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An ethical failure?

In her book, Buried by the Times: The Holocaust and America’s Most Important Newspaper (2005), journalism professor Laurel Leff exhaustively describes how the New York Times buried the story of the Holocaust. Leff argues that The New York Times consistently failed to put Holocaust news on the front page, to identify the victims as Jews, and to editorialize when appropriate. In a concise overview of the Times’ coverage of the Holocaust, she writes:

They reported it. In fact, from September 1939 through May 1945, the Times published 1,186 stories about what was happening to the Jews of Europe, or an average of 17 stories per month. But the story never received the continuous attention or prominent play that a story about the unprecedented attempt to wipe out an entire people deserved (2005, p. 2).

Overall, Leff’s conclusion is that factors such as ideology, indifference and incompetence combined to keep “America’s paper of record” from publicizing how the Nazis singled out Jews for destruction. One could read the evidence in Leff’s book as showing that the publisher of the New York Times deliberately minimized the Jewish perspective in its coverage. Leff suggests this in her selection of the names for her chapter titles. For example: Chapter 1, “Not a Jewish problem: The Publisher’s Perspective on the Nazi’s Rise and the Refugee Crisis,” Chapter 7,  “All Jews are not Brothers: The Publisher’s Fight with Zionists,” and Chapter 8, “The Semitic Question Should Be Avoided.”
If her allegations are true, and it appears so from the evidence that Leff has carefully gathered, then it follows that there was an extraordinary failure on the part of the Times, where failure is defined in its ordinary sense as the omission of expected or required action.

What are we to make of this? Reflecting upon Leff’s book, the late journalism dean Cole C. Campbell, former editor for the Saint Louis Post-Dispatch, argued that the Times’ failure should be described in ethical terms, and held that Leff’s book articulates a norm, albeit without using the language of ethics to make its claims. Campbell wrote,

It is striking that Leff does not use any language of ethics to describe the Times' lapses. She does use a language of failure. By failing to give its coverage prominence, by failing to focus on Jews as particular victims rather than among the victims, etc., etc., The Times failed to help its readers, the larger public and the policy and journalism elites (who set their own sights by it) fully comprehend what the Holocaust meant (Campbell, personal correspondence, 2007).
Taking my present assignment from Campbell’s insight, I propose in this essay to rethink the failure described in Leff’s book from the framework of journalism ethics.  In other words, assuming that Leff is correct about the Times’ coverage of the Holocaust, what can be said about this failure from an ethics perspective?  Was this “failure” of the New York Times a failure of professional ethics? And if yes, how are we to best understand the nature of this failure as well as anticipate or prevent similar lapses in the future?

To discuss this topic, I want to introduce the analytical concept of macro ethics. The term macro ethics originated in engineering. To cite one example, Brad Allenby (2003), professor of civil and environmental engineering, and of law at Arizona State University, draws upon a macro ethical framework when he argues that it is necessary to modify the common ethics approach of projecting individual ethical responsibility to the scale of large social systems.  

Allenby’s argument, when extended to journalism, means that it is simply untenable to make individual journalists and editors solely responsible for the behaviors of large and complex of systems of public communications, which in many cases are unpredictable and their patterns may become apparent to the individual actor only over significant time periods.  It is for this reason that one must go beyond the solid boundaries of a micro ethics of individual responsibility and include examination of behaviors at the system level, which is the domain of macro ethics. 
 It is useful to develop more fully the distinction between micro and macro ethics. We can say that micro ethics principally focuses on individuals and their internal relations to the journalistic profession. For example, most research and teaching in journalism ethics has a micro focus and works best to describe the problems and solutions from the perspective of an individual communicator or a member of the public affected by a practice.

Beyond the concerns of micro ethics, however, there is an important but generally neglected level of analysis that falls in the domain of what I call macro ethics. This category of analysis applies to the collective social responsibility of journalism, as opposed to individual journalists, to our democratic institutions. A macro ethics perspective rigorously often stated ideal that journalism is an institution that is fully insulated from religious, state and corporate power, and looks to the linkage between journalism and democratic society.

