
their position as observers not players. Galtung’s demand that journal-
ists should become active participants, playing a part in the complex 
‘cat’s cradle’ that makes a confl ict, is wrong. By searching for peace-
makers, reporters are immediately on the wrong side of the fence. 
Reporting and peacemaking are different roles, reporters who give 
undue prominence to passing peace plans, or search for peacemakers, 
distort their craft and do not serve their audience. (2007: 3)

Rather than dismiss the insights of peace journalism research 
entirely, however, Loyn argues many of the key insights of the 
latter are typical of good journalism not just peace journalism.
 While peace journalism as a form of engaged journalism is criti-
cal of objectivity, it still embraces interpretation and refl exivity. ‘It 
means that journalism needs some workable form of refl exivity, 
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analysing and addressing its own role in shaping discussions and 
creating realities. Without this, it is fated to collude and conceal’ 
(Lynch & McGoldrick 2005: xvi). Loyn resists the suggestion that 
this excludes objectivity.

But surely the antidote to this is a fuller context in a reporting of 
events, not discarding objectivity. Both the reporter and the audience 
need to know that there is no other agenda than explaining what is 
going on – that what you read, see on the screen or hear on the radio 
is an honest attempt at objectivity; that reporters treat any and every 
event with an informed scepticism, rejecting any attempt to co-opt 
them into involvement. (Loyn 2007: 5)

Peace journalism could counter this claim by arguing that it is 
transparent in its goals and more critical in analysing and attempt-
ing to shift the agenda. It asks ‘Is there such a thing as “ non-agenda 
journalism”?’ (Lynch & McGoldrick 2005: 211).
 At the heart of this disagreement is, as Loyn acknowledges, an 
argument about perspective. On the surface Loyn seems to seek 
an objective, value-less position from which to report. ‘A view 
from nowhere’. But he explictly rejects this, stating ‘each reporter 
takes a “view from somewhere” ’ (2007: 4). He acknowledges that 
‘reporters live in a social context and share a language and certain 
assumptions with their audience’ (2007: 4). Agreeing with Lynch 
and McGoldrick regarding the need for analysis and refl ection, he 
promotes the idea of reinventing objectivity.
 Despite a tendency in the literature to cast peace journalism and 
objectivity as mutually exclusive and theoretical rivals, there is a 
sense that objectivity is more than either a blind reporting of facts, 
or a function of war journalism. Recently, Lynch and Galtung 
have recast the meaning of objectivity: ‘By objectivity we mean 
intersubjectively communicable and reproducible, that other jour-
nalists would have reported the same. No private fantasy’ (2010: 
52). ‘Objectivity is not the issue. Selection is the issue, the criteria 
applied and the codes and contexts in which the event is placed 
and interpreted’ (Lynch & Galtung 2010: 53). This ‘working 
version’ of objectivity resists being selective against peace.
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Objectivity and the watchdog role

A watchdog role for the media over the public domain has 
captured the imagination of journalists and the public alike. 
Investigative journalism in this mould is regarded as some of the 
most noble, and can lead to real change. But is it consistent with 
ideals of journalistic objectivity?
 For Glasser, this is at the core of his view that objectivity is an 
ideology: since ‘objective reporting is biased against what the press 
typically defi nes as its role in a democracy – that of a Fourth Estate, 
the watchdog role, an adversary press’ (1992: 176). However, 
consistent with our focus on context, we should be mindful of dif-
ferent ideas of the fourth estate, an ideal that operates differently 
in different media systems. For some, the idea goes beyond an 
adversary role. An integral social function of the media in Western 
democracies is to monitor the relationship between the Estates (the 
judiciary, legislature, and public service) (Pearson & Polden 2011: 
11). Furthermore, not all nations provide constitutional protection 
for freedom of the press, which means the fourth estate operates 
via convention. In order to address Glasser’s criticism, we should 
briefl y examine the ideal, how the role itself can be interpreted in 
different ways, and whether it is incompatible with objectivity in 
all cases.
 In Western democratic societies, there exists a belief that the 
media have a positive, independent role to play in the democratic 
process. That even though it has commercial aspects, and is not 
subject to election, it is an important political institution. ‘This 
ideal is grounded in the notion that among the checks and bal-
ances that ensure that the powerful are held accountable, the 
media has an essential, and highly political, role to play’ (Schultz 
1998: 2).
 The term ‘Fourth Estate’ can have a number of different mean-
ings. Indeed, Henry Fielding puts forward a non-journalistic 
defi nition of the fourth estate as ‘the Mob’ in 1752 (see Fielding 
1806: 83). While the idea of the press as having a watchdog role 
can have a very broad interpretation (from consumer rights to 
environmental politics), at the heart of the fourth estate concept 
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is a role for the press as an independent broker of information, 
free from government control, but still active within the political 
process. The fourth estate idea is often traced back (through an 
unconfi rmed attribution in an 1841 lecture by Thomas Carlyle) to 
Edmund Burke, a British parliamentarian, who allegedly stated in 
1790 that ‘There are three estates in Parliament but in the report-
er’s gallery yonder sits a fourth estate more important far than 
they all’ (Ingelhart 1987: 143). There is some dispute around this 
quote, and essayist Thomas Macaulay is considered as the source 
of an alternative founding quote from 1828, ‘The gallery in which 
the reporters sit has become a fourth estate of the realm’. Burke’s 
three estates are said to refl ect the British parliament at that time, 
The Lords Temporal, the Lords Spiritual, and the Lords Common. 
In most texts the estates take a more secular form, and the idea 
updated to mean that alongside the judiciary (the legal system), the 
parliament and the executive, the press has an independent role to 
further the public interest.
 The fourth estate concept raises the issue of the media’s place in 
the system of governance, but is not always specifi c in the limits 
of this role. Indeed, the fourth estate idea can be interpreted as a 
pejorative, casting a different meaning on the term. It has been 
seen as part of a quest for power on the part of the media. George 
Boyce views it as a ‘political myth’, ascribing to the press the key 
role of ‘indispensable link between public opinion and the govern-
ing institutions of the country’ (1978: 21). Julianne Schultz, noting 
the real organizational constraints that exist around concepts of 
objectivity and autonomy, suggests ‘the extent to which journal-
ists claim professional standing – and responsibility for a revived 
Fourth Estate – may simply mask a quest for power’ (Schultz 
1998: 135). Hackett and Zhao offer a more direct critique: ‘media 
organizations use the watchdog ethic selectively, to justify a stance 
of general hostility to government or to launch vendettas or cru-
sades that serve their own commercial or political interests’ (1998: 
138). They question the worthiness of the ideal insofar as it fails 
to provide comprehensive public philosophy for journalism, and is 
‘rooted in an outdated classical liberal view of government as the 
primary potential threat to individual freedom’ (1998: 183).
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 Returning to Glasser’s criticism of objectivity as biased: in 
those countries where freedom of the press is not guaranteed by 
the constitution as it is in the US, the fourth estate is not assumed 
as a pre-given function, but operates as an ideal alongside others 
such as objectivity. In such contexts, objectivity is not always 
considered incompatible with the fourth estate role. In a ‘Media 
and Democracy’ project survey administered in June/July 1992, 
Australian media researcher Julianne Schultz asked 600 news 
and investigative journalists about the fourth estate and objectiv-
ity, with 80 per cent of the sample responding. ‘About 90% of 
the news and investigative journalists maintained an optimistic 
personal faith in the ideal of the Fourth Estate’, while 39 per cent 
felt the actual situation fell short of the ideal and the media were 
more like a business (Schultz 1998: 120, 257). At the same time, in 
response to the question ‘In your view, how important is it that a 
journalist try to be as objective as possible?’, 88 per cent suggested 
it was very important, and 12 per cent somewhat important.
 The survey addressed issues of politics. As objectivity can take 
different forms, the survey asked journalists to indicate which 
of fi ve statements about good reporting were closest to their 
understanding of the term ‘objectivity’: 33 per cent nominated 
reporting that ‘expresses fairly the position of each side in a 
political dispute’, 23 per cent nominated reporting that ‘does not 
allow the journalist’s own political beliefs to affect the presenta-
tion of the subject, 22 per cent nominated reporting that ‘goes 
beyond the statements of the contending sides to the hard facts of 
a political dispute’, 21 per cent nominated an ‘equally thorough 
questioning of the position of each side in a political dispute’, 
and only 2 per cent felt making clear ‘which side in a political 
dispute has the better position’ refl ected their sense of objectiv-
ity. Investigative journalists preferred fair expression of position 
(38 per cent), but also demonstrated strong affi nity with the 
idea of going beyond the statements to get at hard facts (32 per 
cent) (Schultz 1998: 251–2). This survey casts the relationship 
between objectivity and politics in a much more complex light 
than Glasser suggests.
 Historical factors can also impinge on perceptions of the role 
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of fourth estate. James Curran argues that in Britain in the early 
twentieth century the fourth estate or watchdog role describes not 
so much press independence, but the willingness of press magnates 
to use their papers and instruments against the political parties 
(Curran & Seaton 2003: 45, 347–8).
 In the US, between 1950 and 1970, the ideal underwent a signif-
icant reworking with the interpretation of the media as the ‘fourth 
branch of government’. In 1959, Douglass Cater noted

The American Fourth Estate operates as a de facto, quasi-offi cial fourth 
branch of government, its institutions no less important because they 
have been developed informally and, indeed, haphazardly. Twelve 
hundred or so members of the Washington press corps, bearing no 
authority other than accreditation by a newspaper, wire service, or 
network are part of the privileged offi cialdom in the nation’s capital. 
(1959: 13)

Taken together with Cater’s view that government more than ever 
depended on publicity, resulting in ‘government by publicity’, 
this view of the press as a branch of government extends, I would 
argue, the very concept of the fourth estate and the relation of the 
press to power. Others have dwelt on this new governmental role. 
As James Boylan points out in regard to the Pentagon Papers and 
Watergate: ‘This was truly the work of journalism as a Fourth 
Branch, devoted less to reporting on society as a whole than on the 
misdeeds of the Executive’ (Boylan 1986: 40).
 This issue of proximity to government (and the accompanying 
responsibilities) is important to any concept of the fourth estate. 
It has been since a London Times editorial of 6 February 1852 
tackled the issue of responsibilities of government and the press. 
The editorial distances The Times from the labours of statesman-
ship, and focuses on the concept of disclosure: ‘The fi rst duty of 
the press is to obtain the earliest and most correct intelligence of 
the events of the time, and instantly, by disclosing them, to make 
them the common property of the nation’ (The Times [London] 
1852: 4). Given its focus on disclosure, The Times would have 
been nervous thinking about the press as an actual fourth branch 
of government.
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 If the belief is that a healthy representative democracy relies on 
the fourth estate, the press, to question acts of government and 
question the terms of debate, it is important to know that it can 
be interpreted in different ways. Objectivity can be reconciled with 
fourth estate roles such as clear and accurate reporting of disclo-
sures; policing the separation of powers, and the other estates; 
also watching over civil liberties. This is not to suggest that grey 
areas do not exist (such as around ‘off the record’ comments), and 
that there can be confl icts between the estates in allowing disclo-
sure (the courts prohibiting publication on certain matters, for 
example) but the roles are reasonably well understood.
 Things become more complex with a purely political watchdog 
role, where the language of objective journalism begins to be seen 
as a leash that restrains the press. As Gordon Campbell, deliver-
ing the 2004 Bruce Jesson Memorial Lecture in New Zealand, 
puts it:

In the name of objectivity, journalism largely shrinks from counter-
ing the spin machines of government and corporate public relations. 
There is a strong conservative ideology in journalism that says the 
format of news and current affairs should resemble a blank slate – 
on which the forces of the left and the right are invited to write, 
under equal fi re from the host. I strongly disagree. I think the media 
outlet should be encouraged to reach conclusions based on its own 
prior evaluation of the evidence, and to subject the politicians to 
strong and persistent questioning to pursue the truth. (Campbell 
2006)

In this view, objective journalism is linked to sanitized language, a 
censoring infl uence on the provision of context and background, 
an aversion to make judgement calls on contentious issues, and 
‘regularly leads it into putting the aggressor and the victim onto 
the same, morally neutral footing’ (Campbell 2006). Watchdog 
journalism, especially in an investigative mode, needs to go for 
hidden facts, make judgements about right and wrong, air allega-
tions. For Jay Rosen, the notion of journalist as watchdog ‘just 
doesn’t fi t well with notions of objectivity because a watchdog is 
far more assertive than objective’ (1993: 51).
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Public or civic journalism

Another signifi cant area of political commitment to consider is 
that of public or civic journalism, which is premised on the ideal 
of re-engaging citizens in public life, as well as the realization that 
‘journalism cannot remain valuable unless public life remains 
viable’ (Merritt & Rosen 1998: 46). Jay Rosen, one of its prin-
ciple theorists, sees it in fourfold terms: an argument about the 
task of the press; a set of practices and experiments; a movement 
of people and institutions; and a controversy, all focused around 
deliberation and democracy. Public journalism promotes the idea 
of journalists working more closely with the community, helping 
them (and covering their efforts) to solve civic problems. It works 
at the juncture of a range of debates around democracy, delibera-
tion, participation, advocacy, campaigning and interpretation, as 
well as declining circulation.
 Jay Rosen provides one of the more succinct defi nitions of the 
movement when he writes:

Public journalism is an approach to the daily business of the craft that 
calls on journalists to: (1) address people as citizens, potential partici-
pants in public affairs, rather than victims or spectators; (2) help the 
political community act upon, rather than just learn about, its prob-
lems; (3) improve the climate of public discussion, rather than simply 
watch it deteriorate; and (4) help make public life go well, so that it 
earns its claim on our attention. (quoted in Iggers 1998: 143)

