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Propaganda in Journalism

Modern journalism, whether on the television, on the radio or in print, has become and ever increasing frontier for reporting the events of the day as the viewers, listeners or readers of that particular source might like to see them.  It might even be said that selecting your news source has more to do with whom you agree than any unbiased, propaganda-free expectations of the actual reporting.

Take television journalism - on any given day, one outlet reports the news from their angle, while yet another station reports what they see from their perspective.  The Scooter Libby trial verdict in 2007 is a prime example.  Depending on which news channel you saw that day determined what you might believe the outcome of the trial to be.

It makes a person wonder, has it always been like this? 

In answering that question, my thoughts turn to visions of Neanderthals sitting around reporting to other Neanderthals the play-by-play details of the first hunt after winter or the missed opportunity to bring in a mammoth that might have fed the assembled audience.  And I have to wonder whether other Neanderthal in the same group actually tried to influence like-minded souls through their reporting of the same events?  Did they push their own agendas to take hold of the group or to get the best mate when reporting the Daily Neanderthal News?  

My guess is that the answer is a resounding yes.

News reporting for the Egyptians, on a grand scale at least, was captured through the hieroglyphics and demotic writing displayed on the walls and tablets that have been found in modern times.  Pharaohs used their own monuments as Egyptian-style ticker boards.  Hatshepsut, the queen Pharaoh that ruled Egypt during the fifteenth century B.C. as either sole ruler or co-regent with her husband Thutmose II took advantage of such tools.  Though female Pharaohs were not unheard of in Egypt, it is believed that Hatshepsut’s husband Thutmose was actually heir to the thrown.  However, in a move to assert herself as chosen ruler of Egypt, she inscribed all monuments created during her reign with –

“Welcome my sweet daughter, my favorite, the King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Maatkare, Hatshepsut. Thou art the Pharaoh, taking possession of the Two Lands.”

This continual “news loop”, if you will, was her way of influencing popular belief.  And though a valiant effort on her part, upon her death, widespread attempts were made to scratch her likeness, name and cartouche off of monuments, walls, pharoahic records and ultimately history.  It could be said that the Pharaoh’s news articles were rewritten. 

In American journalism, the press was established as a tool for swaying popular opinion early on.  Groups such as the Caucus Club in Boston, were made up of influential men to promote a common ideology through journalism and business.  Between 1765 and 1783 men such as Benjamin Edes, John Gill, Samuel Adams and John Adams would meet at the Boston Gazette and in the words of John Adams “cooked up paragraphs,” and “worked the political engine,” as colonialists seeking independence from the British Crown.  Thus bias and propaganda in the American press was born.

Soon to follow were other papers that sought to propagandize the news as a method for shaping popular opinion.  In 1789, The Gazette of the United States, which was the official voice of the nation’s first party, the Federalists, whose contributors included Alexander Hamilton, printed its first issue.  The Gazette was based on a pro-British sentiment that was opposite to the Democratic-Republicans also known as the French Party, whose enthusiasts included names such as Thomas Jefferson and James Madison.  As a result, the Democratic-Republican partisan paper, National Gazette opened in 1791.  It closed shortly after in 1793 due to financial problems.

In more recent times, governments such as Hitler’s Third Reich, Mao’s Red China and Stalin’s Russia stood out for the use of propaganda in the media by employing various techniques to control their state-run media engines as a means of propagating party ideologies to the masses.  In World War II, Hitler held mass meetings, which as they grew so did the national news coverage they garnered.  This one simple tactic was instrumental in gaining the popular acceptance that would bring his Nazi party to power in Germany - a fact that has fundamentally changed the world. 

Today, those seeking to use journalism, as a vehicle for disinformation or misinformation regarding events in war and politics, as a way to distract people from the truths, to create the realities most beneficial to the overall goals of the party in power is widely available through radio, television and the Internet -anywhere and anytime.  This is in stark contrast for baby boomers and some gen-X’ers, such as myself, to the days when news was reported in the morning newspaper and the nightly news.  With the increased speed of reporting that technology offers, people have become accustomed to seeing and hearing about the hardships of war as they happen, as well as the opinion polls of politics as they are being tallied. 

Gone are the days when for the first time, newsmen like Dan Rather, reporting from the battlefields of Vietnam, gave the world a first hand account of the horrors of the war as a daily dose on the evening news.  Now are the days like in 1991, during Desert Storm, when outlets such as CNN looped images of a bombed Iraqi Baby Milk Factory on their 24-hour news station hour-after-hour or in April 2003, when images of a torn down, beheaded Saddam Hussein statue were broadcast not only on news television, but on sites such as Bloomberg.com, YouTube and Blogger.  For good or bad, serving our own or foreign governments, these images play a role in the propaganda that shapes our views of politics, wars, and governments to say the least.   

In the end, the role of journalism, the reporting of daily events and how it effects us, biased or unbiased, is nothing new.  The real questions are how will the technology of the future shape journalism and reporting to its audience, how will the people in power, the governments looking to spread an ideology use it to their advantage and finally how do we prepare ourselves to filter it?

This is Steve Guthrie reporting from the University of Houston saying “Good Night” and “Have a pleasant tomorrow.”
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