Field theory and macro ethics 

Returning to an ethical assessment of the circumstances described in Buried by the Times, I find that it is useful to examine the points of contact between the idea of a framework of macro ethics and the concept of the journalistic field as used by French social scientist Pierre Bourdieu. 

Bourdieu specifically uses the term “field” to refer to the context and setting in which journalists and their social positions are located in the larger field of power and class relations. 

In Bourdieu’s view, all human actions take place within social fields, which are arenas for struggles over economic and symbolic resources.  In this continuing contest, individuals, institutions, and other agents try to distinguish themselves from others, and acquire various forms of capital. Following Bourdieu, macro ethics concerns an analysis of how the journalistic field is subject to the direct or indirect domination of other relations of social power and capital.
 

What is the possible contribution of Bourdieu’s field theory to journalism macro ethics? Field theory asks us to consider journalism ethics in the context of a sociology of media, where a field is defined as both a space of production and a structured system of institutions, organizations, and social actors (Bourdieu, 1982, 1991, p. 208).  In other words, using a field theory analysis means rigorously investigating journalism’s relations to other fields such as the political (the state), economic (the market) and cultural or religious (the church).

Beginning with the assumption that social life is both inherently political and concerned with power, all institutional theories, including field theory, concern the construction of local social orders, variously termed fields, arenas, or games, where institutional actors both enable and constrain one another. The rules of interaction and resource distribution operate as sources of power and serve as a method by which the institutions are maintained and reproduced.

A principal reason to use field theory is to help make sense of how the “rules” guiding interaction in the fields or arenas are created, sustained or transformed. Actors in a field attempt to maintain rules of interaction to stabilize their situation in relation to other actors, thus defining the power and privileges of the incumbent groups as well as the position of the challengers (Fligstein, 1997). 

Within the field of journalism, there is a competition for legitimate appropriation of what is at stake in the field. In Bourdieu’s view, actors – such as publishers and editors -- contest one another over scarce resources, where two forms of power, economic (money) and cultural (education, expertise, verbal abilities), are crucial.
 

For example, a publisher’s degree of autonomy depends on his or her specific position within the journalistic field, which in turn determines a journalist’s capacity to resist the impositions of others. For example, in news organizations, editors have to strike a continuing balance between competing demands: serving as a watchdog for the public and making money for the parent company’s stockholders. As Bourdieu concisely summarizes, “Freedom is not a property that falls from the sky; it has degrees, which depend on the position occupied in the social games” (1998, p. 44).

The rules of field theory would thus apply to a newspaper publisher in Sulzberger's position. Inside the journalistic field, economic power is constituted by advertising revenue and circulation. By contrast, cultural power is evaluated in terms of “professional excellence” which is correlated with the level of social and political influence that a publication possesses.

The ethical problem, of course, is that when acting in the journalistic field, publishers are structurally constrained to practice their craft under economic constraints. This is the well-known battle between “art and commerce” and the struggle between the competing imperatives of the “laws of the market” and “freedom of the press.” 

A successful media institution, such as the New York Times, achieves its status when it succeeds in both the economic and cultural arenas. In terms of independence, in the United States, the standard history of journalism includes the development of a “free press” that in the fullness of historical time shakes off the bonds of its birth in the religious and political fields. 
 

It is often noted that the forces in the journalistic field tend to reinforce the “commercial” elements at the core of all fields to the detriment of “pure journalism” and favors those producers most susceptible to the seductions of economic and political powers, at the expense of those intent on defending the principles and the values of their profession.

This is not to say that all forms of journalistic action are reducible to the economic field. As Hallin (2005) notes, the economic logic of the journalistic field is in tension with the intellectual or professional logic. Journalists cover stories in certain ways because they want to get a scoop and make themselves journalistic stars. Hallin’s central point: “The distinctive ‘media logic’ that has developed during the twentieth century is in fact a complex hybrid influenced by both commercial and strictly ‘professional’ or ‘intellectual’ influences” (p. 234). He goes on to note that in many ways these trends are in tension with one another and the contemporary balance is shifting toward the commercial, and cites the growth of hybrid “infotainment” programming as an example of this principle.

