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Tedium on Deadline

By TUNKU VARADARAJAN

In hell, my coffee would be British, my hygiene French, my jailers German and my newspaper American
(Readers will assume, as I do, that The Wall Street Journal would not be available there.)

I hang these observations up for scrutiny but propose only to dwell on the subject of newspapers —— and
not merely because the other points are too uncontroversial to merit discussion

An episode this week proves journalistically instructive. It centers on Laura Landro, a senior editor at
this newspaper. On Tuesday, the Journal’s features page ran a piece by Ms. Landro titled “Good Medicine

”

Bad Journalism,” in which she criticized a Seattle Times series thought to be in the running for a
Pulitzer.

Writing of the series, which focused on alleged malpractice at a hospital, she said: “Rather than racking
up prizes, it should be used as a textbook case on how the media can convey biased and misleading
information about biomedical research.”

The reaction to Ms. Landro’s piece was swift, especially (as you might imagine) from the Seattle Times.
The New York Times picked up the story but spun it in a way that says much about American journalism:
“With Prizes Near, Paper Prints Attack on Another’s Entry.”

Felicity Barringer, who wrote the Times piece, chose to focus in her first paragraph on Ms. Landro s
apparent solecism (Ms. Barringer called it a “highly unusual step”): to wit, denouncing the Seattle
Times’ series “less than a month before the announcement of the Pulitzer Prizes.” Later Ms. Barringer
again said: “The most startling aspect of the challenge for many journalists was its timing.”

As a journalist who once worked for a British newspaper, I found Ms. Barringer’s take on the affair
rather striking. For a start, there ought to be nothing more delicious —— to a journalist — than to see
the pages of one paper attack those of another. But the underlying thesis of the report was that Ms.
Landro had broken the rules of the club to which she belongs by being beastly to her fellow journalists
just at the moment when (gasp!) they were up for a prize. I may be naive, but isn’t that precisely the
point at which one should kneecap a dubious contender?

Embedded in the criticism angled at Ms. Landro is the belief that a reporter’s words, once printed in a
serious paper, acquire a near sanctity. This view is further nourished by the sense among American
journalists that they belong not to a bruising profession but to a priestly class. How different from the
British approach, where reporters, refer to themselves as “hacks.” And if a British journalist had
suggested that it was somehow not on, mate, to put the boot into another paper’ s story merely because it
was up for an award, he’d have been laughed right out of the pub.

No one would suggest that British newspapers are inherently superior to American ones. In many respects
they are quite the opposite. They take liberties with facts, and they rely heavily on unnamed sources,
often hanging entire stories —— even highly charged ones —— on a single veiled source

British newspapers disregard the lines between fact and opinion, and the tabloids —— bless them if you

will, or damn them —— often fail to distinguish between fact and fiction, or reporting and advocacy. But



at the top of the scale — with broadsheets such as the Daily Telegraph or the Guardian —— the writing is
often very fine, and invariably lively. This may be because, as national newspapers, they have a certain
metropolitan panache, and none of the provincial diffidence that is a hallmark of many American papers.
Their liveliness may also owe something to the fact that their writers are less constrained by the
Objectivity Police than their American counterparts.

Objectivity, in fact, has become something of a fetish with American papers. Melvin Lasky, the editor of
the now defunct Encounter magazine, and author of “The Language of Journalism,” was scathing in this
regard when I picked his brains over the telephone yesterday. Mr. Lasky lives in Berlin and was
describing the effect of American practices on German newspapers. ~In 1945,” he said, “the Germans were
suckers for the simple American credo —— stories should be objective, not subjective, there should be a
rigid separation of fact from comment, and all that stuff. You can’t do that without producing a very
boring newspaper. It was the death of German papers, until years later, when they returned to their own
traditions.”

According to Mr. Lasky, a typical American story might run like this. Lin Po Foo drank his second cup of
tea. He looked through the window. He looked at his plastic teacup. This, in his hands, was the fate of
thousands of ceramic teacup manufacturers in Indonesia. A British newspaper, by contrast, wouldn’t bother
with Indonesia (and certainly not that second cup of tea) unless thousands were being slaughtered

Where is the golden middle? Mr. Lasky thinks it’s in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, which, like some
other German papers, has emerged from the ”“American shadow.” He describes the paper as “half Richard
Wagner, half Cole Porter,” as well as “the best in the world.” Why? Because it veers neither toward
meretricious entertainment, as the British press does, nor toward the general bloodlessness of American
reportage. It believes in a judicious marriage of fact and comment and assumes that it is possible to
educate a reader while entertaining him. In other words, it avoids fetishes and has neither a prevailing
dogma nor a complete absence of one

This last contrast between the American way (dogmatic) and the British (insouciant) is being played out
at the New York Post. A recent spat there —— in which an American editor, fired by the paper’ s Australian
editor in chief, complained that she was let go because she’s not Australian or British — provides
another opportunity to compare the world s two great newspaper cultures. (For the purposes of analysis,
let us treat Australian journalists as being a species of Fleet Street Hack.)

The British school regards journalistic output as perishable, and a tabloid hack’s role as essentially
disruptive. It stands to reason that an American practitioner of the journalistic arts might find the
Post today to be unfamiliar terrain. British-style tabloids tend to go for impact, at whatever cost, and
the cost is often high in terms of collateral damage. These battle conditions require tough, leathery
soldiers who will wade through minefields in the daytime and drink the fatigue away in the evening. Ergo
Aussies and Brits.

This kind of journalism is stacked against those who worry about special interests, and who are forever
nervous about the consequences of a story on a particular group, be it ethnic, sexual or religious. The
British school, whatever its failings, is good at giving offense. Americans, by contrast, are good at not

giving it. This makes them better people, for sure. But does it make their papers better?
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