The ‘movement’ emerged on the scene in the early 1990s, with 
early experiments dating from after the 1988 US presidential cam-
paign, described as a ‘campaign of phony charges and counter-
charges with only minimal attention to important issues’ (Rosen 
1994: 374). Examples of public journalism activities include: 
moving away from confl ict-oriented news values and balance 
for the sake of balance; turning editorial pages over to readers; 
citizen- and issues-focused election coverage that emphasizes the 
voices of citizens (as opposed to numbers and poll driven or ‘horse 
race’ coverage); sponsoring neighbourhood roundtables; conven-
ing town hall meetings, think-tanks or special expert panels; col-
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laborating with other news outlets and universities; co-creating 
community agendas; taking a public-policy role on issues such as 
violence, race-relations, urban planning and unemployment.
 Treated very often as a movement, it is not always acknowl-
edged that the concept is historically and discursively situated. 
Some key pivot points for the theory include: the 1988 presidential 
election; a theoretical debate between Walter Lippmann and John 
Dewey which gives rise to a view of objectivity as an offi cial doc-
trine that ‘tells us to worry about things like accuracy, balance, and 
fairness’ rather than public engagement (Merritt & Rosen 1998: 
51; see Schudson 2008); a view that objectivity after Vietnam and 
Watergate ‘made less and less sense’ (Merritt & Rosen 1998: 52).
 Public journalism has been a contentious idea in journalism 
circles mainly for its call to go beyond reporting, and to get 
involved in communities by participating in programmes, holding 
public forums, creating new agendas, connecting citizens (see 
Richards 2005: 113–15). The idea is to give expression to com-
munity voices and for outlets to listen. For some, the idea is to 
‘create a learning community, one that discusses issues, not just on 
the basis of emotion but on facts about how things work’ (Meyer 
1995).
 Public journalists have called for a re-assessment of journalistic 
values such as confl ict, balance and neutrality, all with a view 
to making ‘public life go well’ (Merritt & Rosen 1998: 44) – 
although critics have suggested good reporting always does this. 
Perhaps the area of greatest controversy, aside from challenging 
the very role of reporter in modern journalism, is the crossing of 
the invisible frame of objective reporting that public journalism 
seems to promote by encouraging participation. This leads to 
questions around alliances with sources, community interests and 
forces of marketization, as well as issues to do with challenging or 
shifting public opinion (Richards 2005: 116). Certainly it offends 
traditional conceptions of the reporter as holding up a mirror to 
society, but also raises issues of disclosure and confl icting interests 
when news organizations report the same projects they campaign 
on. As one critic notes: ‘Some – including me – have long argued 
that journalists can’t march in the parade and watch it at the same 
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time, that journalists should only be observers, not participants. 
To participate in the events we are reporting about was to provide 
the perception of confl ict, even if there was no actual confl ict, and 
hence to lose credibility with readers’ (Russell 1995: 17; Shepard 
1994: 33–4). In response, it is argued that ‘public journalists do 
not equate their breaking away from detachment with the break-
ing away from neutrality. Indeed, Rosen readily states that the 
pledge of neutrality is vital to public journalism because “it sepa-
rates ‘doing journalism’ from ‘doing politics’” ’ (Holbert & Zubric 
2000: 57).
 Public journalism can be linked with quite strong negative 
claims about objectivity. In the task of creating ‘an alliance 
between journalism and the public’, one of the ‘greatest obstacles 
. . . is journalists’ traditional stance of detachment’ (Iggers 1998: 
141). Part of this has to do with objectivity’s ‘non-political’ status 
which, it is argued, amounts to de-politicisation, a preoccupa-
tion with the fl ow of events and celebrities rather than policies’ 
(Blumler & Gurevitch 1995: 213). Although Davis Merritt does 
not mention objectivity explicitly, he expresses strong negative 
views about detachment, which sets the journalist apart from the 
consequences of their work, and leads the reporter to ignore or 
demean criticism (Merritt & Rosen 1998: 42).
 Objectivity in this negative view is not focused on the needs 
of citizens. On this basis, for Jeremy Iggers, ‘objectivity, both 
as a procedural norm and as epistemological objective, must be 
rejected’ (1998: 138), although he is careful to preserve values 
such as accuracy and fairness. Objectivity is linked to the exclu-
sion of citizens from public debate (Iggers 1998: 140). Indeed, 
Iggers argues that the ‘rise of objective journalism has been par-
alleled by a decline in citizen participation in public life’ (1998: 
125). Others echo the criticism. Despite the fact that the tradi-
tional press claims to act on behalf of the people, and that objec-
tivity itself was egalitarian in its commitment to the free exchange 
of ideas, ‘it was not the people themselves, but a privileged group, 
namely the major media and their sources, that came to defi ne the 
terms of public discourse and be (in Schiller’s phrase) the “lord of 
the facts” ’ (Hackett & Zhao 1998: 35). In short, the judgement is 
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that ‘ objective journalism has contributed to the decline of com-
munities and the public sphere’ by focusing on the management of 
news by an elite,  specialized class (Iggers 1998: 121).
 Many of these debating points regarding elites and the public 
interest centre on the signifi cant issue of credibility. For example, 
Jay Rosen suggests that objectivity is damaging to credibility 
because it defl ects criticism of the work of reporting. But he goes 
further to posit a link between objectivity and different approaches 
to credibility. ‘In the old theory, credibility follows from detach-
ment and distance. You’re credible because you’re not involved. 
You’re not interested, you have no stake. Under the new theory of 
credibility, credibility follows because you’re concerned, because 
you care, because it matters to you what happens in the commu-
nity’ (Rosen 1993). Rosen would not mourn the loss of objectivity. 
Yet other supporters of public journalism seek to rescue it. Philip 
Meyer distinguishes between two defi nitions of objectivity, an 
‘objectivity of result’, ‘laying out of facts in a sterile, noncommittal 
manner, and then standing back to “let the reader decide” which 
view is true’, and an objectivity of method, a ‘scientifi c method 
applied to the practice of journalism’. ‘Abandoning the traditional 
stance of journalistic objectivity to practice public journalism need 
not be a bad thing if we can substitute objectivity of journalistic 
method. It’s a better standard anyway, and it can keep us honest’ 
(Meyer 1995).
 News has long been criticized for focusing on issues only when 
they become ‘events’, exceptional happenings, with the effect that 
‘signifi cant phenomena that are not events (e.g. situations, trends, 
conditions) go largely unreported’ (McDonald 1975 [1971]: 73). 
Public journalism provides a different lens through which to 
report the news, emphasizing longer attention spans, a need for 
deeper discussion, a preference for substance over tactics (Meyer 
1995), understanding over confl ict.
 A response to corporatism in journalism, technological change, 
and a decline in civic engagement, this school is linked to a return 
to civic and democratic basics, to get involved with communi-
ties, to improve the life of citizens, and the quality of deliberative 
democracy. To do so, public journalists argue they need to go 
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beyond the ‘artifi cial constraints’ journalism has imposed on itself. 
This puts objectivity in an awkward position. Objectivity can be 
seen as a ‘lifeless doctrine’ (Rosen 1994: 373), a passive response 
to a more urgent problem of people in communities growing 
divided.
 Addressing this problem raises a by now familiar issue: namely, 
the way that objectivity gives rise to an idea that the reporter must 
stand apart from the community so that, as Philip Meyer puts 
it, ‘you see all events and all viewpoints as equally distant and 
important – or unimportant’. From a public journalism point of 
view, this noncommittal, detached approach leaves unanswered 
many questions to do with the links between journalism and the 
community in which journalists work. While some journalists 
argue they have always been engaged with the community, others 
are concerned about how public journalism remains responsible. 
Marvin Kalb notes, ‘When the journalist literally organizes the 
change and then covers it, I’m uncertain about such traditional 
qualities as detachment, objectivity, toughness . . . The whole 
point of American journalism has always been detachment from 
authority so that critical analysis is possible’ (quoted in Shepard 
1994: 34). Drawing on Schudson’s work, Holbert and Zubric 
argue that public journalism risks idealizing particular ideas of 
conversation and deliberation: ‘public dialogue does not ensure a 
healthy democratic process. . . . The ability of the public to gener-
ate a quality debate should not be taken as a gospel’ (2000: 62).
 Another important criticism has to do with the autonomy and 
independence of journalists, and who sets the news agenda. The 
concern is that the media becomes a ‘player’ rather than a ‘chroni-
cler’. Public journalism can, without clear principles, become 
cause journalism. Any move away from objectivity risks falling in 
step with a community agenda that may be excellent, but could 
be misguided and could lead to a kind of censorship or fi ltering of 
news and critical opposition.
 Public journalism has been linked to a reinvention of jour-
nalism. However, while it represents a broader commitment to 
deliberation and democracy, not just loyalty to a particular com-
munity, it has been controversial, for it means re-evaluating the 
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basis on which the news outlet is a stakeholder in the community 
at a time when special interests abound. While serving the public 
interest has been a long-standing aspect of the media, public jour-
nalism opens up new issues around what the public thinks and 
what is best for the public. It can be viewed very cynically as a 
tactic to bolster circulation. For others, its defi nition is unclear. 
As Ian Richards points out, there is uncertainty and ambiguity 
surrounding the term. ‘Public journalism’s supporters use words 
such as “public” and “community” as if they were clear and 
well-defi ned concepts, rather than hotly contested notions’ (2005: 
113), although some of the best writing on the topic does explore 
these issues and recognizes the need for greater deliberation of 
them.
 In terms of objectivity, public journalism has made an impor-
tant contribution to the debate on journalism insofar as taking 
a public lens means re-examining the role of the press in report-
ing all kinds of issues, especially political ones. It has forced, as 
Rosen puts it, a kind of acknowledgement that following even the 
most traditional values of objectivity involves practising ‘a kind 
of politics simply by viewing the political scene in a particular 
way’ (Rosen 1994: 376). It gives rise to a different idea of the 
newspaper as ‘fair-minded participant’ rather than watchdog or 
judge (an antidote to the excesses of the fourth estate). Assessing 
public journalism and objectivity, borrowing a line from James 
Carey, it is as though objectivity ‘took the public out of politics 
and politics out of public life’ (quoted in Schudson 2008: 1033). 
With it, the public conversation is said to have withered. Focusing 
specifi cally on objectivity, perhaps because of the dominant posi-
tion of objectivity as a way of thinking about journalism, it is 
inevitable that public journalism has had to defi ne itself in rela-
tion to the norm. In doing so it has made astute observations 
about objectivity (see Rosen 1993). But critiquing objectivity has 
its own history, and public journalism can be seen as one episode 
in a long-standing debate about the status of objectivity that, I 
would argue, also needs to be taken into account in order to tease 
out the layers of discussion around interpretation, advocacy and 
democratic drift.
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Conclusion

Considering the question of whether objectivity can co-exist with 
political and ethical commitment, we have seen that any answer 
is dependent on the form of politics, ethics and journalism being 
promoted. This chapter could easily be extended to encompass 
religion, for instance (see Rosen 2004b), concepts of biblical 
objectivity (see Olasky 1996, 2006; Beckerman 2004: 32), or exis-
tential objectivity (Stoker 1995). The question prompts refl ection 
on some fundamental aspects of reporting, its place in the world 
and its mediating role. It also raises important questions of the 
position of the reporter.
 The argument that any political or ethical commitment 
somehow ‘invalidates’ objectivity lacks cultural specifi city. The 
debate over whether objectivity is compatible with fourth estate 
ideals is a case in point, as there are not only a variety of ways 
of conceiving this concept, but different ways of implementing it. 
Objectivity cannot be deemed exclusive from political and ethical 
commitment, partly because some writers have refuted this idea, 
but also because a category shift allows objectivity itself to be 
 considered a form of political or ethical commitment.
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Is objectivity changing in an era of 
24/7 news and on-line journalism?

On 12 January 2012, Arthur S. Brisbane, Reader’s Representative 
of The New York Times, sought ‘reader input on whether and 
when New York Times news reporters should challenge “facts” 
that are asserted by newsmakers they write about’ (Brisbane 
2012a). Writing on his ‘Public Editor’s blog’, Brisbane wondered, 
‘And if so, how can The Times do this in a way that is objective 
and fair? Is it possible to be objective and fair when the reporter 
is choosing to correct one fact over another?’ Brisbane’s posting 
raised a practical issue of how to handle falsehoods, but drew a 
wave of criticism from readers for the way it seemed to assume 
that facts should not be challenged by news reporters. In their 
comments to his post, readers expressed incredulity at the very 
posing of the question, and the way it reduced reporting to ‘ste-
nography’, or a mouthpiece role. Brisbane felt that Op-Ed col-
umnists have the freedom to call out what they think are lies, but 
his question was ‘should news reporters do the same?’ Critical 
reaction from the readers again queried the basis of the question, 
and the assumption news reporting should not contest facts put 
forward by newsmakers.
 Going against the grain of dominant reaction, one minority 
response drew on a rigid distinction between news and analysis: 
that ‘If a candidate for US president says something – anything 
– I would like to know what he or she said. That’s reporting, 
and that’s “the truth” in reporting: a presentation of the facts, 
as objectively as possible. Whether a candidate was coy about 
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 something, exaggerating something else, using misleading lan-
guage, leaving something out of his or her public statements . . . all 
of these things are analysis’. This statement echoes a common idea 
in broadcasting, which is to report the facts and let readers decide 
on the truth (Albota 1991: 225). However, the majority of readers 
contested the separation of report and analysis. Readers made it 
clear that their standards for objectivity were different from the 
‘false objectivity’ put forward as normal practice by Brisbane, and 
that the notion of fairness risked pandering to politicians.
 The Internet fi gured in many comments. One commenter 
remarked: ‘The New York Times public editor just asked the 
Internet whether the paper’s reporters should call lies lies’. 
Commenters noted that this lack of testing facts may account for 
readers ‘fl ocking’ to the Internet; and also that the Internet makes 
testing facts crucial, since it takes untested facts and circulates 
them widely. The response from readers echoed a renewed interest 
in ‘fact checking’ found in other areas of the US media landscape 
(Spivak 2010).
 This example captures many of the themes of this chapter: 
enhanced feedback, transparency in deliberation, the problematic 
nature of consistent and total objectivity (Sargent 2012), the fact-
orientation of US media of the late nineteenth century now turbo-
charged by new technology in the twenty-fi rst. All this on the 
public record, hosted by The New York Times, about The New 
York Times, complete with a dissenting response to Brisbane’s 
post from the Executive Editor of the newspaper, Jill Abramson 
(Brisbane 2012b).
 It is a commonplace in discussions of the media to treat devel-
opments around digital technology and the Internet in a before 
and after fashion, with technology as the determining driver of 
change. An example is the decline of circulation of newspapers, 
a phenomenon attributed to the Internet but which in fact pre-
dates it (see Tiffen 2010). The problem with this approach is that 
it often fails to offer a critical perspective on how media practice 
is situated historically and culturally. This becomes a crucial issue 
when looking at objectivity in journalism in the era of 24/7 news 
and on-line journalism.
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 The example from The New York Times illustrates the need for 
a historical perspective, for this episode links to well-established 
debates around reporting the truth. Do journalists report the truth 
as they see it, or as they fi nd it by the application of scientifi c 
method? (Hulteng 1973: 137). This question represents a specifi c 
dilemma for the reporter as ‘professional communicator’ (Carey 
1997 [1969]) to do with a commitment to what is factual versus 
what is truthful. Is it enough to simply relay statements made by 
offi cials, for instance, or should facts be contested at the point of 
assertion? Is there an obligation to dig deeper, past the handouts 
(Mott 1953: 79)?
 It also relates to another debate which has gained renewed life 
in the era of the Internet, which relates to how to capture the com-
plexity of social relations. Andrew Calcutt and Philip Hammond 
see this as a tension between two roles or activities of journalism: 
an ‘investigative activity that addresses social reality in its lively 
contradictions, and mediating activity, which also forms part of 
social reality but which addresses such contradictions in order to 
deactivate them’ (Calcutt & Hammond 2011: 126). Calcutt and 
Hammond suggest ‘Newspaper journalism . . . undertook both of 
these tasks, but the second has tended to override the fi rst’ (2011: 
126).
 The collaborative nature of many (but not all) web and mobile 
platforms (part of a rapidly developing area of digital technology) 
allows new possibilities for participation in the process of pro-
ducing and consuming news, and transparency in relation to the 
exercise of judgements and values. On-line collaboration opens up 
a way, furthermore, of reconciling the two perspectives above, of 
mediating in a way that affi rms social reality in its lively contradic-
tions. In other words, it forces journalism ethics to confront ques-
tions of pluralism, dialogue, collaboration and transparency. It 
also forces media studies to consider seriously questions of media 
use, by both readers and producers.
 The Australian news and current affairs site Webdiary, founded 
by Australian journalist Margot Kingston in 2000 as a column on 
Federal politics for the Sydney Morning Herald, but now inde-
pendent, serves as an example. Framed as a political diary, and 
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conceived as a ‘conversation’ with readers, Kingston found that 
the web platform, and users themselves, forced her to open the site 
to other contributors and re-think transparency, accountability 
and ethics. In her description of developing an ethics for Webdiary, 
an act itself prompted by users, Kingston speaks of throwing off 
the stylistic ‘shackles of the myth of objectivity, which is really an 
excuse to hide the truth from readers, not expose it. It also falsely 
sets the journalist up as observer/judge; not participant’ (Kingston 
2003: 161–2). Her code of ethics emphasizes trust, independence 
and honesty rather than objectivity.
 Notions of objectivity have always been shaped by media 
workers’ encounters with new technology. As we see below, in the 
era of 24/7 news and on-line journalism the concept of objectivity 
in journalism is being dismissed, challenged and modifi ed, but also 
defended and reinvented. Attitudes of distance and detachment 
may be highly valued, but perhaps not in all cases (Tait 2007). 
The way journalists, citizens and media organizations use new 
platforms are revealing tensions around our historical connec-
tion to objectivity and concepts of professionalism, truth-seeking, 
authority and reputation, that are part of the dominant paradigm 
of news work; but which are also being renegotiated in their own 
right.