Macro ethics and the values of independence and professionalism

In this next part of the essay, I want to articulate a macro ethical framework, informed by field theory, for assessing the failure of The Times’ coverage of the Holocaust described in Leff’s Buried by the Times (2005).  

My analysis of the failure of the Times to properly cover the Holocaust, begins with the recognition that New York Times struggled with questions of professionalism and independence To better understand the relationship between the values independence and professionalism, it is useful to draw upon the foundation of Stephen Ward’s (2004) comprehensive analysis in his book, The Invention of Journalism Ethics: The Path to Objectivity. 

In Ward's historical analysis of the development of journalism ethics, it is the specifics of the journalist-audience relationship that determine ethical norms. In support of this argument, Ward’s historical narrative shows how journalism audiences reflect changes in journalism practice and forms of media. For example, his extensive analysis documents that the idea of objective news reporting did not become important until highly efficient newsgathering practices came into being and the accompanying social, technological and economic changes (Ward, 2004, p. 32).
 Thus early journalism did not require an explicit ethical discourse, and journalism adopted ethical discourses in response to the changes in the craft of journalism and the economic, political, and social conditions.  Ward (2004) further argues that,
As a consequence, the advent of journalism ethics was neither an invention of the journalist nor simply the inevitable effect of some social factor. It was the result of the journalist-society relation interacting and mutually influencing each other, and as a consequence, at its root, all journalism ethics lies in the complex relationship between journalist and society (p. 101). 

Let me now consider in turn the two key values of independence and professionalism that seem to be at the heart of journalism ethics. .  It is generally agreed that the 20th century ethical ideal of newspapers was to be independent, i.e., economically and politically autonomous, and guided by the standards of professionalism which included the components of factuality and objectivity.

As ethical concept independence in American journalism originally meant being free from partisan influence. According to Ward, the evolution of independence reflected more than an economic imperative to serve a diverse readership. It was seen as a critical detachment from the old political order and skepticism toward government and an independent paper did not allow a political party to distort the news or control the newspaper's perspective. In other words, as Ward notes, a very practical function of journalism ethics was to save journalism from subservience to business and partisan political interests. In the discourse of journalism ethics of the time, an ethic of professionalism included an implicit appeal to a kind of Jacksonian democratic universalism, where, in Ward’s concise phrasing, “news was the product of an independent paper for all of the people, not for just one class or party” (2004, p. 175).
From a historical perspective, the value of independence came rather late. It emerged only as American newspapers traditional dependence on political parties and other interests declined in the late 19th century. As the business of news changed from a partisan press to a mass audience press, the observance of ethical guidelines was essential for operation of the paper as an influential force. As newspaper magnate Joseph Pulitzer was quoted as saying, “Influence cannot exist without public confidence” (cited in Ward, 2004, p. 221).  Without the firm base of a political party, newspaper editors sought to broaden their appeal while reinforcing readers’ confidence. In sum, the ethical impulse to speak from a position of independence was supported by very practical considerations.  Thus, by the 1900s, a set journalistic norms encompassing the values of independence and impartiality was developing.
In Ward’s analysis, the journalistic value of economic and political independence is a persuasive norm, and the success of the popular press reinforced these values both in theory and in practice. The claim of independence was a badge of honor as well as a very practical concern.  As Ward notes, “Since the main revenues came from advertisers, it was sound editorial policy to position a newspaper as champion of ordinary people, as in the case of the Pulitzer's St. Louis paper” (2004, p. 200). Indeed, Ward cites a famous 1896 pronouncement of New York Times publisher Adolph Ochs, who declared that the Times would give the news impartiality, without fear or favor, regardless of party, sect or interests involved (p. 200). 
The second ethical value concerns journalistic professionalism, with an emphasis on objectivity and factuality.  The rise of professional journalistic practice coincided with the founding of the first journalism school in 1908 at the University of Missouri. In terms of professional journalism ethics, objectivity can be opposed to advocacy, where advocacy is thought to be bad for newspapers when it splits the audience in a partisan way and causes a drop in advertiser support. Happily for the publishers, this ethic of professionalism, like independence, coincided with their economic interests (p. 159). In Ward’s concise phrasing, the practices of objectivity and factuality “arose at the intersection of confidence and concern in the commercial newspaper” (p. 254).

In terms of the values of professionalism, as the audience widened, newspapers now needed to write for a wide readership of varying political views and editors made a virtue of political neutrality and impartiality of their reports. “In this manner,” Ward writes, “the idea developed that journalists were independent professionals, who wrote impartially for the general public” (p. 191). 

As Hallin (2005,) notes, by the 1900’s, “The party press has declined dramatically, replaced by the ‘omnibus’ commercial newspapers, which appeal to individual consumers across ideological, and group boundaries” (p. 229). In other words, a distinctive media logic replaced the political logic that once governed the behavior of journalism and thus journalism became professionalized by developing a distinct identity rooted in technical training and a common peer culture.

In sum, by the middle part of the 20th century, the twin conception of journalism ethics, as based on independence and professionalism, was supported by both journalists and publishers and accepted by readers. In terms of independence, Ward’s narrative makes a convincing case that a newspaper’s observance of ethical guidelines separating the newspaper from political and economic interests arose from a need to keep readers loyal and reassure them.  

A similar analysis applies in the case of the values of professionalism.  When defined as factuality and objectivity, an ethic of professionalism functioned as an antidote to the excesses of yellow journalism and the loss of credibility created by a sensational and irresponsible press. As Ward (2004) notes, readers now had a choice between the dramatic stories in Hearst’s papers or the restrained reports of the New York Times under Adolph Ochs (p.184). For publishers, developing ethical standards of “independence” and “professional news” made business sense and suited the purposes of a commercial paper, helping to build up circulation and advertising revenue (Ward, 2004, p. 255). In this way, editorial independence became associated with a general ethical conception of an autonomous newspaper that possessed an impartial public voice.

Linking ethics and the purposes of journalism in democratic society

For the purposes of our present analysis, one might say that it comes down to this: Was the emerging Holocaust a front-page story that the Times, from an ethical perspective, failed to properly cover?

As noted at the outset of this essay, from an ordinary or micro ethical perspective, Leff has made a strong case for the Times’ ethical failure. One could argue, as Leff does, that the Times’ coverage of the Holocaust can be faulted from within a frame of journalistic professionalism, and the story never received the continuous attention or prominent play that it deserved. In other words, the Times’ news judgment failed when the publisher acted to subordinate the story’s newsworthiness to other considerations such as ideology and indifference. 

However the values of professionalism and independence do not always fit together smoothly, and in the case of Leff’s Buried by the Times there is an interesting tension between the values of being autonomous and being professional. 

While acknowledging the importance of professionalism, adherence to an ethic of independence suggests that the Times should take pains to both be and appear to be independent of religious or political influences. As a result, “burying” the Holocaust story would be ethically acceptable to the extent that it was necessary to achieve the appearance of independence. On the other hand, a journalistic ethic of professionalism requires that a story be given prominence in its coverage in proportion to its importance.  

In the case of Buried by the Times, it appears that the editors of the Times were faced with conflicting ethical demands: They could either go with a professional judgment that the Holocaust story was newsworthy and thus required, in an ethical sense, sustained front page treatment, or they could select an equally ethically defensible position that they would cover the story but not foreground it, thus retaining the perception of the Times’ independence by avoiding any possible appearance that the Times was acting as an advocate for “Jewish” causes.  How might this essential tension be better understood from a macro ethical perspective?
One place to start, I think, is a clearer vision of macro ethics as it informs the purposes of journalism as it related to democracy. An important view of macro ethical considerations (although he does not use the term) is prompted by Michael Schudson’s (2005) essay, “Autonomy from What?”  He asks, “From the perspective of democratic theory, how autonomous should journalism be?” (p. 215) and argues that the professional value of journalistic independence, including judgments of news value cannot be viewed as values for its own sake, an end of itself.
  In other words a key assumption of macro ethics for is that journalism linked to the practices and values of democratic society.