Cables, satellites and the challenges of change

The Ancient Greek word pharmakon signifi es both poison and 
cure. Technological change in relation to the news can be sum-
marized under something of this (double) heading. As Jackie 
Harrison points out, technological change brings opportuni-
ties and  expansion, allowing one to ‘bypass or improve upon 
mainstream reporting processes’ (2005: 148). At the same time, 
Harrison notes some mainstream broadcast media see technology 
solely in terms of competition or erosion of what they currently 
do. On the level of work, technology can lead to both greater and 
lesser journalistic autonomy, depending on the system in place. 
Desktop video and smaller gear can lead to greater mobility. It can 
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lead to greater possibilities for cross-media storytelling. Databases 
offer unprecedented access to checking. But all of this can also 
contribute to an intensifi cation of work. While journalists are 
embracing new ways of working ‘their employers are asking them 
to do more with less and, in many cases, to learn a whole new 
set of tools and techniques, while maintaining (or in most cases, 
increasing) their output’ (Media Alliance 2010: 18).
 Considered both a poison and a cure at different times, cable 
and satellite news, and other new media, have changed our sense 
of news and current affairs (Wark 1994). Cable News Network 
(CNN), SkyNews and FoxNews are now household and global 
brands. News production has been transformed by digital tech-
nologies allowing for frequent updates in multiple media forms, 
making news more perishable than ever. In 1955, Wallace Carroll 
warned that speed leads to inaccuracies and forms the basis of 
shallow reporting. ‘Speed is one of the factors that have put 
us in the straitjacket of objectivity’ (1955: 27). The impact of 
speed on refl ection continues to be a concern. Mark Thompson, 
Director-General of the BBC observes, ‘Twenty-four hour news 
services mean that the public can get their news pretty much 
when and where they like, but they can put a terrible strain on 
the time needed for refl ection and judgement’ (2005). As Brent 
Cunningham notes, ‘the nonstop news cycle leaves reporters less 
time to dig, and encourages reliance on offi cial sources who can 
provide the information quickly and succinctly. . . . This lack of 
time makes a simpleminded and lazy version of objectivity all the 
more tempting’ (2003: 27). In broadcast journalism, the drive to 
put to air live footage from a breaking story is strong. Twitter 
feeds operating across multiple time zones are complicating how 
reporting happens in a ‘cloud’ of information that may be out of 
date, or moving too fast to capture or verify. These situations lead 
to stresses on the practices closely tied to objectivity such as mod-
eration or editing, verifi cation and providing context.
 Alan Rusbridger, editor of the London Guardian, observed that

The greater the speed required of us in the digital world – and speed 
does matter, but never at the expense of accuracy or fairness or 
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anything which would imperil trust – the more we should be honest 
about the tentative nature of what is possible. . . . Journalism becomes 
a never ending organic business of placing material in the public 
domain, of adding to it, clarifying it, correcting it, adding something 
here, subtracting something there, editing, contextualising, analysing, 
responding. Everything we do will be more contestable, more open to 
challenge and alternative interpretation. (2007)

On-line platforms represent a potential liberation here; spe-
cifi cally, freedom from the material constraints of the news hole 
associated with print news, and broadcast journalism. On-line, 
the space or time allocated for publication potentially expands. 
Furthermore, the on-line domain allows for corrections, comment, 
contextualization, analysis, background, response and interpreta-
tion, sometimes at the same time. This creates new challenges for 
editing and moderation, to ensure the coherency and relevance of 
the publication.
 As a result of the proliferation of channels and views (not 
always accompanied unfortunately by less concentration in the 
media), the tenor of news has changed. The detached voice is 
not the loudest. ‘Impartiality and objectivity are becoming rarer 
qualities in mainstream journalism’ (Thompson 2005). For Rupert 
Murdoch, the diversity of news channels means a new diversity of 
voices which requires policy changes: ‘the time will come when 
there will be no further need for impartiality rules for any of the 
media’ (quoted in Hargreaves 2005; see also Curran & Seaton 
2003: 394) – although that assumption is open to question (Dwyer 
& Martin 2010). Others highlight a return of the opinionated 
partisan press (Sambrook 2004), or populist forms of ‘moral 
entrepreneurship’, represented by those community-based fi gures 
who orchestrate populist moral panics – the latter embodied in the 
fi gure of the aggressive talk show host (Jones 2011: 8).
 There are different ways of responding to these changes. For some, 
it will mean reapplying and coaxing more out of the  objectivity 
norm, reaffi rming the necessity of refl ection and judgement, defend-
ing it in a changing world of journalism where accountability is 
an important problem (see the discussion of the BBC below). For 
others, as in the case of Al-Jazeera, it involves adapting objectiv-
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ity to new perspectives. Finally, blogging and citizen journalism 
 represent a challenge to the very conditions of the norm.

The foxifi cation of news

Since its establishment in 1996, the Fox News Channel (FNC) has 
provoked controversy around its claims to objective journalism, 
embodied in its slogans ‘fair and balanced’, and ‘we report, you 
decide’. Set up specifi cally to appeal to conservative viewers, it has 
created a successful business model, with The Economist reporting 
in 2010 its profi ts were more than its rivals CNN and MSNBC put 
together (The Economist 2011).
 While FNC has been interpreted in terms of the media malaise 
thesis (which links the popular media to a decline in political 
culture; Jones 2011: 9), two trends make the foxifi cation of news 
especially signifi cant. Firstly, it is formed within a discourse about 
(liberal) bias in the news, thus addressing its audience in explicitly 
partisan terms. Without discussing the merits of this claim (see 
Bagdikian 1972), it represents a turning of the circle back to some 
of the conditions of the partisan US media of the 1800s, prior to 
the advent of the ideal of objectivity. The second trend is the pro-
liferation of media channels, via cable, satellite, on-line and mobile 
phone. Advertisers have responded to this proliferation of chan-
nels by shifting expenditure away from established media. In this 
context, FNC has reacted by moving beyond strict impartiality 
and objectivity to generate greater identifi cation with their audi-
ences. While remaining fact-minded, and promoting the vestiges of 
objectivity as a branding strategy, this approach involves embrac-
ing opinion and commentary, with a questionable separation of 
news and editorial.
 In some respects, FNC can be considered to have thrown down 
a gauntlet before other broadcasters. Some, such as the BBC, 
stick to their guns. Thus Mark Thompson, Director-General of 
the BBC, believes that although ‘the case for polemical, opinion-
ated news channels was “persuasive”, . . . the BBC’s own news 
coverage would remain impartial’ (Sherwin 2010). Others, such 
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as Jay Rosen, respond to the FNC challenge by returning to essen-
tials: accuracy, fairness and intellectual honesty (The Economist 
2011). Another strategy is to replace objectivity altogether, which 
has happened with the suggestion that ‘transparency is the new 
objectivity’ (Weinberger 2009). This is a potentially attractive 
proposition given that hypertext-based media offer an unprec-
edented opportunity to link to raw materials and supplementary 
documents; although the Brisbane/New York Times case forms 
an interesting case example of how complex transparency can 
be. Nevertheless, transparency in this argument becomes a new 
 condition of reliability:

What we used to believe because we thought the author was objective 
we now believe because we can see through the author’s writings to 
the sources and values that brought her to that position. Transparency 
gives the reader information by which she can undo some of the 
unintended effects of the ever-present biases. Transparency brings us 
to reliability the way objectivity used to. (Weinberger 2009; see also 
Lasica 2005)

 A fi nal strategy is, for want of a better term, ‘emulation’, and 
this, according to Ted Koppel (and with some controversy), is the 
approach of MSNBC. As Koppel writes ‘We live now in a cable 
news universe that celebrates the opinions of Olbermann, Rachel 
Maddow, Chris Matthews, Glenn Beck, Sean Hannity and Bill 
O’Reilly – individuals who hold up the twin pillars of political par-
tisanship and who are encouraged to do so by their parent organi-
zations because their brand of analysis and commentary is highly 
profi table’ (2010). Koppel continues, ‘And so, among the many 
benefi ts we have come to believe the founding fathers intended for 
us, the latest is news we can choose. Beginning, perhaps, from the 
reasonable perspective that absolute objectivity is unattainable, 
Fox News and MSNBC no longer even attempt it. They show us 
the world not as it is, but as partisans (and loyal viewers) at either 
end of the political spectrum would like it to be’ (2010).
 In a special comment on Koppel’s report, Keith Olbermann 
refutes the emulation argument, along with the suggestion that 
MNBC followed FNC. He also focuses on the issue of objectivity, 
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and its improper idealization as a form of sanitized uninvolved 
reporting when in fact most instances of the good old days were 
guided by strongly held (even partisan) values:

The great change about which Mr. Koppel wrings his hands is not 
partisanship nor tone nor analysis. The great change was the creation 
of the sanitized image of what men like Cronkite and Murrow . . . 
and Koppel did. These were not glorifi ed stenographers. These were 
not neutral men. These were men who did in their day what the best 
journalists still try to do in this one: Evaluate, analyze, unscramble, 
assess. Put together a coherent picture or a challenging question using 
only the facts as they can be best discerned, plus their own honesty and 
conscience. (Olbermann 2010)

But Olbermann goes further in declaring objectivity a false god, a 
failed project: ‘the kind of journalism he [Koppel] eulogizes, failed 
this country because when truth was needed, all we got were facts, 
most of which were lies anyway’.
 While defending his own practice as ‘organic’, Olbermann 
offers a distinct critique of the FNC model, and the transforma-
tion of an empty conception of objectivity into a brand, when it 
is (quoted from the transcript) ‘no more than two men screaming 
at each other as a musical duet. But as long as there are two men, 
as long as they are fair and balanced, is not the news consumer 
entranced by the screaming and the fact that his man eventually 
and always outscreams the other? Is he not convinced he’s seen 
true balance, true objectivity?’ (Olbermann 2010).

Reinventing objectivity at the BBC

The BBC has had a long association with concepts of objectivity 
(explored in the next chapter). Jean Seaton argues that through 
World War II ‘the BBC’s claim to accuracy and objectivity was, 
in itself, a propaganda weapon – a demonstration of the superior-
ity of democracy over totalitarianism’ (Curran & Seaton 2003: 
139). Despite being an unfashionable touchstone for media ethics, 
objectivity continues to be a key topic for the BBC. Indeed, far 
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from moving away from it, there are signs that the organization 
is trying to reinvigorate the concept, and redefi ne it in relation to 
the on-line space. Speeches regularly use objectivity as a starting 
point to raise pertinent issues. Mark Thompson, the Director-
General, notes: ‘Some academics too doubt whether the classic 
claims for objective, dispassionate journalism can be sustained. 
Beneath the apparent “facts” lurk hidden assumptions, narratives 
or ideologies’. This prompts a redefi nition of objectivity as a kind 
of ‘ critical realism’:

‘critical’ because we accept that the facts come to us mediated through 
complex narratives and assumptions and that each of us needs to use 
both sophisticated analysis and individual judgement to make sense of 
them, but ‘realists’ because we believe that it is still possible – indeed it 
is our duty – to get to the facts and to form as objective and accurate 
view of the world as possible. (Thompson 2006)

 Critical realism was discussed in chapter 3. Objectivity has been 
reinvented in response not just to academic arguments, but to 
specifi c challenges faced by the BBC. Among these are the rise of 
cable news channels such as FNC, but also more specifi cally issues 
around the investigation carried out by Lord Hutton in 2003 into 
the circumstances surrounding the death of Dr David Kelly – who 
played a key role in BBC reports into the ‘sexing’ up of the ‘Iraq 
Dossier’ on weapons of mass destruction. As Richard Sambrook 
notes, ‘but it’s only through an objective approach – facts, evi-
dence, verifi cation – that we can be sure of getting it right’ (2004). 
The BBC has even been responsive to more ‘epochal’ issues such 
as the Information Society, which represents its own complexities. 
As Mark Byford, at the time Acting Director-General of the BBC, 
defi antly notes:

This may be an information age but information itself isn’t enough. 
It’s the veracity, accuracy, objectivity and diversity of views which 
matter as we search for answers in an uncertain world and audiences 
search for trust and reliability. (Byford 2004)

But, we may ask, given our interest in the social and historical con-
ditions of norms, how different is this uncertain world from the 
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state of drift and doubt expressed by Walter Lippmann in 1914, 
and seen as a key factor in the development of the ideal of objectiv-
ity by Michael Schudson (1978)? (see chapter 1).
 For the BBC, a distinct strategy of ‘holding onto objectivity’ 
is evident (Sambrook 2004). New measures are put in place, as 
 outlined by Mark Thompson.

Impartiality and objectivity are becoming rarer qualities in main-
stream journalism. . . . In the aftermath of the Gilligan–Kelly–Hutton 
affair, we’ve strengthened many of our internal journalistic safe-
guards. We’ve put literally thousands of our journalists through new 
training courses in which issues of fair-mindedness and our absolute 
duty to give those against whom we make serious allegations the right 
to reply take centre stage. (2005)

Establishing a College of Journalism and clarifying editorial guide-
lines thus form one kind of response to a changing media environ-
ment, helping to reinforce a sense of ‘our responsibility always to 
try to offer audiences objectivity and context’.

Al-Jazeera

Since its establishment in 1996, Al-Jazeera (Arabic for ‘the 
island’ or ‘the peninsula’), the Qatar-based twenty-four hour 
news channel has been subject to intense academic and public 
 questioning of its objectivity.
 Following Muhammad I. Ayish, it is important to situate 
Al-Jazeera in the context of developments in Middle East 
 broadcasting. Since the fi rst broadcasts in the 1950s, roughly 
three approaches to broadcasting can be identifi ed. The fi rst is 
 traditional government-controlled television, the second govern-
ment-owned reformist television, and fi nally liberal commercial 
television (2002: 139). Sitting in the fi nal category, Al-Jazeera 
fuses an Arabic obsession with politics; a commitment to ‘new 
professional journalism values and norms unprecedented in gov-
ernment-operated television’ (2002: 142); ‘critical and pluralistic 
views of society’ (2002: 143); and a CNN aesthetic focused on live 
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 interviews with prominent persons, and up-to-the-minute footage 
of clashes (2002: 149).
 Al-Jazeera’s regional identifi cation has given it a unique place in 
the global mediasphere. Because of its interest in regional issues, 
in 2001 it was allowed to stay in Afghanistan when the Taliban 
forced others to leave. As a result, it was able to broadcast war 
footage from Kabul, and was the recipient and broadcaster of 
tapes of Osama bin Laden denouncing the US. The bombing of 
its Kabul offi ces by the US in November 2001 was seen as an 
ominous development. As was the bombing of its Baghdad offi ces 
in April 2003, in which senior correspondent Tarek Ayoub died. 
In 2004, the network was accused of cooperating with insurgents 
in Iraq. Some of its correspondents were expelled from Iraq by 
the interim government (El-Nawawy 2004: 14). It frustrated the 
US by broadcasting images of civilian casualties and also of US 
prisoners of war and dead soldiers (El-Nawawy 2004: 13), in the 
context of other broadcasters who offered sanitized coverage, ‘free 
of bloodshed, dissent, and diplomacy but full of exciting weap-
onry, splashy graphics, and heroic soldiers’ (Aday et al. 2005: 18).
 Bearing witness to events in the Middle East from a non- 
Western perspective has proved controversial, leading to accusa-
tions that the network is unreliable and irresponsible (El-Nawawy 
& Iskandar 2003: 203). Commentators have raised a specifi c 
concern regarding Al-Jazeera’s spare reporting of its host country, 
and of ‘issues directly involving senior Arab offi cials, let alone 
ministers or head of states’ (Moussa 2007). Especially controver-
sial has been its invocation of Western norms such as objectivity. 
Many of its fi rst editorial staff joined the organization from the 
BBC’s Arabic TV Service, after the termination of its contract in 
1996 (El-Nawawy 2004: 11). Reporters continue to be trained 
in Western techniques. It is regarded as following a BBC/CNN 
model; although some question the sincerity of this commitment. 
For critics such as Fouad Ajami, professor of Middle Eastern 
studies at Johns Hopkins University, the station is adept at ‘mim-
icking Western norms of journalistic fairness while pandering to 
pan-Arabic sentiments’ (Ajami 2001).
 Melding Western norms with Arabic perspectives, and dealing 
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with the inherent contradiction in ‘attaining objectivity in news 
coverage and appealing to a specifi c audience’ (El-Nawawy & 
Iskandar 2003: 209), can be diffi cult. Al-Jazeera performs a bal-
ancing act between providing Arab news from an Arab perspective 
and responding to criticisms of bias through journalistic ideas of 
balance. Ayish notes that the

TV broadcasters’ handling of events and issues seems to be contingent 
on the type of issue and players at hand. When it comes to issues 
enjoying pan-Arab consensus, objectivity in the sense of balanced 
reporting of confl icting views seems to be virtually nonexistent. The 
coverage of the Palestinian uprising is a case in point. All broadcasters 
used the term ‘martyr’ to refer to Palestinians killed by Israeli fi re in 
the violent clashes. The Israelis, on the other hand, were referred to 
as aggressors. In issues relating to Egyptian elections or the situation 
in Sudan, all broadcasters were reporting government and opposition 
group stands on the different issues. (2002: 150)

What Ayish points to is an interpretive approach to objectivity, 
working alongside what is deemed to be a consensus in Arabic 
opinion. But where that consensus doesn’t exist, impartiality 
seems to prevail. That said, it has been argued that Al-Jazeera 
refl ects its cultural tradition no differently from CNN approaching 
stories from a Western perspective (Aday et al. 2005: 16).
 The station certainly can demonstrate balance, insofar as it 
broadcasts US spokespeople as well as Arabic sources, Palestinian 
alongside Israeli. As Thomas Johnson and Shahira Fahmy note:

Al-Jazeera doesn’t deny that it focuses on news of interest to an Arab 
audience and presents it from an Arabic perspective. However the 
network argues that it embodies its motto The opinion and the other 
opinion [or, as it is sometimes put, ‘the view, and the other point of 
view’] because its news shows present the audience with all viewpoints 
with objectivity, integrity and balance to allow its audience to form its 
own views. (2006: 8)

 Acknowledging the diffi culty of separating facts from values 
altogether, and eliminating cultural bias, Mohammed El-Nawawy 
and Adel Iskandar devise the term ‘contextual objectivity’ to 
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account for ‘the pattern of covering an issue objectively and thor-
oughly, but coloring it with the innate perspective of the report-
ing medium’ (2003: 209). (The term is not used publically by 
Al-Jazeera as far as can be determined.) This ‘innate perspective’ 
comes from the broadcaster’s reading of their audience, region and 
cultural attitudes. ‘While the term appears to be an oxymoron, 
it is not’ (2003: 209). They insist that the term is about bridging 
principles of impartiality with local sensibilities.
 Through the idea of contextual objectivity El-Nawawy and 
Iskandar work through what they see as some key dilemmas of 
professional broadcast news. That is, fi rstly, that reports should 
be comprehensive but are by necessity selective, and secondly, that 
news aspires to objectivity, but also to be meaningful to audiences 
(2003: 209). These different demands and commitments can be 
diffi cult to reconcile.
 The term contextual objectivity can spark concern at the way 
it contradictorily grounds the idea of objectivity in context and 
perspective (as such it goes against the traditional empirical and 
positivistic basis of the ideal) (see Irvine 2011). However, as we 
saw in chapter 4, this is not the fi rst time objectivity has been 
linked to an epistemological standpoint or perspective. In the 
case of Al-Jazeera the term raises interesting issues of how the 
media serve their publics and audiences, and how cultural view-
points impact on journalism. If objectivity has to do with refl ect-
ing reality, the question is whose reality? Contextual objectivity 
describes the pursuit of objectivity within a particular orientation, 
refl ecting all sides of any story while retaining the sentiments of 
the target audience. For El-Nawawy and Iskandar, contextual 
objectivity is to be found in broadcasting in the Arab World, as 
well as the US.
 The subtleties of this position can easily be lost, and Al-Jazeera 
has been accused of adopting a rhetoric of objectivity to move 
between ‘democratic transparency’ and the ‘propaganda of 
authoritarianism’ (Awad 2005: 82). When Al-Jazeera Washington 
bureau chief Abderrahim Foukara was asked by Time magazine, 
‘How does that lens compare to the idea much vaunted in the US 
of journalistic objectivity?’, he answered:
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To be honest, I don’t know what objective journalism means. The 
environment in which you broadcast obviously colors your coverage. 
If you are an American network broadcasting from the US, you will 
be broadcasting with a sensibility which may not look necessarily 
objective to an audience in another part of the world. And the same 
is true if you’re a network like Al-Jazeera Arabic, broadcasting out of 
the Middle East. But we have to go beyond that. We should agree on 
the necessity to provide information in a timely manner. We cannot 
live in a world where a story like Egypt – which has consequences 
for the whole world – is unfolding and your audience doesn’t know 
 anything about it or enough about it. (Tharoor 2011)

This illustrates Denis McQuail’s point that what is ‘fair and rea-
sonable in the way of objectivity may vary from one society to 
another and even from one theme or issue to another (1992: 203). 
Indeed, as Marc Lynch notes, in Kuwait, Al-Jazeera was criticized 
for its lack of objectivity (2006: 162). A 2002 Gallup Poll, survey-
ing Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Kuwait, Jordan and Lebanon, found 
that ‘objectivity is perceived as Al-Jazeera’s weakest area, with less 
than half of respondents in some countries and barely a majority 
in others associating this virtue with the station’s coverage’ (Saad 
2002). Even read relative to other Arab broadcasters, with the 
exception of Jordan, Al-Jazeera was not singled out as being more 
objective than other broadcasters.
 For El-Nawawy and Iskandar, contextual objectivity is about 
the deep cultural orientations that permeate Arab and Western 
contexts. This orientation is agonistic: Facts arise out of the clash 
of opinions and views (El-Nawawy & Iskandar 2003: 200). ‘Part 
of the Arab tradition is to argue and discuss issues passionately’ 
(El-Nawawy & Iskandar 2003: 66). Hugh Miles sees Al-Jazeera as 
a ‘model of professionalism and objectivity’ (2005: 359). But he 
also sees a link between cultural difference, bias and commercial 
considerations:

Al-Jazeera operates the same stringent editorial processes as the 
Western media in covering the same events and ends up with a 
different product. This is because there are deep cultural differ-
ences between the people making the editorial choices and, like any 
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 commercial station, Al-Jazeera is pitching itself at its viewership. Bias 
is a natural consequence of the commercial process. Al-Jazeera treats 
its audience exactly as the mainstream cable networks and FM radio 
stations in the US treat their domestic audience. It caters to public 
opinion because . . . it wants to get audience share and it wants to sell 
advertising. (Miles 2005: 359)

Regardless of whether the bias is ideological or commercial, the 
proposition here is that cultural bias can stand alongside objec-
tivity, part of a deep commitment to audiences. This is similar to 
the way that, in the US, objectivity was grafted on to commercial 
media and made part of a commercial strategy.
 Al-Jazeera’s code of ethics (2010) does not itself mention objec-
tivity. Although the ‘About us’ web pages for the International 
English news service declared: ‘Al-Jazeera English will balance the 
information fl ow from South to North, providing accurate, impar-
tial and objective news for a global audience from a grass roots 
level, giving voice to different perspectives from under-reported 
regions around the world’ (Al-Jazeera Press Offi ce 2007), the code 
of ethics itself affi rms values of ‘honesty, courage, fairness, balance, 
independence, credibility and diversity, giving no priority to com-
mercial or political over professional consideration’, and commits 
to accuracy as well as a distinction between ‘news material, opinion 
and analysis to avoid the snares of speculation and propaganda’. 
These are familiar terms linked closely to the objectivity norm.
 Although not often declared, debates over objectivity often 
take on a strong national character, following the contours of the 
local political system, as well as a tightly controlled media land-
scape (especially in broadcasting) that limits new entrants. The 
Al-Jazeera example illustrates how, as the mediasphere becomes 
regional and global rather than national, and technology allows 
new participants to broadcast, the operation of objectivity as a 
transnational journalistic norm can lead to controversy. This can 
provoke a range of different reactions depending on the tradi-
tional media perspectives involved. It also serves as a case study 
of contextual objectivity, an attempt to deal with some of the key 
 dilemmas of current professional news broadcasting.
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News blogs and citizen journalism

The emergence of relatively low cost, ‘open’ publishing platforms 
on which to discuss current affairs, offer specialist or expert com-
mentary, and indeed publish news and disclose leaks, has led to 
the rise of blogging and citizen journalism, which has further 
complicated the worlds of 24/7 news and online journalism. The 
nature of the technologies involved mean that often material on 
these platforms are multimedia in nature (combining video, audio 
and text), and frequently collaborative, ranging from the provision 
to make comments through to the capacity to edit and revise mate-
rial written by others. While sometimes the content is hyper-local 
in focus, due to the fact that the citizen reporter is on the ground, 
the reach of these platforms is often global. These practices and 
technologies are transforming the way we create and receive the 
media, and our very understanding of the media.
 Axel Bruns suggests that a key reason for the ‘overall disillu-
sionment with present day commercial journalism’ is a sense that 
‘journalists do not accurately and objectively cover news events, 
and instead are governed by other agendas’ (2005: 15). Indeed, 
in current affairs oriented blogging and citizen journalism circles, 
objectivity is not always actively promoted as an articulated norm, 
and indeed subjectivity and opinion is celebrated (Allan 2006: 85). 
John Pavlik sees objectivity as a ‘romantic but unachievable goal’ 
(2001: 24), noting that a ‘single perspective’ provides a limited 
view of the reality of events. Objectivity is an ‘ideology’ and a 
‘cloak’. On-line journalism, by contrast, allows readers to ‘trian-
gulate on the truth in a way that traditional journalism cannot, 
because of its objectivity ideology’ (2001: 93). For Bernhard 
Debatin, truth in blogging arises as the result ‘of a discursive 
process, an interaction of ideas that circulate and compete in the 
blogosphere’ (2011: 838). ‘While objectivity can be called a basic 
norm of professional journalism, journalistic blogging instead 
seems to follow a combination of three main norms, mainly 
 transparency, accuracy and advocacy’ (2011: 838)
 The South Korean collaborative citizen journalism website, 
OhmyNews (launched in February 2000), which boasted upwards 
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of 40,000 contributors in 2005 (Min 2005: 17), proudly shuns an 
overt commitment to objectivity in favour of affi rming the idea – 
one with a long history in the radical presses of England and the 
US – that every citizen can be a reporter. An affront to the tradi-
tionally conservative South Korean press, this site has been char-
acterized as ‘editor-assisted open news’ (Bruns 2005: 129). It has 
in place an extensive screening and copy-editing process to ensure 
factual accuracy that begins with persuading ‘frontline copyedi-
tors’, usually professional journalists, that the material is news-
worthy (Min 2005: 18). Citizen journalists are given ‘Journalism 
101’ classes, which increases the possibility of the reproduction of 
established journalistic norms.
 With a critical eye cast on mainstream news outlets, social 
media producers and commentators were already attuned to the 
abuses of objectivity by commercial agendas (Bruns 2005: 215). 
Building on a sensibility informed by debates around commu-
nity media, underground and activist media, libertarian Internet 
discourses, as well as advocacy journalism, their critique of tra-
ditional media goes further, typifi ed by a shift from a traditional 
model of ‘gatekeeping’ (Janowitz 1975) to ‘gatewatching’ (Bruns 
2005). The term ‘gatewatching’ applies mainly to a section of the 
blogging community that watches the mainstream media (Rettberg 
2008: 86). It suggests that digital media provides unprecedented 
means to monitor the performance of the media in the world. As 
Bruns puts it, news audiences ‘have begun to reclaim their place 
in the news cycle’ (2005: 9). But as he also observes, ‘the fi rst and 
most signifi cant casualty of such broad collaborative and open 
approaches to the production of news, then, is the idea of journal-
istic objectivity’ (2005: 308). The concept serves as a ‘pretence’ for 
quality journalism at a time when social media is opening up new 
possibilities for collaborative news creation (2005: 310).
 News blogging and citizen media have prompted intense refl ec-
tion on the pitfalls and possibilities of publishing and the key 
actors involved, and arguably shifted our understanding of the 
political economy of news. Objectivity is associated with a 
unitary, monolithic alignment of news values with a single (usually 
corporate) news source. From this perspective Trish Bolton cel-
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ebrates a ‘dramatic shift in news production and dissemination’ 
which ‘rejects notions of truth, objectivity, credibility and distance 
from its audience’ using platforms ‘that foster dialogue rather than 
monologue . . . [allowing] unmediated narratives that emerge from 
the lived existence of its audience’ (2006). What was formerly seen 
as a problem for objectivity, namely the presence of values and 
‘subjectivising’ (Dennis & Merrill 1984: 106) becomes a positive 
rather than a negative, a marker of authenticity. This has opened 
up a complex fi eld of collaboration and dialogue, but also con-
tested interpretations. In some respects, the space of blogging and 
collaborative news sites has fulfi lled Herbert Gans’ prescient view 
that the news media will be ‘multiperspectival’ both in its values, 
and the way it services audiences (1979: 314–15).
 One of the diffi culties of addressing the guiding question of this 
chapter, ‘Is objectivity changing in an era of 24/7 news and on-line 
journalism?’ is the sheer range of practices involved, and also the 
rapidly changing technological situation which regularly invokes a 
world without reporters, with news composed in a perfectly objec-
tive fashion through algorithms (Allan 2006: 176–7). Because 
the ground is always shifting, as it were, I want to propose three 
theses, each thesis requiring further research and contestation.
 The fi rst thesis is that on-line and citizen journalism may not 
in itself represent a challenge to objectivity, that new techniques 
of reporting and platforms for publishing can (and are being) 
incorporated into established news models, which are themselves 
adapting to a 24-hour news cycle. Thus, mobile phone vision or 
amateur video of a weather event, or a disaster, may fi nd itself in 
traditional media, and subject (ideally) to all the standard checks 
and balances. Allan notes an early tendency in mainstream media 
to treat on-line sites as ‘inherently untrustworthy – and lacking in 
the objectivity, professionalism, and independence members of the 
public expected’ (2010: 221), but it rapidly became apparent that 
readers were turning to the Internet for breaking news, prompting 
a re-think. Jill Walker Rettberg points to a symbiosis here between 
blogs empowering ‘ordinary citizens’ and also serving the pur-
poses of the mainstream media (2008: 108). This is not to suggest 
this is a zone without issues, and media organizations are faced 
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with new decisions around working with citizen journalists and 
online communities, using amateur footage, managing consumer 
expectations, and using content from platforms such as Facebook. 
Of course, a different but no less serious set of reputational issues 
arise from staff reporters using social media such as Twitter, 
which demands a style of writing and opinion very different from 
that encountered in most news articles. In addition, there are 
wider issues to do with relations between blogging and journalism, 
and how to defi ne journalism itself.
 A second thesis is that these media are providing new channels 
for ‘monitory democracy’, whereby ‘many hundreds and thou-
sands of monitory institutions are now in the business of publicly 
scrutinising power . . . to the point where monitory democracy 
and computerised media networks function as fused systems’ 
(Keane 2011).
 What has become known as ‘Rathergate’ or ‘memogate’, arising 
from a 2004 60 Minutes Wednesday programme on President 
George W. Bush’s National Guard service, can be seen as a concrete 
example of monitoring on a micro level. The programme relied on 
four memos to justify its position. Discussants on a web-based dis-
cussion forum, Free Republic, questioned the authority of the doc-
uments released by CBS. Citizen journalists, drawing on specialist 
knowledge of 1970s typewriters, cast doubt on the authenticity 
of the documents, exposing serious defi ciencies in fact checking, 
and pointing to a biased agenda against Bush. This gave solace to 
conservatives looking for bias in the (liberal) media, but also dem-
onstrated the active role bloggers could play in gatewatching.
 However, monitory democracy also suggests more macro-level 
developments whereby new and established actors utilize new 
media to amplify their democratizing efforts across previously 
unimagined cross-border communities and global publics. The 
discourse around communicative democracy is shifting from con-
cepts of ‘representation’ to ‘direct’ democracy (Hartley 2000). 
For journalists and editors who once saw themselves as unelected 
representatives, this is a new world; one which they are responding 
to with concepts of transparency and accountability (Rusbridger 
2007).
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 For Stephen D. Reese, the possibility of reinventing the objectiv-
ity norm through a re-alignment of a ‘vertical’ perspective, aligned 
with the nation-state and a ‘horizontal’ global outlook is upon us 
(2008: 243). Reese imagines what he terms ‘aggregate’ objectivity 
aligned with a cross-national global public:

Old criticism of news ‘bias’ will be superseded by new issues brought 
about by the growth of global news, where a distributed access to 
events from multiple cross-referencing sources provides a new form 
of aggregate ‘objectivity.’ In the pooled results of this system, slanted 
or false reports are now more rapidly challenged or augmented – not 
only by other news organizations but also by thousands of readers and 
viewers who circulate, compare, and challenge reports via newsgroups 
and other on-line communities. (2008: 242–3)

For Reese, the ‘compressed global cultural arena’ and a ‘levelling’ 
of news practices and routines across different national contexts, 
‘brings new importance to traditional journalism concepts such as 
objectivity’ (2008: 245).
 A third thesis in relation to the admittedly very broad area of 
blogging and citizen media is that it is challenging and changing 
the very informational foundation of objectivity as a method for 
knowing and presenting reality. This shift has been met enthu-
siastically in some quarters: ‘Something interesting and hopeful 
is  happening as mainstream journalists fi nd themselves suddenly 
outside of newsrooms’ (McGill 2008). Doug McGill sees it as an 
opportunity to reinvent the journalist–citizen relationship, and 
for citizens to start teaching journalists about ethics. ‘For nearly 
a century, thanks to the ideal of “objectivity,” journalists have 
steadfastly refused to talk about ethics – these real ethics – in 
newsrooms’ (2008). The promise of dialogue and interaction 
excites many scholars and commentators, and properly so.
 However, given the extent to which objectivity in journalism 
is embedded in a particular vision of the information landscape 
dominated by propaganda and public relations, and also the 
extent of changes to the information landscape, a close analysis 
of this communication situation is called for. As Stuart Allan 
and Donald Matheson observe, ‘The tacit, largely unspoken 
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 epistemological basis of newswork is being thrown into sharp 
relief’ (2004: 82). It pays to explore, for example, ‘how converging 
processes of integration, interactivity, hypermedia, and narrativity 
will re-infl ect more traditional journalistic conceptions of truth, 
fact and objectivity’ (2004: 82).
 Drawing on Gaye Tuchman’s terminology, I want to suggest 
the ‘news net’ is being radically reconfi gured (see the discussion 
of Tuchman’s concept in chapter 3). This, however, does not give 
us some ‘news net 2.0’. While Tuchman’s method of analysis and 
lines of questioning remain crucial, the very paradigm under-
pinning the news net is being re-worked in different ways. This is 
evident in changes in news procedure, the way facts are treated, 
new intra-organizational relationships, new forms and methods of 
criticism of performance, and shifting expectations around objec-
tive journalism. The assumption that ‘if every reporter gathers and 
structures “facts” in a detached, unbiased, impersonal manner, 
deadlines will be met and libel suits avoided’ may still hold in 
some quarters (Tuchman 1972: 664). However, the relevance of 
this formulation is being severely tested by the open, collaborative, 
distributed and personalized aspects of news platforms where facts 
are challenged and commented upon repeatedly. Objectivity is not 
the get out of jail card it once was.
 In the classic view, objectivity as an epistemology forms an 
important part of the news net. New media forms are, however, 
changing our very conception of ‘the real’. Viewed through an 
empirical and positivist lens, reality is deemed independent to the 
observer, and knowable. Objectivity is the method through which 
this reality is simply described and presented in its value-free 
form. Melissa Wall describes this as a ‘modernist’ conception of 
the news: ‘a sense that reality could be observed and documented 
from an objective viewpoint, an emphasis on constant change and 
timeliness, and a belief in being able to represent reality accurately’ 
(2005: 154).
 Wall argues that ‘some forms of on-line news such as blogs have 
moved away from traditional journalism’s modernist approach to 
embody a form of post-modern journalism’. What she means is 
that ‘reality is not fi xed nor knowable outside of the self. Instead, 
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we create reality through language and interactions or perform-
ances’ (2005: 158). This also transforms ideas about truth-
seeking in journalism. Truth is not denied, but approached with 
a different ‘will to facticity’ to use Allan’s phrase (1995), often 
linked to involvement and participation rather than distance and 
detachment. As Geert Lovink notes, ‘There is a quest for truth 
in Blogging, but it is truth with a question mark. Truth here has 
become an amateur project, not an absolute value, sanctioned by 
higher authorities’ (Lovink 2007: 13).
 In Wall’s study of war-time blogs, narrative style (point of 
view, detachment), relationship to audience (as participants and 
contributors), and the presence or absence of story formulas (such 
as the inverted pyramid), are all areas in which postmodernist 
tendencies are in evidence (2005: 162). While it can be argued 
that these postmodern features could also be present in other, so-
called ‘traditional’ forms of media, I would contend that there is 
something unique happening in the on-line environment where the 
very conditions of representation underpinning objectivity have 
changed. We are in a post-positivistic space where the medium is 
the message, where the real is constituted from, and within, links 
and discursive fragments. Here, mirroring and refl ection from a 
single point of view has given way to a process and performance 
of mediation and re-mediation (Bolter & Grusin 1999). With this 
change to our sense of the real, and also our capacity to know the 
real, objectivity then is being reworked through databases and 
digital media as one ‘information technology’ among many.
 If, in a version of the invisible frame idea, objective journalism 
can idealistically be conceived as a channel that simply carries 
reality to the audience without transforming the material being 
transported – a classic ‘transmission’ view of communication in 
Carey’s terms (1989: 14–15) – then perhaps we are in a situation 
where we are now in the belly of the whale looking at the channel 
from the inside. Bloggers (especially in war time) can give us a 
fi rst-hand and real-time view of an unfolding event, one that is 
usually only partially known or known within a particular per-
spective, and out of the reach of standard broadcast journalists 
(an example being the use of camera phone images on the front 
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page of newspapers during the 2005 London Tube bombings; see 
Allan 2007). Rettberg discusses the work of Salam Pax in these 
terms (2008: 95; Pax 2003). Mainstream news outlets are laying 
bare their raw material, interviews and research documents, news 
lists, in unprecedented moves towards transparency of editorial 
judgement.
 An important area in which the informational foundation of 
objectivity as a method for knowing and presenting reality is 
changing is detachment. As Rettberg notes, ‘A journalist is pre-
sumed to be outside of the action, and to observe impartially and 
objectively’ (2008: 99). Bloggers by contrast are very often par-
ticipants in what they blog about. Commenting on the blogging 
of Salam Pax, Lieutenant Smash, and ntcoolfool, Rettberg argues, 
‘As participants, they made no attempt to be objective. The tradi-
tional journalistic creeds of credibility and fact-checking were of 
no relevance to them. Their strength was instead their  authenticity 
– but it is a different kind of authenticity from the promise that 
“this is true”, given by the mainstream media. This authenticity is 
evidenced by the immediacy of the bloggers’ (2008: 101).
 Consistent with the idea that we are looking at the communica-
tion channel from the inside, on collaborative news sites edito-
rial processes are now frequently laid bare, externalized, open, 
and then automated. This can involve devolving editorial power 
to either a selective group of moderators or to users themselves, 
as well as drawing on ratings systems and recommendations to 
feed comments back into the (now distributed) editorial fi ltering 
system. Distributed news models place a premium on  comments, 
but also a strain on moderation practices. Thus, to cite one 
example, Slashdot ‘will only display those comments in a discus-
sion which are ranked above a certain threshold value’ (Bruns 
2005: 42). Good users accumulate ‘karma’ and gain a louder 
‘voice’, bad posters are slowly muted. Users with high karma are 
offered the opportunity to moderate.
 John Hartley has used the term ‘redactional’ society to describe 
a current period of expansion in journalism which is ‘rethought in 
terms of editing not writing’ (2000: 43–6). Concurrent with this, 
however, is a re-location of editorial processes onto new collabo-
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rative, open and transparent platforms. The ramifi cations of this 
shift are enormous, not simply on the input, output and response 
stages of traditional news production (see Bruns 2005: 12), but 
more specifi cally on the very machinery underpinning objectivity 
as a strategic ritual.
 Tuchman’s concept of strategic ritual relies implicitly on a dis-
crete newsroom model, built around company staff and formal 
news services and agencies for input. Objectivity works within a 
set of routine editorial practices. This habitus worked to ensure 
authority and control in the newsroom, but also to leave a space 
for independence and autonomy. This autonomy is justifi ed 
through objectivity, in a bargain that ‘allows journalists to reach 
conclusions and to state opinions’ (Gans 1979: 183). As Stephen 
D. Reese notes, newsgathering is validated through consensus 
(1990: 393). Furthermore, as Leon V. Sigal notes, the forming of 
consensus takes place within routines. ‘So long as the newsmen 
follow the same routines, espousing the same professional values 
and using each other as their standards of comparison, newsmak-
ing will tend to be insular and self-reinforcing’ (1973: 180–1). This 
insularity, and the environment of routine and consensus support-
ing it, is crucial to the ‘ritual’ aspect of the strategic ritual. This 
dimension of objectivity is now in transformation.
 The consequences of the decline of this ‘paradigm’ are wide-
ranging. How a norm is proposed and maintained in this environ-
ment is still being worked out. An illustration here is Wikinews, 
which rejects the idea of ‘a single unbiased, “objective” point of 
view’ (Thorsen 2008: 939). The site promotes a neutral point of 
view policy (NPOV). ‘NPOV is absolute and non-negotiable’, 
according to the policy website.

The neutral point of view policy states that one should write articles 
without bias, representing all views fairly.
Neutral point of view means that an article should fairly represent all 
sides in a news story, and not make an article state, imply, or insinuate 
that any one side is correct. (Of course, there are limits to which points 
of view are worth mentioning, and this can be an area of confl ict.) 
(Wikinews 2010)
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Interestingly, this policy does not detail the limits to which points 
of view are to be represented. In the advice for dealing with biased 
contributors, or egregious cases, the policy calls for drawing 
 attention to the problem publically.
 Wikinews is noteworthy for two further reasons: fi rstly, for its 
translation of the objectivity norm into a NPOV policy. As Einar 
Thorsen notes, ‘The contributors strive to retain familiar notions 
of “truth” and “accuracy” associated with traditional journalistic 
objectivity – rationalized through their own conceptualization 
of neutrality’ (2008: 936). The site has actively promoted the 
inverted pyramid form, and currently encourages all opinions to 
be attributed to someone. The policy document acknowledges 
this amounts to an illusion of sorts: ‘We realize that this does not 
ACTUALLY convert that opinion TO a fact, it just says it is a 
FACT that: “this person holds that opinion” ’. This translation has 
drawn criticism:

Wikinews could be said to suffer from something of an inferior-
ity complex which seems to lead to a dogged pursuit of traditional 
journalistic ideals of objectivity and neutrality even though these 
ideals themselves may stem from an outdated worldview . . . A truly 
multiperspectival approach to news, by contrast, acknowledges that 
virtually all ‘facts’ are subject to interpretation, and unlike Wikinews’ 
attempt to synthesise them, simply presents these interpretations and 
offers a space for a dialogic engagement between them. (Bruns 2006)

 The NPOV enacts a complex balancing act between a concept 
of neutrality justifi ed on public benefi t grounds, while trusting 
readers’ competence to form their own opinions themselves. 
It balances its Anglo-American ideology with the demands of 
ideologues whose views aren’t neutral. The original statement of 
NPOV reads: ‘The neutral point of view attempts to present ideas 
and facts in such a fashion that both supporters and opponents 
can agree’. As such, it ties neutrality to agreement and consen-
sus. As Thorsen notes, neutrality has its limits and the attempt 
to resolve disputes through consensus and common sense do not 
remove bias per se (2008: 940).
 Secondly, Wikinews is noteworthy for its attempt to 
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 operationalize this policy/norm within a collaborative citizen 
news production model. This is important, especially in a post-
objectivity environment, because norms will still need to be 
operationalized. Just as consensus was crucial to the operation 
of objectivity in Tuchman’s newsroom, it becomes a key issue 
on the propagation of any new norm. Distributed news models 
represent a particular challenge for communicating norms, where 
often they are proposed and policed in an editable on-line environ-
ment where the full identity of participants may not be known. In 
this context, it is important to note that the neutral point of view 
policy is what Thorsen calls a ‘fi xed principle’, a non-negotiable 
policy of the Wikimedia foundation. In this sense, it operates at a 
level of code of practice. It seeks to install this policy as a norm, 
but under conditions very different from that of the traditional 
newsroom. While the bargain underpinning the traditional objec-
tivity norm was closely tied to the autonomy and independence 
of the reporter, the NPOV edict is tied to the independence of 
the consumer: ‘Namely, when it is clear to readers that we do not 
expect them to adopt any particular opinion, this leaves them free 
to make up their minds for themselves, and thus to encourage 
in them intellectual independence’. While setting out guidelines 
for publication, the policy falls short of protecting the independ-
ence and autonomy of the reporter, proposing instead a norm of 
publication.

Conclusion

Objectivity is changing in the era of 24/7 news and on-line jour-
nalism in numerous ways, leading to restatements of the concept 
(in the case of the BBC), disputes around the concept (in the 
case of Fox News and MSNBC), and new articulations of the 
concept (in the case of Al-Jazeera). Meanwhile, news blogs and 
citizen journalism are prompting a re-evaluation of objectivity as 
a method for handling information, and as a theory of truth, in a 
shifting environment of usage and consumption. These develop-
ments are revealing tensions around our historical conceptions 
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of objectivity and result in changing paradigms and patterns of 
media practice. These developments raise important questions of 
media power and media ethics; questions which go to basic issues 
to do with how judgement is exercised, but also how judgement is 
seen to be exercised; and furthermore, how accessible the relevant 
information is for users to form their own judgements. This is 
leading to a new set of demands around transparency, participa-
tion and involvement that are beginning to be incorporated into 
user expectations around media performance, and indeed new 
attitudes around information and core values such as truth and 
trust (see Fray 2011). It will be exciting to see how the attempt to 
‘take journalism out of the alienated objectivity associated with 
monetised, centralised and bureaucratised’ news organizations 
develops (Calcutt & Hammond 2011: 128–9).
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Is objectivity a universal 
journalistic norm?

While journalistic objectivity has its roots in Western enlighten-
ment traditions of liberal philosophy and scientifi c investigation, 
it has been seen as a specifi cally American creation (Donsbach & 
Klett 1993: 54), and at a stretch ‘fostered only by Americans and 
Britons, together with certain others like the Swedes, Dutch and 
Swiss’ (White & Leigh 1946: 85). Moves away from objectiv-
ity towards a ‘more politically active and aggressive’ reporting 
are constructed in the US as ‘European’ (Donsbach 1995: 20; 
Weaver 1975 [1974]: 106). Conversely, moves towards objectiv-
ity in European contexts have been described as Americanization 
(Chalaby 1996: 309). Objectivity, for some, is treated as almost 
synonymous with an ‘American model’ of journalism, tied in 
with the use of a lead, the fi ve w’s plus h, the inverted pyramid, a 
neutral style (Sánchez-Aranda & Barrera 2003: 497–8).
 This leads to the question posed by this chapter, is objectivity 
a universal journalistic norm? It is a question with a particular 
analytic focus, to do with how norms operate in a culture and 
across cultures, and whether they are projected as ‘universal’, and 
how. Western news agencies have been seen as allied with western 
imperial interests and universalized ‘western values’ (Righter 
1978: 13). At the same time, as we shall see, critics sometimes 
appeal to universal values as a way to achieve goals of greater 
development or to reach out across cultural boundaries. The 
question of ‘universality’ relates not just to the presence of the 
objectivity norm in different journalistic cultures, but its degree 
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of articulation (whether it defi nes a model, or standard, or a more 
informal construct) and wider discursive context.
 The question guiding this chapter also has an important empiri-
cal dimension. A full study in this area would grapple with how 
media and political structures interact with social systems, across 
different ‘media system models’ (Hallin & Mancini 2004: 11). For 
our purposes, the initial evidence is intriguing. Studies have found 
that 99 per cent of Spanish journalists view objectivity as impor-
tant but prefer a version of objectivity that goes beyond presenting 
facts (Canel & Piqué 1998: 316). This fi ts with Daniel C. Hallin 
and Paolo Mancini’s argument that in Southern Europe journalists 
express allegiance to objectivity as a global ideal but practise it in 
a way at odds with US and British concepts of neutrality (2004: 
261). In Finland, by contrast, there is a shift from polemical forms 
of writing towards ‘Anglo-Saxon’ practices (Hallin & Mancini 
2004: 252).
 Taking the focus away from the US, UK and Europe, it is 
signifi cant to note that objectivity is a key professional norm 
for Pacifi c Island journalists (Layton 1998: 134). In South 
America, objectivity has been adapted and contested in Brazil 
(de Albuquerque 2005: 487), perhaps in light of the fact that 
‘dispassion and neutrality was contrary to the political turbu-
lence of the region’ (Waisbord 2000: 45). In post-World War II 
Japan, journalists have invoked objectivity in political reporting 
to mitigate the infl uence of press clubs with pre-arranged access 
to sources, and close relations to politicians, and political party 
papers (Sugiyama 2000: 196–7, 201) but, at the same time, 
objective reporting can discourage reporters from taking a criti-
cal view of political discourse (Hayashi 2011: 534–5). Scholars 
have begun to explore the objectivity in the People’s Republic of 
China (Li 1994; Zhao 2012: 165). Section 5 of the 1994 ‘Norms 
of Professional Ethics of Chinese Journalists’ is called ‘Upholding 
the Principle of Objectivity and Fairness’. It states: ‘Journalists 
should uphold dialectical and historical materialistic viewpoints, 
proceed from the people’s fundamental interests, refl ect things 
as they are and ensure objectivity and fairness’ (Xinhua News 
Agency 1994).
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 Finally, the question guiding this chapter has a post-colonial 
aspect, focusing on the normative and prescriptive nature of objec-
tivity. In his discussion of the transfer of the ideology of media 
professionalism to the third world, Peter Golding notes a tension 
between localized understandings of ‘development news’ and the 
Western professional ideal of objectivity, which assumes an insti-
tutional separation of broadcasting and the state which does not 
exist in every country. The situation in the third world does not 
always suit the assumption that ‘objective and unbiased reporting 
of events is possible and desirable’ (1977: 300). In Nigeria, for 
example, ‘a natural inclination to see journalism as socially purpo-
sive is given a guilt complex by training in the creed and practice 
of objective reporting as preached and conducted in European 
and American media’ (1997: 303). Questioning the prescriptive 
nature of norms is tied to a wider project of de-westernizing media 
studies, which raises questions about the status of objectivity in a 
post-colonial world (see Curran & Park 2000). There is a strong 
trend towards comparative research in journalism to serve as an 
antidote to solely western perspectives (Hallin & Mancini 2012).
 While this empirical and post-colonial aspect is important, my 
primary goal in this chapter is to consider carefully the analytical 
issue of the cultural limits of the norm and the fact that objectivity 
does not defi ne every media system or journalistic culture. Taking 
up what Schudson calls ‘the comparative question’ (2001: 166), 
my aim in this chapter is not to map every articulation of jour-
nalistic objectivity across the globe. Nevertheless, some degree of 
mapping must inform any discussion of a trans-national norm, 
and as part of this task I address an important supplementary 
question to do with the extent to which objectivity has been 
adopted outside of the US.