Unlike Leff’s ethical framework, a macro ethical framework requires that we also evaluate the conduct of the Times from a perspective of how its coverage embodied the ends of democratic values. One may answer Leff’s charge of ethical failure in Buried by the Times by stating from a macro ethical perspective, an advocate of a democratic press should not want a journalism that is completely governed by an internal logic of professional news judgment and thus insulated from the pressures of public opinion as it is influenced by social, economic and political phenomena. 

In other words, Schudson argues that journalism should not be a “set of individual thinkers and explorers in search of the truth” but “a set of energetic and thoughtful communicators who try to keep society attuned to itself” and this needs to rely on “the market,” where the market is an imperfect proxy for the general public”  (pp. 220-221). 

While it is a close call, it appears that the failure of the Times’ coverage can be justified and perhaps excused by noting that, from a perspective of field theory and macro ethics, the publisher of The Times’ elected to practice a kind of journalism that accumulated the capital necessary to support journalistic independence over journalistic professionalism. In other words, the ethical choices made by Times were governed by the requirements of being responsive to serving its public. 

Leff’s criticism of the Times’ coverage thus needs to be viewed through a frame which says that professionalism cannot be valued for its own sake over all other values that are necessary to sustain the operation of a major metropolitan newspaper.

In this way, in the case of Buried by the Times, the macro ethical value of independence won out over the competing values of professionalism. When attempting to judge the Times’ actions from an ethical perspective, it is important to note that as a result of this ethical choice the Times went on to become one of the most important papers in the history of the world.
  

Conclusion

In this essay, I hope to have shown that a macro ethical analysis using the tenets of field theory shows how the interdependencies of the social institutions in which journalism operate. 
Bourdieu’s theorization of journalism as a field implies that journalism is influenced but not controlled by external relationships to social, economic and political phenomena. It would be of little point to use an ethical analysis that treats journalism, in the end, as being totally dominated by either the internal logic of journalistic professionalism or the external the logic of the market and a field approach invites us to think about journalism as a means of operation as well as an end product (Neuveu, 2005, p. 203). When additional illumination is added from the perspective of field theory, it seems necessary and appropriate to modify the common micro ethics approach of projecting individual ethical responsibility to the scale of large social systems.

Without abandoning our concern for micro ethics, we must give equal attention to the macro ethics of large institutions. This framework includes a concern with journalism’s relationship to democratic society and the social conditions of journalism’s continued existence, which requires a network of interdependencies and relations among social worlds, including those of the market, the state and the church. What this means in practice is that a field theory influenced analysis of Leff’s critique of journalistic practices in Buried by the Times calls for ethical judgments to be informed by a sociology of the media in relation to the presumed autonomy of professional aspects of journalistic practice. 

An ethical assessment of the charges of failure in the case of Buried by the Times calls our attention to the level of macro ethics, where the analytical concern is focused on the actions and interrelationships of institutional actors engaged in an agonistic contest for supremacy in the field of journalism.  In the case of Buried by the Times, a macro ethical framework informed by field theory would tell the story of a publisher in striving of to accumulate range of capital necessary to operate a newspaper in a highly competitive environment.  The path selected by the Times -- an assertion of the value independence over professionalism -- may not be a path that everyone would agree upon. But from a macro ethical perspective as informed by the premises of field theory, it is difficult if not impossible for me to say that the failure highlighted by Leff in Buried by the Times was a failure of journalism ethics.
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� Not all published reviews of Buried by The Times saw The Times’ institutional behaviors as problematic. For example, when in May of 2005, a review of Leff’s book was published in the New York Times itself, the reviewer, Robert Leiter (2005), literary editor of The Jewish Exponent, a Philadelphia weekly, offered less than a favorable review.  In defense of The Times, Leiter called attention to the unprecedented nature of the Nazi death camps and rhetorically stated, “How could Sulzberger or any other newspaper executive have comprehended the extent of what was happening in Europe?” 