Objectivity as a norm

Michael Schudson’s essay ‘The Objectivity Norm in American 
Journalism’ (2001) extends his work on the ideal of objectiv-
ity in Discovering the News (1978). Schudson works within an 
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 understanding of norms as ‘moral prescriptions for social behav-
ior’ (2001: 151). They can refer to existing patterns of behav-
iours but Schudson wants to focus on more than what is simply 
‘normal’. He is seeking to capture ‘morally potent prescriptions 
about what should be prevalent behavior’, as he suggests that 
many habits have no moral prescription at all.
 Focusing specifi cally on this issue of the prescriptiveness of 
norms, norms can be distinguished according to different dimen-
sions. Who they apply to is an obvious dimension (everyone, a 
class of people, a profession, children?). Their degree of formaliza-
tion or codifi cation (in rules or laws) is another. Some norms blur 
into laws, others co-exist with laws. What we can call the ‘domain’ 
of the norm, the area it applies to (economic, technological, scien-
tifi c) is another dimension. Indeed, this is an important issue for 
objectivity in journalism since it can be viewed in relation to the 
domain of reporting facts, the managerial world of the publisher, 
the democratic world of the reader – or indeed, a combination of 
the above. As Schudson notes, ‘analytical fairness had no secure 
place until journalists as an occupational group developed loyal-
ties more to their audiences and to themselves as an occupational 
community than to their publishers or their favoured political 
parties’ (2001: 161).
 Schudson’s focus on prescriptiveness underpins his core ques-
tion in the essay ‘What causes the norm to be articulated’ (2001: 
150). This is a question that underpins his focus on the actual 
use of the term ‘objectivity’ in the 1920s onwards in Discovering 
the News (1978), which is quite distinct from a more general 
discussion of fact-mindedness. Schudson teases out four condi-
tions that encourage the articulation, ‘rhetorical formalization’ or 
 codifi cation of norms (2001: 152).

1. Ritual solidarity, with events providing ‘occasions for speech 
in which speakers are often called upon to state explicitly, and 
as moral rules, the ways of the group’ (2001: 152).

2. Inter-cultural contact and confl ict between groups can 
‘provoke the articulation of norms inside the group’.

3. Socialization or induction in large institutions (such as schools 
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or companies) where informal inter-personal contact would be 
inadequate.

4. The control of subordinates in a complex organization.

The last two conditions are particularly relevant to the complex 
work environments of journalism from the nineteenth century 
onwards (2001: 162).
 Norms can operate as effective standards for ethical behaviour, 
laying down conditions of virtue and also shame. In this respect, 
Schudson’s norm thesis does not confl ict with his earlier work on 
the ideal of objectivity, rather the 1920s mark a period when ‘the 
objectivity norm became a fully formulated occupational ideal, 
part of a professional project or mission . . ., objectivity was fi nally 
a moral code’ (2001: 163).
 Here, a question arises to do with articulation. Namely, does 
the fact that the term ‘objectivity’ is today infrequently used 
impact on the power of the norm, or mean that its power is on the 
wane? Answering this question requires us to be clear about how 
norms work and become meaningful. We can approach this issue 
from (at least) two directions.
 The fi rst direction is that we can follow Dan Schiller and suggest 
that ‘mention’ of the norm has a more complex relationship to 
codifi cation and institutionalization than one might assume. 
Schiller, in a remarkable observation, states, ‘Objectivity, which 
comprised the very basis of the journalistic profession, simulta-
neously obstructed its own further independent development’ 
(1979: 53). In other words, there may be something implicit in 
the norm of objectivity that retarded or ‘impeded’ its articulation: 
‘for explicit codifi cation was problematic so long as news people 
claimed merely to mirror an ever-changing world in their news 
reporting practices’ (1979: 52). Schiller’s insight explains why it 
is sometimes diffi cult to read norms off statements made by jour-
nalists, who are reluctant to talk about norms on the one hand, 
or may repeat or parrot norms – in the form of mantras about 
the fourth estate, for example – as part of same strategic ritual of 
defusing (the possibility of) criticism that underpins Tuchman’s 
discussion of objectivity (1972). Schiller suggests, provocatively, 



Is objectivity a universal journalistic norm?

206

that rather than being the product of professionalization, the 
objectivity norm constitutes a barrier to professionalism and artic-
ulation of the norm (1979: 53). In Schudson’s terms, this could 
point to the effectiveness of the norm at maintaining ritual solidar-
ity and group identity against forces of control in the newsroom.
 The second direction we can follow in regard to the issue of the 
relationship between use or mention and effect of the norm is to 
say that, even though objectivity may no longer be fully institution-
alized and codifi ed in codes of ethics and practice, the on-going, 
broader, professional and academic debate around the concept 
can fulfi l the essential task of re-evaluating the norm. Schudson 
suggests at least four ways of identifying the presence of objectiv-
ity, such as: professional discussion of the term; observations of 
occupational routines; content analyses that measure impersonal-
ity and non-partisanship in news stories; and resistance when the 
norm is challenged (2001: 149–50). Debate and discussion falls 
under the fi rst and fourth categories. Admittedly, this argument 
opens up a potential point of tension with other scholars who may 
have a different view of the norm (for an example, see Chalaby 
1998: 130). On the one hand, this may constitute healthy debate 
around the norm; on the other, it represents a further  development 
of it.

Trans-nationalism, norms and social conditions

How, then, does one tackle the problem of studying the objectiv-
ity norm across cultures? Objectivity can be compared, surveyed 
and tracked across nations and cultures in different ways. But the 
devil is in the detail, and how this is done is signifi cant. As Katrin 
Voltmer notes, terms such as ‘objectivity’ do not have a fi xed 
meaning and are remarkably ‘elastic’ (2012: 233). While my goal 
in this chapter is not to create a comprehensive map of objectivity 
in journalism across the globe, it is interesting to consider different 
attempts to look at objectivity from an international perspective, 
not just to focus on norms in terms of difference, but in terms of 
their normative or universal value.
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 Of note here is the work of Thomas Hanitzsch, which tries to 
clarify what we mean when we use terms such as ‘journalistic’ or 
‘professional cultures’. Indeed, Hanitzsch deconstructs the very 
idea of a ‘journalistic culture’ (2007). Hanitzsch’s work is a useful 
response to imperial forms of media study which seek to provide 
a transcendental view of culture because of the way it suggests 
that professional ideologies take up different positions in different 
societies.
 In Hanitzsch’s theory, objectivity is a sub-component of a 
three-part framework that teases out the institutional roles, epis-
temologies and ethical ideologies of each culture. Objectivity 
stands as a sub-section of epistemology. Hanitzsch clarifi es that 
objectivism here relates to the ‘question of how truth can be 
attained’, a ‘philosophical or absolute sense of objectivity rather 
than with a procedural sense of objectivity as method’ (2007: 
376). However, he also notes that objectivism and subjectivism 
can be seen in a circuit, with objectivity arising from, or out of 
competition between ‘a potentially infi nite number of subjective 
accounts’ (2007: 376). Noting that ‘Truth, and its pursuit’ cannot 
always be ‘separated from context and human subjectivity’, this 
trend toward separation may indeed ‘explain the reluctance of 
many Asian journalists to implement any Western-style objective 
 journalism’ (2007: 376).
 Any defi nition of objectivity itself risks a kind of philosophi-
cal bias. Perhaps in response to this, a different approach has 
developed in some surveys, which is to suggest to respondents a 
range of statements about good reporting, and then ask which is 
closest to their idea of objectivity. This is the approach of differ-
ent researchers working under a 1990s ‘Media and Democracy’ 
project. For example, Wolfgang Donsbach and Bettina Klett 
(looking at Germany, Italy, the UK and the US) ask respondents 
to fi rst indicate their criteria for ‘good news reporting’, then ask 
which of these criteria comes closest to their understanding of 
the term ‘objectivity’ (1993: 63). From such studies we gain a 
picture of a global profession with strongly shared norms, but 
also strong variations. These surveys asked journalists to associate 
objectivity with ideas such as no subjectivity, fair representation, 
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fair  scepticism, hard facts and value judgements. Julianne Schultz 
posed the same questions, with additional questions on the fourth 
estate, to Australian journalists (1998). Most US and Australian 
journalists surveyed saw ‘fair representation’ (expressing fairly 
the position of each side) as coming close to their understand-
ing of objectivity. German journalists valued ‘hard facts’ (going 
beyond contending statements to the facts). That said, a very high 
percentage (80 per cent or greater) of journalists across fi ve coun-
tries responded to a question about how important it was for a 
journalist to try to be as objective as possible, with 91 per cent of 
US respondents indicating it was ‘very important’, with Australian 
(88 per cent), UK (84 per cent), German (81 per cent) and Italian 
(81 per cent) journalists not far behind.
 Surveys such as these provide an indicator of variations in 
attitude and belief. However, from the perspective of norms, 
Schudson reminds us that an awareness of social conditions is 
crucial.

Journalists work in Germany or China or Cuba or Argentina with 
norms that differ from the objectivity norm. To understand the emer-
gence of a norm historically, it is necessary to understand not only the 
general social conditions that provide incentives for groups to adopt 
‘some’ norms but the specifi c cultural circumstances that lead them to 
adopt the specifi c norm they do. (2001: 165)

Schudson examines strategic conditions and organizational factors 
to do with control and socialization; but he also draws attention to 
the ‘cultural environment the group can draw on, the set of ideas, 
concepts, values that they have access to, fi nd attractive, and can 
convey convincingly to themselves and others’ (2001: 166).
 The specifi city of these social conditions raises questions about 
the character and development of objectivity in other countries. 
Any construction of what we might call a ‘model’ out of a norm 
involves making ideological decisions about the ‘essence’ of 
that norm. Beate Josephi calls this model norm a ‘representative 
specimen’ (2007: 302). Josephi questions whether the American 
model can be representative, but also links objectivity in with this 
questioning.
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The American model of objectivity is by far the best known profes-
sional model worldwide, yet it has too many fl aws to be used as an 
object of imitation. The ideal of objectivity, central to the model, 
has been incisively critiqued . . . and so has the possibility of value 
 neutrality . . . Across the Atlantic, the objectivity norm has not taken 
root and journalists preferred championing favoured values and ideas. 
(2007: 302)

The issue of where and why the objectivity norm takes root, 
and where it doesn’t, becomes a key question, complicating any 
concept of universalism that might be in play. Thus, for instance, 
Kai Hafez points to a number of explicit commitments by the 
Federation of Arab Journalists and Egyptian and Pakistan journal-
ists to the concept of objectivity (2002: 229). Meanwhile, Renate 
Köcher notes ‘it confl icts with the German journalists’ view of 
their role and is thus rejected by them’ (1986: 50).
 Building on Schudson’s insight that ‘all journalism is ethnocen-
tric’ (2001: 164), Josephi celebrates difference, but going against 
the grain she sees value in a ‘normative’ model of some kind to 
which professionals everywhere can aspire to. In other words, she 
remains committed to a ‘normatively infused journalistic profes-
sional model that is based on the ideal of freedom of expression 
and which upholds a journalism practised without fear or favour, 
reporting factually and independently’ (2007: 304). A focus on 
normative imperatives accounts for some robust universalizing 
statements about the global mediasphere on the part of some other 
critics. Commenting on the Russian media in the 1990s, Brian 
McNair notes that ‘journalistic objectivity has not yet emerged as 
the dominant professional ethic in Russia, which it will have to do 
if television is to contribute in the long run to the consolidation 
of liberal democratic norms in post-Soviet society’ (McNair 2000: 
91; see also Akhterov 2011: 698). Kai Hafez also goes against 
the grain of the new deconstruction of journalistic culture to 
focus on ‘universalization’: ‘Despite existing differences between 
Western and Middle Eastern/Islamic journalism ethics and in 
contrast to the overall neoconservative (Islamist) trends in societal 
norms, formal journalism ethics has been a sphere of growing 
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 universalization throughout the last decades’ (2002: 225). Thus, 
while universalization is a problematic in the way it can handle 
differences between cultures, some writers see value in a strategic 
use of the term.

To what extent has the objectivity norm been 
adopted outside of the US?

In the Introduction to this book I discussed some of the issues 
of approaching objectivity as a trans-national norm, and sug-
gested that while a comparative analysis of the development of 
objectivity in multiple countries might be desirable, we lack some 
groundwork for such a project and noted that there are concep-
tual problems with it, especially to do with how we study norms 
and their articulation. Analytically, this raises the issue of not just 
whether the norm exists in a particular context, but how it exists, 
with what ‘purchase’, strength or force. These involve questions 
to do with culture, relationship to government, organizational 
processes and discourse. Hallin and Mancini highlight the fraught 
nature of comparative research, which can be highly ethnocentric 
and invest too heavily in false generalizations (2004: 3). In terms 
of objectivity in journalism, the groundwork for this kind of 
analysis has arguably been more fully worked out in the US than 
anywhere else. Needless to say, it is a very large research area, 
and is beyond the scope of this book. While my primary goal in 
this chapter is to examine the analytical issues linked with looking 
at objectivity as a universal norm, it will be useful to explore the 
extent to which the objectivity norm has been adopted outside of 
the US. The answers will help inform our analytical perspective. In 
this section, I focus on some of the key regions that have arisen in 
objectivity research in English.

Objectivity and ‘European’ journalism

Schudson begins his essay on the objectivity norm with a declara-
tion that ‘ “objectivity” is the chief occupational value of American 
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journalism and the norm that historically and still today distin-
guishes US journalism from the dominant model of continental 
European journalism’ (2001: 149). The rest of his essay explores 
the basis of this claim. This establishes Europe as a key region for 
comparative research into the objectivity norm.
 Objectivity in European journalism has been the subject of wide-
ranging research, with a number of different countries or regions 
forming the focus: including Spain (Sánchez-Aranda & Barrera 
2003; Berganza-Conde et al. 2010), Scandinavia (Westerhåhl 
1983; Hemánus 1976), Switzerland (Berganza-Conde et al. 2010), 
and Britain (Smith 1978; Hampton 2008). A number of multi-
country studies also contribute here (Donsbach & Klett 1993; 
Donsbach 1995 looking at Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Sweden 
and the United States; and Köcher 1986; Esser 1998 looking at 
Germany and Britain).
 For Frank Esser, the regional focus of German newspapers, 
combined with a newsroom structure that refused a separa-
tion of reporting and editing, and a philosophical inclination 
towards idealism and abstraction, meant that objectivity could 
not develop as a reporter ethic (1998: 384). In their early 1990s 
study, Donsbach and Klett highlight how, in Germany, the 
expression of public opinion and Weltanschauung (or individual 
world-view) is privileged over objectivity. The commercial condi-
tions that supported the rise of objectivity in the US also did not 
exist in Germany because of state monopolies on advertisement: 
‘this source of revenues was barred from the newspaper business 
until the second half of the nineteenth century’. Furthermore, in 
Germany (as in Italy), literary writing and writers were infl uential 
on journalism (Donsbach 1995: 19). Donsbach notes that the 
party press emerged later and persisted longer in Germany. And 
also that, unlike US newsrooms, German newspapers did not 
always distinguish between reporting, editor and editorial writer 
or commentator as distinct jobs, and the roles overlapped (thus a 
reporter might write a commentary on the same issue) (also Esser 
1998). These are just some of the differences which can play a role 
in thinking about objectivity. ‘Generally, continental European 
journalists take reporting the news for granted and believe that 
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the  journalist’s primary job is to interpret and evaluate the news’ 
(Donsbach 1995: 23). Donsbach also suggests that in Germany (as 
in Italy) journalists are more likely to ‘champion particular values 
and ideas’ than US journalists.
 In his overview of Italian journalism Paolo Mancini suggests 
that, while neutrality and objectivity are central terms in the 
liberal professional model based on the separation of news and 
commentary, it has an ‘uncomfortable abode in Italy’ (Mancini 
2000: 272). Once one goes beyond a two-party parliamentary 
system (as in the case of Italy) impartiality and bias become com-
plicated: ‘objectivity is almost impossible’ (2000: 273). In his dis-
cussion of the Italian case, Mancini outlines how objectivity has a 
place in the dominant professional model, but is seen as inherently 
weak and biased at the same time. It is an ‘empty commonplace’ 
with an ambiguous role in public debates about Italian media.
 France is a signifi cant case to consider following Jean K. 
Chalaby’s work. He argues that not only is journalism a 
 nineteenth-century invention, but that it was an Anglo-American 
one. This argument challenges notions of journalistic invention 
celebrating the French revolution, for instance (see Hartley 1996). 
In a 1996 essay, Chalaby found the French press of the 1800s 
less informational and factually oriented than the British press. 
Resources were restricted, and Anglo-American papers focused 
more heavily on news and information in a number of different 
areas (parliament, court reporting, the provinces, foreign corre-
spondents). The occupation of journalist and reporter also gained 
legitimacy later in France, in the interwar period (1918–39). 
Chronicle, opinion, commentary, political partisanship, polemical 
debate and literary form (rather than the telegraphic style) were, 
according to Chalaby, more typical of French journalism.
 In his 1998 book, Chalaby argues that a discursive norm of 
objectivity did not operate in eighteenth-century France (1998: 9). 
This supplements his earlier argument that one of the key ‘fact-
centred discursive practices’ related to objectivity, the dissociation 
of facts and opinion, was not a key facet of French journalism 
around the turn of the twentieth century. This had an impact on 
the style of journalism. ‘The Anglo-American news report may 
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also be differentiated from the classic French journal article by the 
way it is written. News reports, notably because they place the 
most newsworthy fact fi rst, are constructed “around facts” and 
not around “ideas and chronologies”. In French newspapers, the 
organizing principle of many articles was the mediating subjectiv-
ity of the journalist’ (Chalaby 1996: 312). Despite this focus on 
the subjectivity of the journalist, interviewing and reporting in 
France were linked to a ‘modern conception of news’ and jour-
nalistic practice originating from the Anglo-American context. 
Chalaby suggests that from around 1896 Anglo-American models 
of news were introduced, fi rstly by American journalists in France. 
‘Since then, Anglo-American infl uence has been constant in the 
French journalistic fi eld’ (1996: 318).
 Despite this, it is fair to say that the ground upon which a 
norm of objectivity might take root was not fertile. Chalaby sug-
gests that it is due to the fact that the journalistic fi eld in France 
is more closely bound to the literary fi eld and its norms. In the 
Anglo-American world this link to literature was less strong (but 
not unknown) with the press seen as a ‘medium of information’. 
Literary capital and standing was thus more important in France: 
‘The journalistic practice most literary in character was the most 
prestigious’ (1996: 315). As Schudson argues, the ‘space that 
would be occupied by “objectivity” as a professional value in 
American journalism was already occupied in European journal-
ism’, mainly by a ‘self-understanding that journalists were high 
literary creators and cosmopolitan political thinkers’ (2001: 166).
 Other signifi cant differences in national context, such as regula-
tion of the press in France, which stifl ed the development of news 
delivery, are worth keeping in mind. As with the case in Italy, 
French politics was not a story of two parties in parliament. This 
lack of bipartisanship meant that a convenient defi nition of impar-
tiality and balance by providing equal time was not going to work. 
The nature of political struggle in France meant that partisanship 
was more varied and militant. Following the commercialization 
argument concerning the emergence of objectivity in journalism, 
Chalaby sees fi nancial independence gained through advertising as 
a crucial part of the ‘development of a journalism of information 
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based on the discursive norms of neutrality and objectivity’ (1996: 
320). But he also notes that advertising was not well developed in 
France in the late nineteenth century.

Objectivity and the British connection

Like Chalaby, Denis McQuail points to the English press as a 
template for modern journalism. McQuail details how The Times 
came to defi ne an idea of the press:

In the liberal political and commercial climate of the later nineteenth 
century, the main impulse toward objectivity was provided by the rise 
and consolidation of the elite or ‘bourgeois’ newspaper, on the model 
of The Times (London). This type of newspaper became character-
ized by legal freedom; independence from the state; competence and 
professionalism of its staff; a high degree of informativeness; and a 
self-chosen responsibility to society in general and, in particular to 
an educated business and professional middle class, whose interests 
it represented and advanced. The requirements of business, public 
administration, and a reformed and participant politics placed a 
premium on information which was not only extensive but also up-to-
date, continuous, accurate, and useful. (McQuail 1986: 3)

The Times ‘model’, for want of a better term, fuses commercial 
independence with public service ideals, as embodied in the idea 
of the fourth estate (Chalaby 1996: 320–1). In the early nine-
teenth century, much as in the US, British newspapers ‘were 
beginning to free themselves from fi nancial dependence on gov-
ernment’, largely through advertising (Conboy 2004: 113). It has 
much to offer as an exemplar in this sense, and Conboy declares 
The Times the ‘single most important contributor to the estab-
lishment of a discourse of the liberal function of journalism as 
a Fourth Estate’ (2004: 119). But, as Martin Conboy and James 
Curran note, this reading does not give due credit to the con-
tribution of the radical press in Britain (Conboy 2004: 88–108; 
Curran & Seaton 2003: 8–16), or give a full explanation of how 
The Times managed a ‘conversion to the cause of liberal reform’ 
(Conboy 2004: 115).
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 Issues exist with treating The Times as a model for North 
American journalism, and vice versa. Schudson argues that 
Chalaby treats the American and British cases as more similar 
than warranted. ‘The British case may be a kind of half-way house 
between American professionalism and continental traditions of 
party-governed journalism with high literary aspirations’ (2001: 
167). Hallin and Mancini are also wary of attempts to discuss an 
Anglo-American model of journalism in singular terms (2004: 11). 
One of the diffi culties for the idea of an ‘Anglo-American’ tradi-
tion of journalism is that, despite the tendency to see The Times 
in terms of objectivity, the objectivity norm is in fact diffi cult to 
situate in UK print journalism. Mark Hampton suggests that while 
‘the concept of ‘‘objectivity’’ in British journalism history is often 
taken as part of the intellectual heritage of a transatlantic jour-
nalistic tradition . . . the ideal’s existence in Britain has generally 
been assumed rather than demonstrated’ (2008: 479). While he is 
not opposed to a construct of Anglo-American journalism per se, 
he questions whether the two traditions are in fact isomorphic. 
From this starting point he carries out a careful comparison: ‘To 
the extent that something we might call ‘‘objectivity’’ prevailed as 
a British journalistic norm, it need not conform, of course, to the 
American norm’.

Especially among British print journalists, not only did the word 
‘objective’ rarely appear in discussion, but journalistic ideals very 
clearly departed from their American counterparts. Rather than 
objectivity, notions of truth, independence and ‘fair play’ held 
greater appeal to 20th-century British journalists. Unlike ‘objectivity’, 
moreover, these alternative concepts, while admirable from a citizen’s 
perspective, do not constitute a professional ritual of the sort that can 
help to distinguish the journalist from the non-journalist. Nor do they 
proscribe partisanship. (2008: 478)

Hampton explores the suggestion that objectivity was not gener-
alized in the British context: ‘instead, it remained relevant only 
in much more specifi c institutional contexts’. British objectivity, 
when instituted, also took unique forms, with little  ‘contradiction 
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between truthfulness and commitment to specifi c political 
 principles’ (2008: 483). Hampton nominates editorial independ-
ence as a more powerful term in British print journalism than 
objectivity.

The British Broadcasting Corporation

Objectivity has a long tradition in UK broadcast journalism 
through the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC, established 1 
January 1927), where it is promoted as a ‘precious quality, not to 
be compromised’ (BBC News 2002). As a result it will be useful 
to focus on the BBC and its commitment to objectivity, but more 
importantly to discuss the link between objectivity and the norm 
of impartiality promoted by the organization.
 In his BBC Trust report on safeguarding impartiality in the 
twenty-fi rst century, Richard Tait notes that the BBC ‘was never 
offi cially told to be impartial’ (2007: 25). Its commitment to 
impartiality, itself an innovation in the nascent area of public 
broadcasting, was formed in the context of strong government 
control over the new broadcasting company, as well as the 
attempt to loosen these controls to allow it to deal with so-called 
controversial matters. Historically, the most signifi cant event is 
the general strike of 1926. The strike over miners’ wages and 
conditions defi ned politics in the UK at that time. In 1925 mine 
owners threatened to reduce wages. Mine, railway and transport 
unions united in resistance. The Government forestalled a crisis 
by instituting a nine-month subsidy. During this time a Royal 
Commission would investigate, and a report was delivered in 
March 1926 (Trades Union Congress 2004).
 Labour politicians and leaders of the Trades Union Congress 
were worried about the implications of a general strike, with fears 
that radical forces in the party (inspired by the events of the 1917 
revolution in Russia) would come to the fore. When a strike com-
menced on 3 May, news was integral to the dispute. Printers were 
among those who ceased work. Workers at the Daily Mail had 
earlier refused to publish a leading article, ‘For King and Country’, 
which suggested the strike was more than an industrial dispute 
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and painted the strikers as revolutionaries. Mail trains were can-
celled, and paper supply was restricted. As Asa Briggs notes, ‘most 
of the great national newspapers ceased publication in the regular 
and reliable form to which their readers were accustomed’ (1961: 
367).
 In this context, the new broadcaster, established only four years 
earlier in 1922 as the British Broadcasting Company, could have 
been commandeered by the Government to maintain social and 
constitutional order (which was feasible under legal authority) 
(Briggs 1961: 361). It was already under tight control, with restric-
tions in place on all subjects of political and religious controversy. 
In addition, because of concerns over unfair competition with 
established news interests, restrictions on news were in place. At 
the time of the strike, the BBC broadcast news from other agencies 
in one bulletin at 7pm, to ensure that sales fi gures for the press 
would be unaffected (Allan 1997: 310). In short, the Postmaster-
General kept a close reign on the BBC in relation to any matter 
deemed controversial.
 The general strike provided an important opportunity to dem-
onstrate what the organization could do at a crucial juncture in 
its history. As Tracey notes, ‘The BBC was pressed on both sides 
by the newspaper owners and the politicians, and it was in this 
context of a badly underdeveloped news service that the BBC 
found itself in the May of 1926 the major national source of news’ 
(2003: 8). As Stuart Allan puts it, ‘the public turned to the wireless 
for reports on the crisis; the BBC responded with up to fi ve bul-
letins a day, most of which included at least some material it had 
gathered itself’ (1997: 310).
 Seizing the opportunity, the BBC Director-General John Reith 
and the BBC Chairman prior to incorporation (and Vice-Chairman 
afterwards), Lord Gainford, defi ned an alternative path, and main-
tained press freedom by committing to impartiality. Impartiality, 
activated as a principle to get around political and commercial 
sensitivities, arose in the context of the general strike as a way to 
ensure the Government applied no censorship pressure; but it also 
meant, in the view of some researchers, that the BBC censored 
itself by refusing to report anything which might help the strikers. 
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In terms of objectivity, the transcript of the fi rst bulletin on 4 May 
was signifi cant.

The BBC fully realize [sic] the gravity of its responsibility to all sections 
of the public, and will do its best to discharge it in the most impartial 
spirit that circumstances permit. In the last issue of the newspapers, 
allusion is principally made to the possibility of wholesale oscillations. 
As to that we express no opinion, but we would ask the public to take 
as serious a view as we do ourselves of the necessity of plain objective 
news being audible to everybody. (Quoted in Tracey 2003: 13)

 A focus on an objective news service was a way to negotiate 
different interests. Impartiality as a concept could only be partly 
useful here, and the performance of the BBC could not be impar-
tial in all cases. After all, the government would release policies 
and act, and the BBC was obliged to respond accordingly. Reith, 
while having little sympathy for the mine owners or organized 
labour (Briggs 1961: 363), is regarded to have shared the govern-
ment viewpoint. Interestingly, statements from church leaders 
were not broadcast because of the capacity for embarrassing the 
government (which could lead to reprisals for the BBC). The BBC 
understood the reality of the offi cial government line, as expressed 
in this passage from a policy memo signed by Lord Gainford.

As the Government are sure that they are right both on the facts of the 
dispute and on the constitutional issues, any steps which we may take 
to communicate the truth dispassionately should be to the advantage 
of the Government. (Quoted in Tracey 2003: 14)

Even if impartiality was compromised in this way – or as Tracey 
puts it, defi ned constitutionally rather than politically (2003: 19) 
– at least the information was objective and factual: ‘a conscious 
effort was made to distinguish between agency copy and govern-
ment copy; and many of the items broadcast were objective in the 
sense that they were accurate reports of verifi able events’.
 For Tracey ‘the General Strike certainly left the BBC as a major 
news source . . . More than anything the events of May 1926 clari-
fi ed the context within which “impartiality” functions –  involving 
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an almost total, if oblique, accommodation to government needs 
and interests’ (2003: 22). While no labour or trade-union speaker 
was put to air (a proposal was vetoed by the government), 
speeches from trade union leaders were quoted, which was not the 
case in the government newspaper the British Gazette. Briggs feels 
that fabrication was avoided, but there were misleading reports 
that were not always corrected. There was a ‘certain natural bias 
towards the Government side’ (Briggs 1961: 374).
 The BBC became a public corporation in January 1927, but 
restrictions on the reporting of controversial matters remained, 
and aspects of the corporation and its fi nancing were still overseen 
by the Postmaster-General. Impartiality became a catch-phrase to 
achieve public trust. It was also linked to the BBC trying to show 
that it could act independently and responsibly, within the rules 
of government infl uence. Slowly the news service developed. Allan 
describes how by 1934 steps were afoot to make the BBC news an 
independent department, and the corporate ethic of neutrality was 
again important to this development (even though much of the 
news still came from other agencies).
 Through the 1940s, objectivity arose as an important value for 
overseas broadcasts. A 1946 white paper on broadcasting stated 
‘great care should be taken to ensure the complete objectivity 
of the News bulletins which will form the kernel of all overseas 
broadcasting’ (Briggs 1985: 313). Objectivity became a key value 
for the overseas news service. The commitment to ‘impartiality as 
a professional and public duty’ was so strong at this time that the 
fi rst television newscasts were without an announcer, for fear that 
the authoritativeness and detached impartiality of the news would 
be compromised (Allan 1997: 312). Impartiality was ingrained in 
the very discourse of broadcasting such that it was one of the con-
ditions placed on the new Independent Television News (ITN) by 
the Television Act of 1954. Accuracy and impartiality thus became 
catchwords for the entire broadcasting system. It continued to 
be a point of regulation, but also a way to assert and extend the 
 independence of the media through strict editorial standards.
 By the time of the Suez Crisis of 1956, impartiality was once 
again a key way for the BBC to prove itself in the reporting of 
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controversial matters and maintain its autonomy. The Board of 
Governors, investigating accusations of bias, determined that the 
‘obligation for impartiality, objectivity and for telling the truth 
had been fulfi lled’ (Allan 1997: 318). The BBC commitment to 
impartiality thus has a long history, and is contested because of 
its links to conservative and middle-class views. Nevertheless, 
both objectivity and impartiality are central to what has been 
seen as a BBC ethos. The BBC is a unique institution in terms 
of objectivity in that it pursues it as an organizational norm 
(and because it was a monopoly in the UK for so long it virtu-
ally became a  professional norm for broadcast news and current 
affairs).
 Turning to the present day, objectivity does not appear in the 
2006 Royal Charter. The current version of the ‘BBC Mission and 
Values’ statement on the website does not mention objectivity 
(British Broadcasting Corporation 2011a). The norm is invoked in 
speeches by executive staff where a regular link is made between 
practising objectivity and maintaining trust in the BBC (see 
chapter 7).
 The British case points to complexities in any clear construc-
tion of Anglo-American journalism. While the British experience 
in public broadcasting was exported across the Commonwealth 
of Nations, even there differences are evident. Hackett and Zhao 
argue that Canada forms a kind of half-way example between the 
US and UK. There, the labour press of the late 1800s formed a 
key stepping stone in the development of objectivity by asserting 
its ‘non-partisan, non-sectarian’ character (1998: 23). Upon their 
arrival the cheap dailies diluted the radical democratic discourse of 
the labour press, but retained the claim to offer independent and 
impartial information. In the late nineteenth century Canadian 
press interests began to focus objectivity as part of a move towards 
respectability and responsibility, often modelled on the British 
press (Ward 2004: 239). In the twentieth century, the establish-
ment of the Canadian Press (CP) news agency in 1917 helped 
‘spread the gospel of objectivity’ (Ward 2004: 247). The Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation (CBC, established in 1936) aligned 
itself closely with news agencies and ‘depended on the “objectiv-
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ity” of the agency versions of events’ (Petersen 1993: 156). The 
CBC adopted objectivity as a strict, organizational norm, with the 
press and newly founded journalism schools contributing to the 
‘culture of objectivity’ of the post-World War II period (Hackett 
& Zhao 1998: 39–40; Albota 1991).