� In an essay titled, “Bringing the Sociology of the Media Back In,” Benson (2004) put forward the idea of the journalistic field as an explanatory tool, drawing upon earlier work by Calhoun (1992), who called for a more comprehensive analysis of the public sphere as a socially organized field, with characteristic lines of division, relationships of force and other constitutive features. Such a field theory influenced analysis of journalism also draws upon Hilgartner and Bosk’s (1988) conceptualization of “public arenas” as well as Arard and Bennett’s (1997) “marketplace” and Hallin and Mancinis’s (1984) “media systems.”





� In its classic sociological definition, a role is the carrying out of a status, which itself is a collection of definable rights and duties in the context of a social structure. Field theory differs from this conception in that a position in a field is continuously variable, and defined in relation to other actors in the field, and the field itself defined by the patterns of relations, organization of forces, and the nature of the conflict within its boundaries.  Martin (2003) suggests that the most promising way of conceptualizing fields is to see the field as being able to provide both the goals and the site of conflict. In other words, it is a game with rules and a specific playing field that both enables and creates a boundary for the interactions. What is different from ordinary games about social conflicts within a field is that “the struggle is both over and within the rules” (Martin, 2003, p. 21). As Bourdieu concisely summarizes, “One of the general properties of fields is that there are struggles within fields for the power to impose the dominant vision of the field” (cited in Hallin, 2005, p. 234).





�  The concept of the journalistic field offers a way of understanding and explaining the constraints and processes involved in news media production. “To think in field terms is to think relationally,” especially as it concerns the relations between social structures and individual agency (Bourdieu cited in Benson & Neveu, 2005, p. 3).  In other words, Field Theory emphasizes the interaction of semi-autonomous and increasingly specialized spheres of action. In field theory, the sources of competition go deeper than rational self-interest and are affected by the considerations of habitus, “a structuring structure” that organizes practices and perceptions of practices.





� In his book, On Television, Bourdieu (1998) asserts that the increased centrality of commercial media threatens other values.  Indeed, conventional journalism micro ethics often imagines an economic base that is organizationally and economically independent from the political and religious fields.  Consistent with this assumption, a micro ethical approach to journalism ethics characteristically asserts the integrity of journalistic criteria against the forces of the market and the interventions of publishers, editors, and advertising staff.





� The immediate consequences of a macro ethics framework are certain important but neglected questions. For example, what exactly is “independent journalism”?  Like others, I find independent journalism a rather problematic phrase. Does it mean absolute independence from governmental and advertiser influence? Or is it an ethical standard, complete with complicated exercises in line drawing and characterizations in shades of gray? This comes to mind in reviewing today’s news. For example: The Christian Science Monitor describes it self as “an independent daily newspaper.” By that measure, is Al Jazeera also independent journalism? Moreover, how is the concept of independent journalism defined in practice?  At the organizational level, does independent mean not answering to foundations, corporations, advertisers, lobbyists, or government?  How realistic of a standard is that? I wonder, for instance, what former 60 Minutes producer Lowell Bergman would have to say about the concept of independent journalism in the context of modern media corporations.





� There is a continuing notion that journalism is a public institution with public responsibilities. Journalism has a vast impact on politics, but are the media really the “fourth branch of government” as Douglas Cater (1956) has suggested? From a perspective of field theory perhaps a better view is that that the media are not a branch, but instead a political institution controlled by private ownership in the context of a market system.





� See also Elizabeth Eisenstein’s The Printing Press as an Agent of Change (1980) where she writes, “The printing press did not just increase the quantity of books ... it gave birth to a culture of print and new attitudes and practices scholars, editors, readers and writers” (p. 91).


� Indeed it should be recognized that from a perspective of field theory, news judgment is the collective construct of the journalistic field and not the providence of an individual journalist or publisher.





� Moreover, drawing upon the historical context of the 1930s and 1940s, I suspect that relative rather than absolute comparisons of independence and professionalism is the correct benchmark and that under that standard, the ethics of The Times compares favorably with other leading papers, including McCormick’s Chicago Tribune, whose slogan was “The American Paper for Americans.”
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