Australia

In Australia, the national broadcaster, the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation (ABC), has objectivity written into its governing 
legislation, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation Act 1983 
(CTH). Section 8(1)c explains it is the duty of the board ‘to 
ensure that the gathering and presentation by the Corporation of 
news and information is accurate and impartial according to the 
 recognised standards of objective journalism’.
 In Australia, the then Australian Broadcasting Commission 
(ABC, established 1 July 1932) was, through agreements with 
Australian press and other agencies, subject to restrictions on 
the quantity of news to be taken and the time of day it could be 
 broadcast – largely to protect the market for newspapers and their 
access to the ‘cream’ of news. Neville Petersen sees the press of the 
day as being partisan in nature, and aggressive in pursuing their 
monopolistic interests (1985: 77). Newspaper proprietors were not 
held to act in the public interest, with the government expecting 
them to exercise infl uence over news coverage. While the agencies 
had a more ‘objective’ style, suited to their politically diverse audi-
ences, some critics questioned the idea that the news agencies were 
neutral (Petersen 1985: 77). Furthermore, news was not a high 
priority for the nascent commission (Petersen 1993: 51), although 
the agreements with the press (and coverage of the ABC) were a 
special concern of the second ABC Chairman (1934–5) William 
James Cleary, along with General Manager Charles Moses. With 
the appointment of ABC News Editor Michael Francis (Frank) 
Dixon in 1936, however, and Warren Denning as Federal rounds-
man in 1939 (who also served as the ABC liaison in Canberra, 
thus complicating ABC–government relations), slow progress was 
being made towards the creation of the ABC as an independent 
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news service in an environment dominated by established press 
interests, and a government concerned by the media’s power to 
infl uence opinion and the course of politics (Petersen 1993: 58). 
‘Objective’ and fair reporting of government statements was 
crucial to gaining government support. The Australian govern-
ment was relatively disinterested in the independence of the ABC 
news services until the relations with press proprietors turned sour 
over the reporting and restriction of important news in wartime. 
Concentration of ownership meant that ‘too few voices had too 
much power’ (Petersen 1985: 77). When an independent news 
service was unexpectedly recommended in July 1946, it was in the 
context of labour government dissatisfaction with the newspapers 
and their supply of news to the ABC.
 Objectivity under the chairmanship of Cleary was not an 
organizational norm, but tied in a piecemeal way to the delivery 
of particular services to ensure the satisfaction of either press-
clients or ministers. It was reactive, with impartiality more a 
defensive position. News was not as central to the ABC then as it 
is now. The commitments to objectivity at that time were tied to 
the  provision of a new national news service to the newspapers in 
1942 (Petersen 1993: 165). In this sense, even within the public 
broadcasting context, there is a link between objectivity and 
the commercialization argument regarding the development of 
 objectivity in this period (see chapter 1).
 In terms of political coverage, this pre-1946 period has been 
described under a policy of ‘news not views’. While initially 
appearing to imply a separation of fact and comment, it was an 
informal policy that gave priority to the government of the day as 
the creator of the news, and gave the opposition the status of only 
having an opinion on the news (Petersen 1993: 127). The risk of 
course was that the ABC would be turned into a de facto ‘offi cial 
channel’ for ministers (1993: 190).
 Objectivity in the late 1930s was not, in Peterson’s view, tied 
to the professionalization of journalism as an occupation per 
se, although individual journalists did promote objective prac-
tices, and the Australian Journalists’ Association (AJA) promoted 
factual, truth-based reporting, a ‘non-partisan pursuit of factual 
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accuracy’ (Petersen 1993: 73). The fi rst AJA code of practice 
(which does not mention objectivity) dates from 1944.
 In the context of almost continuous concern and debate over 
the performance of the ABC, a conception of the broadcaster as 
an independent and ‘socially responsible’ purveyor of news arose. 
Petersen notes that this conception of objectivity fell short of a 
fully developed objectivity norm in some important ways. The 
1932 ABC Act did not prescribe impartiality and the focus of dis-
cussion was a ‘factual news service’ and public information rather 
than a more developed ideal (1993: 93). Even ABC attempts at 
impartiality in the 1930s were tentative, either sticking to balance 
of time between parties, or leaning towards refusing to carry 
political content altogether (Thomas 1980: 83). The ABC faced 
pressure to cooperate on matters to do with the national interest as 
defi ned by the government, especially US–Australian relations in 
the late 1930s and early 1940s (Thomas 1980: 78). Nevertheless, 
the ABC imagined its role in distinct terms and Cleary pursued a 
more direct public service and enlightenment role (Thomas 1980: 
58–9).
 Following the commitments to objectivity in relation to the 
provision of the national news service to commercial broadcast-
ers made in 1942, and recommendations by the Parliamentary 
Standing Committee on Broadcasting to endorse independence 
and the provision of objective and dispassionate news as fun-
damental principles (1946: 1), objectivity began to take a more 
central role at the ABC. In mid-1946, under the Chairmanship of 
Richard Boyer (1945–61), objectivity was more tightly codifi ed 
into a ‘News and Spoken Transmissions’ editorial directive based 
on an ethos of ‘aiding citizenship’, ‘the stimulating of independent 
judgements on the problems of life – social, political, philosophic 
– and of independent appreciation of cultural values’ (Australian 
Broadcasting Commission 1946). The directive placed special 
emphasis on the selection and presentation of news ‘with a degree 
of objectivity not called for in other organisations’. This objectiv-
ity should apply to the priority of news in a bulletin and word 
length, and that these should be guided by the public interest. It 
should be ‘impossible to determine by listening to the news what 
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the attitude of the news selector should be’. Consistent with the 
idea of the ‘invisible frame’ (see Introduction), ‘the function of 
judgement should be left to the listener’.
 The handling of issues of balance formed a special focus in the 
directive. In spoken transmissions full discussion of contentious 
subjects did not rely on immediate counter, provided that over 
a reasonable period of time care is taken to present alternative 
views. In news, equivalent prominence and equivalent wordage 
to confl icting points of view was required. In relation to politics, 
the ‘news not views’ policy was also maintained but modifi ed. The 
actions of government were deemed more newsworthy but deci-
sions about including the statements of members or ministers were 
to be based on the public interest. Opposition comment was not 
required to be sought on factual accounts of the carrying out of 
policy, but should be sought when new policies were presented or 
old ones defended.
 In the ABC case objectivity can be mapped between press inter-
ests, the government and the ABC. Petersen argues that the ABC 
was criticized by the press for its objectivity – which was seen 
as a product of news management by the government, ‘the anti-
thesis of the traditional press role of being the watchdog against 
the government on behalf of the people’ (1985: 82). ‘The shock 
expressed by the press was undoubtedly genuine because there 
had been no strong objective news tradition in Australia until this 
time’ (1985: 82). There was, ‘apparently no strong press tradition 
of “objectivity” before 1939’ (1985: 83; see also Cryle 1995). In 
terms of print journalism, researchers suggest it did not become a 
strong norm in the press in Australia until the 1950s (McKnight 
2001).

‘Asian values’ in journalism

‘Asian values’ in a range of areas, not just the media, have been 
the subject of debate since the 1970s (Xu 2005: 9). While not 
as developed as an area of research into the objectivity norm, 
 objectivity does appear in debates around Asian values in jour-
nalism. As P. Kharel notes, ‘Western professional standards, its 
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objectivity and fi nancial ability to keep up with the news wherever 
it is happening, all refl ect directly in Asian journalism’ (Kharel 
1996: 34). While the discussion of Asian values in journalism can 
take a binary form (East/West, First World/Third World), and get 
caught up in debates around national identity and globalization, 
the terms of debate have also been questioned and deconstructed. 
Participants in the debate have drawn distinctions between the 
substance and forms of journalism, asked questions about fi xed 
defi nitions of ‘Asia’ and ‘Asian’, and have problematized any 
simplistic dichotomies of libertarian and authoritarian theories 
of the press, the individual versus the community, freedom versus 
control, the  marketplace and social consequences (see Masterton 
1996).
 The debate has also seen a tension between the ‘particular’ 
and the ‘universal’. The ‘particular’ focus on distinctly ‘Asian’ 
media values falls in some instances on principles of harmony 
and respect, and trust in leadership, often linked to Confucianism 
as well as religious traditions of Buddhism, Islam and Hinduism 
(Nasution 1996: 53). Ideals of human development, cohesion and 
cultural integrity are also mentioned (Lowe 1996: 35). Xiaoge Xu 
puts the focus on ‘group orientation, fi lial piety, hard work, and 
placing community or nation above individuals’ (2005: 2). The 
focus on ‘universalism’ falls on news values such as truth, objec-
tivity, social equity and non-violence (Masterton 1996: 172). As 
Chin-Chuan Lee notes, ‘are there Asian values? Of course there 
are, but what are they, and relative to what? Javanese values as 
opposed to Indian values? Malaysian Chinese values as opposed 
to Malaysian Malay values?’ (Lee 1996: 63).
 There is a strong affi nity between debates on Asian media values 
and developmental journalism and communication theories. In 
echo of Peter Golding’s argument regarding the transmission 
of the ideology of media professionalism to the Third World, 
there is also recognition that ‘media professionalism is a product 
of Western middle-class liberalism’, especially in its insistence on 
the ‘segregation of facts from values’, an important feature of 
 objectivity debates (Lee 1996: 62).
 Kharel attempts to shift the debate around Asian values in 
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journalism by suggesting that ‘perhaps the question is how much 
modern journalistic values are practised in Asia’ (Kharel 1996: 
32). This leads to re-examining Western media and communica-
tion concepts in light of ‘Asian’ practices (see Xu 2005). Taking 
Hong Kong as one example, Lee notes ‘Hong Kong Journalists 
fi nd it easier to accept the abstract ideals of professionalism (such 
as objective reporting) than to implement its practical norms (bal-
anced reporting)’ (Lee 1996: 62). However, a study of the 1998 
elections in Hong Kong, the fi rst after handover, shows the media 
did a reasonable job of balance between pro-democracy and pro-
China forces. ‘TV coverage of the 1998 Legco [Legislative Council] 
election was basically objective in giving balanced reporting to 
the various political groups as far as their political leanings are 
concerned, although the coverage seemed biased towards giving 
greater presence to prominent politicians’ (Nip & To 1999: 249).

Conclusion

This discussion has not sought to offer a comprehensive mapping 
of objectivity across the globe, nor a fully developed post-colonial 
critique of objectivity. What it has sought to do is open up some 
analytic problems associated with the question, ‘Is objectivity a 
universal journalism norm?’ Of all of the questions posed by this 
book, it is perhaps the most diffi cult to answer, and possibly unan-
swerable. The question is about norms, and for this reason there 
are competing views on whether norms are always particular, 
contingent and ethnospecifi c, or whether they can be turned into 
imperatives or models for professional work. Another diffi culty 
has to do with the concept of ‘universal’ itself. As noted in the 
Introduction, while it may be possible to approach objectivity in 
journalism as a trans-national norm that has distinct, recogniz-
able form, universality raises a different set of issues around how 
the norm operates, its similarities and differences, across different 
times and places.
 While it is compelling to suggest that objectivity is an Anglo-
American norm, with the US as the centre of a ripple effect across 
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the globe, this does not address the questions raised by its ‘dif-
fusion’. What should we make of the case of India, for example, 
where offi cial discourse on objectivity suggests that objectiv-
ity does not have to mean neutrality? As Prime Minister Dr. 
Manmohan Singh suggested at the Ramnath Goenka Journalism 
Awards in 2006:

freedom of press is more than just the freedom of publishers and 
editors. It is the freedom of society to have its voice heard. The exer-
cise of this freedom does require . . . a ‘journalism of courage’. . . . I 
submit to you that a ‘journalism of courage’ also implies taking sides. 
Objectivity does not imply neutrality. It implies respect for truth and 
facts, and a willingness to take positions, howsoever contrarian or 
contentious. (Singh 2006)

India’s political system and its linguistic diversity offer a very dif-
ferent context for objectivity. This example illustrates how diffi -
cult it is to project any consistent process of diffusion, even across 
former British colonies. The conditions that led to the projection 
of the ideal of objectivity in the US are not replicated in the UK or 
Australia.
 While the political system, and the function of the media in 
that system, can provide a sense of how objectivity works in that 
culture, such an analysis can fall short by directing our attention 
away from practice, towards the normative system or model in 
place. Certainly, it allows fundamental issues such as whether 
objectivity is aligned with neutrality, central to freedom of the 
press, or necessary to professional journalism, to be debated and 
disputed. But this focus, I would argue, has also led to an over-
emphasis on objectivity as discussed by practitioners and media 
organizations, at the expense of, say, discussions of audience or 
reader views. Here, the discussion of models or media systems 
works at the expense of an appreciation of the specifi city of how 
one achieves objectivity in journalism.
 In an area of inquiry that is dominated by professional codes of 
ethics and content analyses of bias, drawing on a concept of objec-
tivity that is still strongly linked to science and positivism, there 
is a growing awareness of the need for a different approach: one 
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that studies objectivity in journalism as a culturally and textually 
negotiated performance that is actualized according to the conven-
tions of different styles of journalism, encompassing professional 
and regulatory issues, but also those to do with reader, audience 
or user expectations. Approaching journalistic objectivity as a 
culturally negotiated practice allows greater emphasis on issues 
of persuasion, style, format and genre, but also the politics of 
standpoint and perspective, and the questions of judgement and 
interpretation involved in the practice of objectivity.
 While debate over the possibility and impossibility of objec-
tivity in journalism is ongoing, objectivity continues to play a 
central role in media and journalism in linking concepts of truth, 
accuracy, impartiality and independence, either for the purpose of 
supporting democratic deliberation, or as an object of critique for 
movements seeking a new compact between writer and reader or 
viewer. Objectivity in journalism, it could be said, works within a 
matrix or cluster of terms. At different times it interacts with terms 
such as impartiality, transparency, accountability and accuracy, 
taking on different infl ections. In this cluster of terms, however, 
objectivity remains of special interest. It provides a fi eld of debate 
that ranges across philosophy, ethics and political economy. It has 
enabled scholars and practitioners to refl ect on the very nature 
of journalism and media practice, and posit important questions 
about the sociology, philosophy and ethics of media.
 Standards of journalism do not stand above history, and what 
is good or bad practice needs to be continually reinvented, not 
just through robust and rigorous discussion in the profession, but 
through dialogue with new theoretical perspectives and cultural 
change. The roles the media can play in society are very important. 
As well as being commercial enterprises (or run like them) media 
outlets are important institutions in our public life. With this role 
comes special public responsibilities, for both organizations and 
the journalists that work for them. In the interests of maintaining 
this role, and credibility in it, the professional commitments of 
journalists need to be aired and debated to be made meaningful in 
the present and future. The debate around journalistic objectivity 
tells us that it is not enough to ‘wheel out’ and defend traditional 
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principles simply because they are traditional. Nor should we 
shelter behind insider status. A process of public education and 
legitimation is important. To be accountable, the media must 
attempt, to an even greater degree than might be expected, to lay 
bare the logic behind the positions they take, and the judgements 
they make. Media scholars can help by teasing out the political 
and cultural issues tied up with our current media practice.
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